
     

 

 
 

To: Interested Parties  
From: Global Strategy Group  
Date: November 2022 
Re: Recent Survey Shows Strong Support for Revising EPA Lead and Copper Rule 
 
Global Strategy Group conducted an online survey of 1,000 respondents nationwide, with oversamples reaching 200 
respondents in Illinois, Missouri, and Wisconsin, to better understand Americans’ attitudes on access to safe drinking 
water and a potential revised EPA rule that would require water utilities to replace all of their lead pipes within the next 
ten years. The survey was conducted between October 10th and 17th, 2022. 
 

KEY SURVEY FINDINGS 
 

• Access to safe drinking water has broken through as a priority for Americans. Outside of the economy 
and inflation, ensuring access to safe drinking water for all Americans is seen as the second highest ranking 
priority nationwide. It ties with reducing crime—which is a striking data point in today’s political environment. 
 

• Majorities say lead pipes are a major problem and are worried about exposure to lead in their home tap 
water. Seven in ten Americans nationwide say lead pipes in U.S. drinking water systems are either a crisis or a 
major problem – and a majority of Americans are worried about exposure to toxic chemicals, such as lead, in 
their home tap water.  

 

• There is overwhelming support (across gender, race, age, and political ideology) to update an EPA rule 
that would require water utilities to replace all of their lead pipes within the next ten years – with nine in 
ten Americans supporting the proposal and a majority strongly supporting it. Support for updating the EPA’s lead 
and copper rule is even stronger in states where lead pipes are particularly problematic – such as Illinois, 
Missouri, and Wisconsin.  
 

• Large majorities support equitable action to address lead in tap water. More than nine in ten support 
provisions that require water utilities “to ensure no one’s tap water has an unsafe level of lead,” (94% support, 
71% strongly support) and nearly the same amount agree that investments in water infrastructure should be 
“targeted to communities that have been underserved for far too long" (86% agree, 54% strongly agree). 

 

• Supporters of the proposal are poised to win a debate on the issue: There is a clear sense of urgency 
among Americans to replace lead pipes. The data shows that the timing to replace lead pipes in the current rule 
falls short even in the face of opposition messaging that an updated plan will result in higher prices for 
consumers. Messaging that highlights the negative health impacts on children and framing access to safe 
drinking water as a human right is incredibly compelling – while localizing messages can heighten the sense of 
urgency and threat on the issue. Even in a situation where supporters are at a communication 
disadvantage (that is, the respondents heard more messaging against a stronger EPA rule), support for 
the proposed rule remains strong and never drops below 83% overall.  
 

• Policymakers who support updating the EPA rule to require water utilities to replace all their lead pipes 
in the next 10 years or less are viewed more favorably. Large majorities across demographic groups, 
including independents and Republicans maintain more favorability toward policymakers who support updating 
the rule throughout the survey. 

 

ACCESS TO SAFE DRINKING WATER IS A TOP PRIORITY FOR AMERICANS 
 
Ensuring access to safe drinking water ranks only behind the economy on issues Americans want legislators 
to focus on – with more Americans saying safe drinking water should be a top priority than those who say the 
same of reducing crime. Over half of Americans (59%) believe that ensuring access to safe drinking water for all 
Americans should be one of the top priorities for the federal government, and 91% believe it is a high priority. Falling 
short of only to the economy and inflation, while ranking higher than crime and health care in issue prioritization, access 
to safe drinking water has clearly emerged as a top priority for Americans, including in Illinois (52% top priority), Missouri 
(59% top priority), and Wisconsin (60% top priority). Moreover, there is broad support across the political spectrum for 
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ensuring access to safe drinking water – including among Republicans, 51% of whom believe it should be one of the top 
priorities of the federal government as well. 

 
Americans are worried about exposure to lead in their home tap water and seven in ten view lead pipes in 
drinking systems as a nationwide crisis or major problem. A majority of Americans (56%) are worried about 
exposure to toxic chemicals, such as lead, in their home tap water. Those especially concerned include younger 
individuals (70% worried), Hispanic Americans (72% worried), and Black Americans (70% worried). Over half (51%) of 
all Americans also think that lead pipes in their state’s drinking water systems are a crisis or a major problem, and an 
even larger majority (70%) say that lead pipes in U.S. drinking water systems are a crisis or major problem.  
 

