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Summary
An investigation has been reported on the clinical and
metabolic effects of lead acquired by soft domestic
water from lead plumbing systems in 23 Glasgow households. The lead content of water from cold taps was up to
18 times the upper acceptable limit and was proportional
to the amount of lead in the plumbing system. The blood
lead of 71 inhabitants of these houses showed a significant
positive correlation with water lead content. Deltaaminolaevulic acid dehydrase activity, an extremely
sensitive indicator of lead exposure, showed a significant
negative correlation with water-lead content. Atmospheric lead was within acceptable limits in all but one
house and no significant correlation could be found with
biochemical measurements. A small number of clinical
abnormalities were found but could not be directly
attributed to lead toxicity. The results of the study
underline the possible danger to health of lead plumbing
systems in soft-water regions.

Introduction
A number of cases of lead poisoning from ingestion of domestic
water have been described in recent years (Bacon et al., 1967;
Beattie et al., 1972). In these cases lead was acquired by soft
moorland water from lead tanks and lead pipes. There is
evidence that soft water has a greater avidity for lead than hard
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water, which may form a shield of calcium salts over the lead
surface of the pipes (Crawford and Morris, 1967). While the
clinical effect of lead in severe cases can be shown little is known
about the subclinical consequences of drinking lead-contaminated
water over a long period of time. The present study of the
clinical and metabolic effects of lead ingested in drinking water
was made in Glasgow, which is one of the largest soft-water
areas of the United Kingdom.

Materials and Methods
The subjects studied were 71 volunteers from 23 families in
whom the householder was an employee of either the Lower
Clyde Water Board or the Health and Welfare Department of
the Corporation of Glasgow. There was, in fact, a total of 73
members of these families but one was a 6-month old baby and
another an adult female who was unwilling to take part in the
study. Employees whose occupation involved contact with lead
were excluded. A sample of tap-water taken first thing in the
morning without previous running of the tap was obtained in
lead-free plastic containers from each household. Water lead
was measured in this sample by the dithizone method (Gonzales et al., 1954). A sample of water was also obtained from the
reservoir serving the area of the study.
A questionnaire was completed for each household asking the
type of house, its age, and the duration of occupation by the
family. An accurate assessment of the plumbing system was
made with respect to the presence or absence of a tank for
storage of cold water, the type of tank, and the absolute length
of each type of pipe carrying the cold water from the mains
supply to the kitchen tap. The questionnaire also asked about
symptoms and signs which are known to occur in lead poisoning.
The items are shown in the Fig. An effort was made to
establish which member of the household was first to drink
tap-water each morning.
Samples of blood and urine were obtained from each subject.
Blood lead was measured by the dithizone method. Deltaaminolaevulic acid dehydrase (ALA dehydrase) was measured in
erythrocytes by the method of Moore et al. (1971). Serum urea
and uric acid were measured by standard techniques. A blood
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The level of lead in the water of the rural population was in
some instances of the same range as the urban group with leadlined tanks. The cause of the presence of symptoms in the rural
subjects and the absence of symptoms in the urban subjects
requires consideration. The investigation of the rural subjects
was prompted initially by their presentation with symptoms,
while the urban study was entirely epidemiological. The
durations of exposure in the five patients of the rural group
who had symptoms ranged from 15 to 50 years, higher with one
exception than in the urban group with lead tanks. This may be
another factor to explain the difference in the incidence of
symptoms.
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film was examined and the haemoglobin measured. Urinary
delta-aminolaevulic acid (ALA) and coproporphyrin were
measured by the methods of Mauzerall and Granick (1956) and
Rimington (1961) respectively. Urinary protein was detected
by use of the Albustix test.
Atmospheric lead was measured in each house over a 24-hour
period by means of a medium volume sampler at 10 I./min,
the sample being collected on microsorband filters. Total lead
content was estimated with a Perkin-Elmer 290 atomic absorption spectrophotometer.
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study (mean blood lead 22-7 tLg/100 g); however, no statistical
significance can be attached to the small numbers involved.
The principal biochemical findings in the subjects studied
are shown in Table IIL When taking an upper limit of blood
lead of 40 tsg/100 ml four subjects had raised values. Three of
these were in group 1 and one was in group 2. The two highest

