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Community Q&A on Lead Testing Results 
Saturday, June 17th – 10:00am – 12:00pm 

 

Context: 
In the wake of water testing results which indicated elevated levels of lead in 9 of the district’s 
water sources (with an additional 3 tests from SOMS lost and being re-tested), Board of 
Education, District Administration, a panel of experts and community members/staff/parents 
assembled in the Seth Boyden auditorium on Saturday June 17th to hear information about the 
lead testing and to provide feedback. 
 
Panelists:  

 Ms. Elizabeth  Baker – President, SOMSD BOE  

 Ms. Madeline Brown – retired lead expert/Rutgers faculty  

 Mr. John Festa, South Orange Health Officer  

 Mr. Greg Krueger – Lew Corporation (Testing Company) 

 Mr. William Kyle, Director of Facilities, SOMSD 

 Mr. Myles O’Malley – lead expert/community member, district parent  

 Ms. Madhu Pai - VP, SOMSD BOE  

 Dr. John Ramos – Superintendent, SOMSD 

 Mr. Robert Roe – Maplewood Health Officer 

 Mr. Paul Roth – Business Administrator, SOMSD  
 
Update from Panelists 

 Mr. Roth updated community on steps taken to date which include: 
o Disabling 12 ‘affected’ water sources including the 9 with elevated lead readings and 

3 from South Orange Middle School for which results were lost.  The test results 
were delivered last Friday and the water sources were taken offline that same day.   

o Important note: The tap in the MMS kitchen was not used for food preparation or 
for drinking water.  

o All 12 water sources are being re-tested, with first priority being the Seth Boyden 
water fountain with the highest reading. 

o The district has provided bottles of water to all affected schools for students and 
staff. 

o Entirety of water testing results from 2016 and 2017 are up on the district website. 

 Dr. Ramos explained that after high lead levels were reported in Newark in 2016, the district 
pro-actively had our water tested and received results that indicated all water sources were 
below the lead ‘warning’ threshold.  In May 2016, the state set a mandate for lead testing 
which required all schools to conduct testing by July 2017.  SOMSD implemented the State’s 
mandated testing in May of 2017, following an annual testing schedule.  The test 
procedures and lead thresholds changed between 2016 and 2017. 

o Parents asked the district to look into conducting testing at the start of the school 
year (August) vs. at the end of the school year (May). 

 Panelists provided additional clarity on testing requirements –  
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o Mr. Krueger from Lew Corporation, which conducted our water testing, clarified that 
the lead threshold follows EPA guidelines – which have not been consistent.  The 
EPA originally had guidance that stated that although the general threshold for lead 
in drinking water was 15 ppb, for school testing, the threshold was 20 ppb.  It was 
later reduced it to 15 ppb in 2016.   

o Mr. Krueger also communicated that lead in water is very dynamic and the 444 parts 
per billion (ppb) result could be an anomaly.  He also mentioned that not every drink 
out of the fountain would have a 444 ppb lead reading – as the water runs more 
during the day, the level of lead would have depreciated.   

 The lead experts on the panel shared research that children who test positive for lead are 
far more likely to have ingested the lead in their homes from paint and/or dust than from 
the water fountains. Recommendations were made to have homes tested. 

o Ms. Brown explained that the most critical years for lead exposure are 0-5 when the 
brain is still forming. 

 Mr. Kyle, Facilities Director for the district, confirmed that Montrose Early 
Learning Center has all new water fountains. 

o Mr. Roe, health officer for Maplewood, and Mr. Festa, health officer for South 
Orange offered to do quick home checks for anyone who asks. 

o For perspective, Mr. Krueger explained that a tiny chip of paint contains nearly 
5,000,000 ppb of lead. 

 
Community Comments  

 Parent questions centered on three key themes: 
1. Requests for additional information about the testing, test parameters and whether 

district will be providing lead testing for children 
 BOE President Baker explained that as soon as the BOE was told of the test 

results, they charged Admin to look into viability of testing students, 
especially those who many not have easy access to a pediatrician.  
Administration has been working hard over the last week to figure out 
whether we can provide testing - there are very tight restrictions for what 
the BOE can spend taxpayer dollars on and there are several hurdles and 
restrictions to work through as it relates to the district providing “medical 
services” with or without prescriptions.   

 A Seth Boyden teacher discussed the need for immediate triage. Asked if 
delaying blood testing will water down the results. Panelist responded that 
lead has a half-life of 32 days.  Many children may have baseline results but 
those tests were likely done when they were babies/toddlers.  The lead 
experts on the panel recommended that parents get more frequent lead 
testing done on children as a routine precaution. 

 A parent mentioned a service in in Newark, La Casa de Don Pedro, that does 
lead testing in homes for people who can't afford to hire someone to do so. 
(Contact person is Danny Feliciano - 973-485-0701, mention Carrie Puglisi's 
name) 

2. Requests for better building level communication overall – though classrooms near 
affected water sources were listed on the initial communication that went out, some 
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parents are concerned that there is still not thorough understanding among the 
parent community that water sources outside their children’s classrooms are 
affected. 

 BOE Vice-President Pai communicated that this is good takeaway for the 
Community Engagement and Outreach committee to act upon. 

 BOE President Baker explained that sending a note specifically to parents 
whose children’s classrooms are near the affected water sources does not 
take into consideration the many children who pass these water sources 
during their daily travels in the school and may be drinking from them as 
well.  Communication should be at the building level so all are aware. 

3. Requests to be more aggressive in what we consider ‘acceptable’ threshold limits 
since no amount of lead in water is acceptable.  One parent suggested cutting our 
threshold to 7.5ppb and another parent suggested that district disable all water 
fountains. 

 Mr. Roth and Mr. Krueger of Lew Corporation confirmed that there is no 
systemic issue of lead in the water. Out of 200+ samples across the district, 9 
came back with elevated levels (8 of those are marginally elevated).  Most 
districts typically see elevated levels across 20% of their water sources.   

 Mr. Krueger of Lew Corporation mentioned that getting to lower lead levels 
will be near impossible since the district receives its water from NJ American 
Water which does test its water frequently but uses the EPA threshold of 
15ppb as acceptable 

 Mr. Roth communicated that, as part of the district’s next steps, all water 
sources in the district will be outfitted with filters which should mitigate lead 
and other toxins in the water. He confirmed that after filters are installed, 
that they will be replaced in accordance with manufacturer 
recommendation.  He further communicated that all fountains will be 
replaced with new models that will also mitigate entry points for lead and 
other toxins. 

 
Next Steps: 

 Immediate - District Administration to ensure that all affected water sources are turned off 
(not just sealed off) 

 District Administration to receive and communicate out the results of the re-test of Seth 
Boyden water source (anticipated week of 6/19) and any updates on testing of students; 
on-going communication is necessary throughout the summer months as the situation is 
further addressed. 

 Community Engagement & Outreach Committee to ensure there is balance of both district-
wide and building level communication around this (and all other issues) going forward. 

 Finance, Facilities & Technology Committee of BOE to review full scope of all safety & 
security issues including current ‘blind spots’ (like lead in water) as part of long range 
facilities planning and report out to community. 

 