THERE IS OVERWHELMING SUPPORT FOR AN UPDATED EPA LEAD AND COPPER RULE 
 
Americans overwhelmingly support requiring water utilities to replace all lead pipes in the next ten years. Nine 
in ten Americans support updating the EPA rule so that it would require water utilities to replace all of their lead pipes 
within the next ten years, and a majority strongly support it (91% overall support, 55% strongly support).  
 
Support for an updated EPA rule is universal across demographic groups, partisan groups, and key states. 
Support is strong across gender, age, race, and political ideology, with majorities of Democrats (97% support), 
independents (84% support), and Republicans (87% support) supporting an updated EPA lead and copper rule. The 
same is true in key states such as Illinois (96% support, 56% strong support), Missouri (92% support, 50% strong 
support), and Wisconsin (93% support, 45% strong support). 
 

 
 
After a brief background description* of lead pipes and the proposed EPA rule, support remains extremely high 
while driving up the intensity of support. Overall support remains virtually unchanged (from its high position) after the 
informed description, indicating that support is well-established already, though intensity of support increased in Missouri 
(57% strongly support up from 50%), Wisconsin (50% strongly support up from 45%), and among Republicans (46% 
strongly support up from 43%). 
 
*[Informed Message] “Three decades ago, Congress banned the installment of lead water pipes, but allowed existing lead pipes to remain in use. 
Today, as many as 12 million lead pipes still carry drinking water to millions of homes every day. The EPA – which is responsible for ensuring safe 
drinking water across the country – currently has a rule that allows most lead pipes to remain in use, and gives the most lead-contaminated water 
utilities more than 30 years to replace their lead pipes. However, there is a proposal to update the current lead rule that would require all lead pipes to 
be replaced by water utilities in the next 10 years.” 
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POLICYMAKERS WHO SUPPORT UPDATING THE EPA RULE ARE VIEWED POSITIVELY 
 
Nearly seven in ten Americans would have a more favorable opinion of a policymaker who supports updating 
the EPA lead and copper rule. These opinions are not only broad, but strong – with over a third of Americans (36%) 
saying they would have a much more favorable opinion of policymakers who supported an EPA rule that requires water 
utilities to replace all of their lead pipes in the next ten years or less. Furthermore, favorability towards these policymakers 
is high even among traditionally unfriendly groups, such as Republicans (57% favorable, 23% much more favorable) – 
again demonstrating that this is not a partisan issue and one that broad majorities of Americans support. 

 

 
 
A WIDE RANGE OF POTENTIAL PROVISIONS IN AN UPDATED EPA RULE ARE POPULAR 
 
All of the potential provisions in a revised EPA rule that we tested showed near universal support – including 
provisions that require water utilities to replace lead pipes at a rate of at least 10% per year (91% support, 56% strong 
support), that water utilities should help schools and daycare centers install water filters to remove lead in their drinking 
water (90% support, 64% strong support), and that water utilities should be required to fully replace all lead pipes on 
public and private property (88% support, 58% strong support).  
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Moreover, Americans believe the federal government should intervene on this issue and ensure all existing lead 
pipes are replaced. In fact, nearly nine in ten Americans agree that the federal government, along with water utilities 
and states, should replace all existing lead pipes (89% agree, 60% strongly agree). With nearly the same share (86%) 
agreeing that investments in water infrastructure should be targeted to communities that have been underserved for far 
too long (86% agree, 54% strongly agree). Perhaps most striking (given the importance of economic issues today) is the 
broad agreement that even if water costs customers somewhat more, it’s important for water utilities to get rid of lead 
pipes and to reduce lead levels in tap water (86% agree, 50% strongly agree). This too is true in Illinois (52% strongly 
agree), Missouri (45% strongly agree) and Wisconsin (42% strongly agree) where we see large shares of respondents 
in strong agreement with that statement. 
 

SUPPORTERS OF AN UPDATED EPA RULE ARE POISED TO WIN A DEBATE ON THE ISSUES 
 
Opposition to an updated rule fails to turn back opinions, even when potential pitfalls of the new rule are 
introduced.  
 

• Americans are willing to pay more, if necessary, for safe drinking water, with strong majorities agreeing 
that access to safe drinking water is a basic human right and the EPA has the responsibility to put American 
lives and health ahead of the costs to water utilities (79% agree overall – including 86% of Democrats, 83% of 
independents, and 71% of Republicans) and few agreeing that forcing water utilities to replace all lead pipes is 
unnecessary and will cause many utilities to go bankrupt or raise prices on consumers (21% agree overall).  
 

