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This EPN breakfast featured Mike Baker, chief of the Division of Drinking and Ground Waters 

at the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency, talking about the various water crises we have 

experienced over the past few years.  He started by ticking off several recent water emergencies:  

 The Freedom Industries chemical spill into the Elk River that contaminated drinking 

water for 300,000 people in Charleston, W.V. 

 The harmful algal bloom in Lake Erie that shut down drinking water for 400,000 people 

in Toledo.  

 A 700-mile harmful algal bloom on the Ohio River that threatened dozens of public 

drinking water systems. 

 

All of this put a lot of negative attention onto public drinking water, Baker said. The good thing 

was people were taking an interest in water, but the bad thing was an erosion of confidence in 

whether drinking water systems were safe. Baker said he wanted to turn this crisis into an 

opportunity to get better regulations and more resources for an aging infrastructure.  

 

One thing I was shocked to find out from Baker’s talk is that under current regulations there is no 

maximum contaminant level for lead the way there is for substances such as arsenic or PCBs. 

Rather, federal regulations require action only when lead exceeds 15 micrograms per liter in 10 

percent of water samples collected from households. If that happens, then agencies have 30 days 

to inform consumers of the results, 90 days to monitor and certify the results, 60 more days to 

provide public education, and 18 months to take steps to control lead corrosion. That means it 

can take two years from the time lead is found in water for agencies to do anything about it.  

 

“We need a rule designed to prevent the public from being exposed to lead,” Baker said. “This is 

just a corrosion control rule.” 

 

Another thing Baker said that surprised me was that we don’t know what level of lead in 

drinking water is a problem. Most lead exposure in children comes from paint dust or soil 

contamination, not from water. Since we don’t know what level of lead in the blood is safe, the 

CDC has said we should reduce all exposure to lead.  

 

Lead in water comes not from the treatment plant or main water line, but from lead service lines 

leading into homes, and sometimes from lead fixtures, soldering, or shutoff valves. In 1986 the 

EPA defined “lead free” as levels under 8 percent. In 2014, that was revised to 0.25 percent. 

 

Baker then discussed the particulars of what happened with lead contamination in Flint, Mich., 

and Sebring, Ohio. Flint he described as a “train wreck over many years,” with a lack of response 

from government at all levels. Flint had a population of 100,000 down from 200,000, mostly 

minority, and used 1/3 the amount of water it had in the past.  
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In 2013 the city manager decided to move away from the water treatment plant in Detroit to 

Flint’s own treatment plant with water from the Flint River. Although the treatment plant had 

been maintained, to make this shift, they had to change the direction of the flow of the water 

through the pipes. The plant also didn’t have adequate engineering for water quality analysis.  

 

Within a month people started complaining about bad water quality. As it turned out, changing 

the flow of the water scraped sediments and biofilm off the water main and delivered it into 

homes. The system also had bad hydraulics, with 120 broken valves and 250 valves in incorrect 

positions. The managers didn’t account for the additional organic matter in the Flint River. 

 

Because of the poor water quality, experts were called in to test the water, and that’s when they 

found elevated levels of lead. Blood testing of children found lead in their systems as well. 

Finally the city declared an emergency and began providing citizens with bottled water.  

 

Baker then discussed what happened in Sebring, Ohio, population 4000. Here he said the water 

treatment plant operator made changes that resulted in the water being more corrosive, and the 

city was on reduced monitoring with testing done only every three years. Samples were collected 

in September 2015 and tested high for lead. So they went back and collected more samples, 

hoping to dilute the first set of samples, but the opposite happened.  

 

It took the city until October to report this finding to the regional office of the Ohio EPA, and 

even then they did not send documentation of where the samples were collected. Baker says the 

regional staff was “too patient” in going back and forth with the operator, and that senior 

management didn’t know until January about the findings of elevated lead in the water.  

 

When senior management found out, Baker said, they told the city that residents must be 

informed, provided with bottled water, and offered blood testing. OEPA also worked with the 

school district to test every faucet and water fountain for lead within three days.  

 

As a result of these events, Ohio passed HB 512, which 

 Established 15 milligrams per liter as the actionable level 

 Expedited notice of consumers from 30 days to 2 business days 

 Expedited public notice from 60 days to 2 business days, with 30 days for public education 

 Allowed the OEPA director to provide notice in 10 days if the city operator did not. 

 

The legislation also 

 Required water system managers to map areas where homes had lead service lines 

 Allocated $15 million in funding for schools to test faucets and water fountains 

 Set a new state definition of lead-free as 0.25 percent. 

 

Baker would also like to see another bill, SB 333, that would require all public water systems to 

 Inventory their physical assets and record their condition 

 Have a program for maintenance 

 Make projections for replacement and have a plan to pay for it.  

 

This was an interesting talk with some surprising information about a topic that has captured a 

lot of attention nationally and in Ohio for the past few years. I remember how outraged everyone 

was by Flint. I’m glad to see Ohio has taken substantive steps to address this issue.  



 


