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National Strategy to reduce exposure to lead in drinking water 

NFGWS information note for Group Water Scheme organisers and members 

On 9th June 2015 the Government approved a National Strategy to reduce exposure to lead 
in drinking water. The Strategy was prepared by Department of Environment, Community and 
Local Government in consultation with the Department of Health, Irish Water, the HSE and 
the EPA, in order to map the scale of the problem and identify measures to mitigate any risks 
to human health posed by lead in drinking water. 
 
The full published strategy and the associated press release are available to download at 
www.nfgws.ie. 
 
This information note has been prepared by the NFGWS for Group Water Scheme organisers 
and members and is based on the national strategy document. 
 

Lead is a naturally occurring metal which is found in rocks, soil, water and air. Since the 1970s, 
there has been a growing concern about risk to health from exposure to lead. Exposure to 
lead has reduced in Ireland since then, due to the banning of lead in paint in the early 1990s 
and the introduction of unleaded petrol in the mid-1990s as well as the on-going removal of 
much of the public lead water mains. 

Irish people are now, in general, exposed to significantly less lead than was previously the 
case. However, lead pipes or fittings connecting water mains to individual households or 
premises, internal lead plumbing and internal pipework with lead based fixtures and solder 
remain a potential source of lead. Lead pipework and plumbing was previously in widespread 
use and is most likely to be prevalent in properties constructed in the period up to and 
including the 1970s.  

The severity of adverse health effects of lead exposure, from whatever source, is influenced 
by the total amount consumed, the duration of lead exposure and the age at which exposure 
occurs. For most people, the main source of lead is our food, with drinking water accounting 
for only a small portion of our overall exposure. Infants, young children and pregnant women 
are most susceptible to the adverse health effects of lead. In the case of formula-fed infants, 
drinking water can form a significant proportion of the total daily intake of lead where lead 
pipework or lead-containing fixtures and solder are present. 

The national strategy document provides detailed advice for householders that become of 
the presence of lead in their water supply. 
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Group Water Schemes 

The national strategy reports that there is no knowledge or evidence to suggest that lead 
piping was used in the construction of Group Water Scheme distribution networks. Statutory 
monitoring of the Group Water Scheme sector also suggests that lead is not an issue on these 
supplies. However, smaller GWSs, supplying less than 100m³ of water per day may not be 
regularly be monitored for the presence of lead. The EPA in its most recent drinking water 
report (published January 2015) recommends that a programme of monitoring for lead 
should be undertaken to determine the extent of its presence in private supplies. Should a 
monitoring programme indicate the presence of lead piping on a Group Water Scheme 
network, a replacement programme will be undertaken with the assistance of funding 
through the multi-annual rural water programme funded by the Department of the 
Environment, Community and Local Government. 
 
Group Water Scheme Members 

Lead was used historically for pipes used in water supply distribution systems. From the 1970s 
onwards, the practice of using lead pipes for this purpose was discontinued and the practice 
may have ceased some time before then. Given that most group water schemes were initiated 
from the 1970s onwards, it is not expected that lead water mains are an issue for that sector, 
but this is subject to further verification. 

The national strategy places a focus on properties constructed up to and including the 1970s 
as those in need of risk assessment from a precautionary perspective. 

Members of Group Water Schemes in such properties should; 

• check whether lead has been used in the pipework or service connections or internal 
plumbing. This can be done with the assistance of a suitably qualified plumber and/or 
by testing the water for lead. See “Drinking Water Consumer Advice Note – Lead” at 
www.hse.ie/water. The legal parameter for lead in drinking water is set at 10μg/l from 
25 December 2013. 

• consider replacing lead pipework, fittings or solder in the service connection and 
internal plumbing of any premises where it has been found. 

• contact Irish Water or their Group Water Scheme if it is decided to replace the lead 
supply pipe and internal plumbing to ensure that the water supplier can make any 
necessary changes or replacements on their own infrastructure.  

Cost of Replacement 

The costs involved in replacing pipes in domestic dwellings can potentially be partially 
defrayed through the Home Renovation Incentive Scheme (see national strategy document 
for more details). The Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government has 
also undertaken to establish a new grant scheme to assist low income households to replace 
lead pipes in their home. The scheme will be administered by local authorities and in line with 
Drinking Water regulations, the available resources will be prioritised to areas of highest risk. 
Funding for this measure in 2016 will be finalised in the context of Budget 2016. 