• Requiring lead pipe replacement on private property is not a vulnerability, as a majority agreed that water 
replacement plans should pay for 100% of the cost to replace the lead pipes providing water to homes, no matter 
if the pipes are under public or private property (80% agree overall – including 86% of Democrats, 81% of 
independents, and 72% of Republicans), whereas few agreed that water utilities should not be required to 
remove the part of a lead service line that is under private property (20% agree overall). 
 

• Timing to replace lead pipes under the current rule is not adequate, with a majority of Americans agreeing 
that 30 years of continued lead pipe use falls short, and we need a better plan that will solve this issue sooner 
(68% agree overall – including 77% of Democrats, 63% of independents, and 60% of Republicans), compared 
to few who think that we already have a rule in place that will replace lead pipes and put the U.S. on a path to 
safe water for all (32% agree overall).  
 

• Water utilities should bear the financial responsibility to replace lead pipes, with a majority of Americans 
agreeing that it was the water utilities who installed or approved of these lead pipes years ago, and it should be 
their responsibility to pay for replacing them (73% agree overall – including 79% of Democrats, 71% of 
independents, and 67% of Republicans) vs. few agreeing that forcing water utilities to replace all lead pipes, 
regardless of location or levels of lead exposure is unnecessary (27% agree overall).  

 

• Environmental justice is important, as a majority agree safe drinking water should not be determined by 
socioeconomic status or where you live (68% agree overall), and generally do not side with opponents’ 
statements claiming this rule would be a radical transfer of wealth to liberal ideologues and would hurt American 
consumers in the name of phony environmental justice (32% agree overall). Here we see Americans move 
towards their partisan corner a bit more, but still a majority of Republicans (54%) agree that safe drinking water 
should not be determined by socioeconomic status or where you live – as do Democrats (81%) and independents 
(69%) as well. 

 
Even in a scenario where supporters are at a communication disadvantage, support for an updated EPA rule 
remains incredibly high. Structured into the survey was a rotation on positive and negative messaging for and against 
an updated EPA rule. While the negative message* raises concerns (86% total concerns), those concerns do little to 
dwindle support for an updated rule. In fact, among respondents who ONLY heard the negative message, support for an 
updated EPA rule remained above four in five Americans (83%) – including 81% of independents and 73% of 
Republicans. All of which shows that Americans are set in their support for updating the EPA rule and not willing to 
waiver easily. 
 
*[Negative Message] “Access to safe water is important, but we already have rules in place to monitor lead levels and replace pipes that cause danger. 
Requiring water utilities to replace all existing pipes regardless of location or lead exposure is unnecessary, inefficient, and expensive. Water utilities 
that we rely on will go bankrupt in the process and those that don’t will be forced to raise prices on consumers – leading to skyrocketing water bills. 
This is just another example of burdensome and underfunded government mandates that will harm taxpayers and raise prices on American families.” 
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POSITIVE MESSAGING IS VERY CONVINCING AT DRIVING ADDITIONAL SUPPORT  
 
The health impacts of lead pipes on young children and framing safe drinking water as a human right are very 
convincing reasons to support an updated EPA rule. Americans are most convinced to support the rule change by 
messaging highlighting the negative health impacts lead pipes have on children (66% very convincing) and framing safe 
drinking water as a human right that policymakers have fallen short on (64% very convincing). 
 
Localized messages in each of the target states are effective at driving the sense of urgency on the issue. In 
Illinois, messaging that stressed Illinois having more lead pipes than any other state with nearly 700,000 or more homes 
served by lead pipes (68% very convincing) is the top testing message within Illinois. In Missouri, messaging that stressed 
Missouri having the fourth-highest number of lead pipes per capita with 300,000 lead pipes carrying drinking water to 
homes (57% very convincing) is the second top testing message overall behind children. In Wisconsin, messaging that 
stressed Wisconsin having the highest number of lead pipes per capita with 329,000 lead pipes carrying drinking water 
to homes (52% very convincing) while very convincing overall does not rank near the top of most convincing messages 
in Wisconsin – behind children, human rights, and health. 
 

% Very convincing reason to support updated EPA rule 

NW IL MO WI  

- 68 - - 

[LOCAL - IL] Illinois has more lead pipes than any other state in the nation. 
This means that families and children are more at risk of exposure to unsafe 
drinking water than anywhere else in the country – in fact, studies show that 
nearly 700,000 or more homes in Illinois are served by lead pipes, putting 
children and families at risk. Many of the Illinois residents may not even 
suspect their tap water could be contaminated with lead and elected officials 
have not made significant progress toward fixing this problem.  