Results
The habitations occupied by the 23 families consisted of 12
semi-detached or terraced houses, nine flats, and two detached
houses. The ages of these houses ranged from 5 to 60 years,
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xi-Blood and Urinqry Findings in 71 Subjects in the Three Groups. Mean ± Standard Deviation are given in Each Case.
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community health and there is evidence that certain occupational
groups, such as motor-car mechanics, may have a higher blood
lead level than unexposed groups. The acceptable level of
atmospheric lead in domestic premises was stated by the
American Industrial Hygiene Association (1969) to be not more
than 10 ,ug/m3. This limit was slightly exceeded in one of the
houses tested but the mean value of 1-46 ,ug/m3 was well within
the limit. There was no evidence that blood lead or ALA
dehydrase levels were related to atmospheric lead.
Although none of the subjects had any clamant symptoms of
ill health it is of interest that the mean blood lead in six who had
diastolic blood pressure in excess of 95 mm Hg was 33-4 tLg/
100 g, compared with 22-7 tg/100 g in the remaining
normotensive group. These differences did not reach statistical
significance and thus further work is required to elucidate the
relevance of this finding.
A blood lead level of 40 ,ug/100 g is usually regarded as the
upper limit of normal (Lane et al., 1968). By this standard four
of the 71 subjects can be said to have had subclinical lead
exposure. Recent work by Millar et al. (1970) showed that in
children the depression of ALA dehydrase activity levels
occurs at the lower level of 25-30 tg/100 g. When lead was fed
to lactating rats there was a commensurate reduction in both
blood and brain ALA dehydrase activity in the suckling rat, and
this, by inference, suggested that modest rises in blood lead
might possibly be associated with biochemical abnormalities
in the developing brain of the human infant. Moncrieff et al.
(1964) postulated a causative role for lead in some cases of
mental deficiency in children. It may therefore be of relevance
that four of the 21 children (under 15 years) in the group had
blood lead levels of greater than 30 ,ug/100 g and that in the
three of these in which blood ALA dehydrase activity was
measured it was reduced below the lower limit of 415 nmol

P.B.G./1010R.B.C./hr.
The implications of the study are not certain at this stage.
Discussion
It has been known since the days of Ancient Rome that a health
hazard may result from the passage of drinking water through
lead pipes (Major, 1965). Few examples of clinical disease
arising from this cause have been described through the years.
Bacon et al. (1967) reported three severe cases of lead poisoning
from domestic water in a rural district of Yorkshire. Beattie
et al. (1972) reported on 14 members of four families in the
Scottish Highlands who had clinical or biochemical effects of
lead exposure, including five with frank lead poisoning resulting from contaminated domestic water.
The World Health Organization (1971) suggested that the
upper acceptable lead content of drinking water is 100 tug/l. It
is important to stress that in the present study the water supplied
by the local authority was well within this limit and that lead
contamination must have occurred within the houses from the
lead tanks and pipes which carried the cold water.
Of the 23 houses only seven had water lead concentrations of
less than 100 ,ug/l., and all these were in the group with less than
60 feet (18 m) of lead piping. It is clear that the lead content of
the cold water supplies was related to the amount of lead in the
plumbing system. Older houses have more lead piping than
newer houses and many of the older houses have lead tanks.
It is therefore not surprising that the very high levels of water
lead were found in houses built before the second world war.
These houses were of good quality and might reasonably be
expected to stand for many years, which suggests that the
problem in this group is likely to persist for at least several
decades unless the plumbing is changed.
The close relation between domestic water lead and both
blood lead and ALA dehydrase in the occupants of the houses
suggests that lead contamination of drinking water is likely to
be an important environmental source of lead. Much attention
has been directed to atmospheric lead pollution as a hazard to

There is no doubt that biochemical changes may result from
drinking lead-contaminated water. The replacement of lead
pipes would be an expensive but effective remedy. Further work
on the plumbosolvency of water might be of value in predicting
the effect of changing the pH or hardness as an alternative
method of reducing the lead content.

Our acknowledgements are due to Dr. M. K. B. Molyneux
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for technical help.
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levels were in two men living in the house (No. 2) with the
highest water lead level. There was a highly significant correlation between blood leads and water leads (r = 0-599, P <0 001).
The difference in blood lead between group 1 and group 2 was
not significant but between group 2 and group 3 it was significant (P <0 02). Between group 1 and group 3 the significance
was greater (P <0 001). There were no significant differences
in blood lead levels between men and women nor between
adults and children, although four children were found to be in
the upper normal range-that is, between 30 Fg and 40 jig/100 g.
The subjects who drank the first water run from the tap each
morning did not have higher blood leads than the rest of the
group.
There was a significant negative correlation between blood
ALA dehydrase activity and water lead in the series as a whole
(r = - 0'535, P <0 001). Twenty-three subjects in all fell below
the lower limit of 415 nmol P.B.G./1010R.B.C./hr. Fourteen of
these were in group 1, three in group 2, and six in group 3.
There were significant differences between group 1 and group 2
(P <0 05) and between group 1 and group 3 (P <0 01). Blood
lead varied inversely with ALA dehydrase (r = -0-451,
P < 000l).
Nine subjects in groups 1 and 2 had urinary ALA levels
exceeding the upper limit of normal of 0-6 mg/100 ml. There
were significant differences in urinary ALA excretion between
group 1 and group 3 (P <0 01) and between group 2 and group
3 (P <0 01) but not between group 1 and group 2.
In every case the urinary coproporphyrin was within the
normal range (0-150 jg/l.) and the levels of coproporphyrin
excretion did not differ significantly between groups.
Haemoglobin, serum urea, and serum uric acid levels did not
differ significantly between groups and were not correlated with
water lead or atmospheric lead.

