Environmental Close-Up:  Is It Safe to Drink the Water?
Roughly 1000 contaminants have been detected in the public water supply in the United States, and virtually every major water source is vulnerable to pollution.  About 60 percent of the U.S. population relies on surface water from rivers, lakes, and reservoirs that may contain industrial and agricultural wastes and pesticides washed off fields by rain.  The other 40 percent uses groundwater that may be tainted by chemicals slowly seeping in from toxic-waste dumps, agricultural activities, and leaking sewage and septic systems.  In some areas where groundwater supplies are being gradually depleted, the chemical pollutants are becoming more concentrated.
Most pollutants are probably not concentrated enough to pose significant health hazards; however, there are exceptions.  The most widespread danger in water is lead, which can cause high blood pressure and an array of other health problems.  Lead is especially hazardous to children, since it impairs the development of brain cells.  The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency estimates that at least 42 million Americans are exposed to unacceptably high levels of lead, and the U.S. Public Health Service estimates that perhaps 9 million children are at least slightly affected by it.

The contamination comes from old lead pipes and solder that have been used in plumbing for years.  These materials are gradually being replaced in homes and water systems.  Individuals may want to have their water tested for lead by an official lab.  If the level is too high, they can investigate ways to deal with the problem or switch to bottled water for drinking and cooking.  Even then, caution is called for—some bottled waters contain many of the same contamination that tap water does.
Regardless of the problems, however, the water supply in the United States is among the cleanest in the world.