66 67 63 64 

[CHILDREN] Young children are especially vulnerable to lead. A dose of lead 
that would have little effect on an adult can have a significant effect on a 
child. In children, low levels of lead exposure have been linked to brain 
damage, learning disabilities, slowed growth, lower IQ, and impaired hearing. 
In fact, more than half a million children in the U.S. have elevated levels of 
lead in their blood. 

64 64 56 58 

[HUMAN RIGHT] Safe drinking water is a basic human right. No person in 
America should be forced to drink or cook with poisoned water that exposes 
them to severe health risks. While other countries have established more 
rigorous limits on lead levels in their water, U.S. policymakers have failed to 
protect Americans from excessive lead exposure. 

- 59 - - 

[LOCAL - CHICAGO] Illinois has more lead pipes than any other state in the 
nation and elected officials have not made significant progress toward fixing 
this problem. In two years, the city of Chicago has replaced less than one 
tenth of one percent of the 400,000 lead pipes despite other cities with similar 
lead problems replacing their lead pipes at a much faster rate. 

57 59 51 55 

[HEALTH] Studies show there is no safe level of lead in drinking water. 
Today, lead pipes expose millions of Americans to long-term serious health 
risks – including cardiovascular complications, decreased kidney function, 
and reproductive problems in both men and women.  

- - 57 - 

[LOCAL - MO] Missouri has the fourth-highest number of lead pipes per 
capita in the U.S. with an estimated 330,000 or more lead pipes carrying 
drinking water to Missourians daily – many of whom may not suspect their tap 
water could be contaminated with lead and elected officials have not made 
significant progress toward fixing this problem. 

56 65 50 50 

[NO SHORTCUTS] Safe drinking water is a basic human right. No person in 
America should be forced to drink or cook with poisoned water that exposes 
them to severe health risks. While other countries have established more 
rigorous limits on lead levels in their water, U.S. policymakers have failed to 
protect Americans from excessive lead exposure. 

55 56 50 52 

[EQUALITY/JUSTICE] Communities of color and low-income communities 
are disproportionately impacted by contaminated water that results from 
outdated, inadequate, or failing infrastructure. Access to safe drinking water 
should not be a privilege for the few. No one should have to suffer from lead 
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contamination and the severe health risks it causes just because they live in 
the wrong zip code. 

52 50 55 42 

[EPA LIMITS] The Environmental Protection Agency is responsible for 
ensuring safe drinking water across the country, but the EPA’s current rule on 
lead in water falls short. The U.S. rule sets no maximum amount of lead 
exposure allowed from tap water, unlike many other industrialized nations, 
and studies show that lead levels in many Americans’ drinking water needs to 
be sharply lower to prevent lead poisoning among young children. 

- - - 52 

[LOCAL - WI] Wisconsin has the highest number of lead pipes per capita in 
the U.S. with an estimated 329,000 or more lead pipes carrying drinking 
water to Wisconsinites daily – many of whom may not suspect their tap water 
could be contaminated with lead and elected officials have not made 
significant progress toward fixing this problem. 

 
Post-messaging, support for an updated EPA rule remains strong and broad across majorities of demographic 
groups. Having started from 91% initial support overall, marginal decreases were expected – and by still garnering 88% 
of overall support post-messaging, updating the EPA rule is incredibly popular and widely supported. Notably, we see a 
net +6 shift in support from independents, while pluralities of Republicans continue to strongly support an updated rule. 
 

 
 
Relatedly, a policymaker who supports an updated EPA rule also maintains favor, and intensity of favorability 
increases with Republicans and in each of the target states. Policymakers can expect to be viewed more favorably 
if they press on this issue with 68% of Americans saying they would have a more favorable opinion of such policymakers, 
and a 35% plurality saying they would have a much more favorable opinion. Notably, almost none say they would have 
a less favorable opinion.  
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All of which demonstrates that access to safe drinking water is a priority for Americans, that support for updating the 
EPA’s lead and copper rule to require water utilities to replace all lead pipes in the next ten years or less has broad and 
unwavering support, that supporters of the proposal are poised to win the debate on all the key issues, and policymakers 
who join the effort will earn favoritism across demographic groups. 
 
ABOUT THE POLL 
Global Strategy Group conducted a survey of 1,000 respondents nationwide between October 10th – October 17th, 2022. The margin of error at the 
95% confidence level is +/- 3.1% for this survey. Interviews were conducted online. Care has been taken to ensure the geographic and demographic 
divisions of the populations of respondents are properly represented. 


