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In January 2011, President Obama 
signed into law the Reduction of Lead in 
Drinking Water Act, which will reduce the 
allowable lead content of wetted surfaces 
in drinking water pipe, pipe fillings, and 
plumbing fittings and fixtures. 

The bill, supported by Plumbing 
Manufacturers International and the 
Plumbing-Heating-Cooling Contractors 
National Association, mandates that all states 
limit lead content in solder and flux to 0.2 
percent and that wetted surfaces of pipes, 
fixtures, and fittings contain no more than a 
weighted average of 0.25 percent of lead. It 
reduces the amount of allowable lead content 
in faucets and plumbing fittings from the 
eight percent currently allowed down to 0.25 
percent. Any inventory of 85-5-5-5 leaded 
brass becomes obsolete on Jan. 4, 2014. 

“The new law will have a significant 

impact on manufacturing, distribution, and 
installation companies with current leaded 
product inventories,” said Rich Davison, 
Soderholm & Associates sales representative. 
“Every potable plumbing product that does 
not meet the new standard will be illegal 
and cannot be sold or installed for use with 
potable water. During late 2012 and early 
2013 all supply chain participants should plan 
their inventory transitions to lead free to avoid 
potential inventory write-off charges in 2014.”

Manufacturers have been ready for this 
for quite a while, since California implemented 
its own lead-free law, AB1953, in effect since 
2010. Vermont and Maryland also have lead-
free laws, and Louisiana’s goes into effect Jan. 
1, 2013.

“When it came to leading the way 
toward a lead-free product, T&S foresaw the 
regulatory changes that were emerging in 
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the states and decided to take control 
and move ahead with an aggressive 
schedule for converting the top 95 
percent of its products based on sales 
volume to the 0.25 percent standard 
by the implementation deadline in 
California,” said Jeff Baldwin, Design 
Engineering Manager, T&S Brass and 
Bronze Works. “By the mid 2010, our 
entire line of affected T&S products 
were in full compliance.”

Viega also has invested heavily in 
R&D to ensure they are in compliance 
with the legislation in time to allow 
its customers to transition their 
inventories prior to the federal 
legislative deadline.

“The reason for our early focus 
is to be able to help our customers 
transition before the federal lead-free 
legislation goes into effect and be 
ready to accommodate those who have 
not been able to plan in advance,” said 
Derek Bower, Viega associate product 
manager for metals. “We have been 

working with our wholesalers and 
communicating our transition plan to 
our customers so they will not have to 
deal with backlogs or long lead times 
for compliant valves and fittings.” 

Likewise, Watts Water 
Technologies has invested a 
tremendous amount of resources into 
expanding its foundry in Franklin, 
N.H. The multi-million dollar, 30,000 
square foot expansion began in May. 
“Our goal is to help our customers to 
make their own lead-free transition 
early and smoothly. This facility will 
be pivotal in ensuring that capability,” 
said Watts Water Technologies CEO 
and President David Coghlan. 

Materials and 
Manufacturing

Selecting lead-free materials is not 
as simple a process as it would seem.  
There are many options available 
to manufacturers, and each option 
has its own set of limitations. When 
complying with the lead-free laws, 
there are many variables to address 
that cover multiple manufacturing 
processes, while being mindful of 
material suitability and product cost.

The primary options available 
for materials are lead-free brass and 
bronze, stainless steels, and plastics.  
Each lead-free technology has costs 
beyond the basic raw material to 
consider.  

“Manufacturers have a 
responsibility to deliver lead-free 
compliant products that meet 
the customers’ expectations for 
performance and serviceability.  With 
the various material options that are 
available to meet the requirements of 
the lead-free statutes, development 
of a material strategy is critical to 
maintain performance and deliver 
value to the end user,” said Jeff 
Scilingo, Director of R&D Engineering 
for Watts Water Technologies.

Scott Peterson, Soderholm & 
Associates sales representative, 
noted California’s lead-free law 
has kept faucet manufacturers 
ahead of the game.“Many of the 
faucet manufacturers transitioned 
because of California, which is a 
larger piece of the volume they do 
nationally. California really pushed 
the manufacturers to be ready for 
their 2010 deadline,” he said. “Some 
manufacturers went to all plastic, 
which accomplishes getting the lead 
out of the faucet.  American Standard 

is one manufacturer that stayed with 
the metal faucets. Using a brass alloy 
formulation that utilizes bismuth, 
they still have a durable product, but 
without the lead.” 

Similar to lead, bismuth almost is 
completely insoluble in copper and has 
a low melting point. Further, it is not 
known to be toxic to humans. Bismuth 
also contributes to the machinability 
and pressure tightness characteristics 
of lead.

“It’s just not as easy to work with 
as lead, so it is going to increase the 
cost of producing lead-free brass,” 
said Andy Jelinski, Sales Manager 
for Rundle-Spence. “Most faucet 
manufacturers I’ve been talking to 
still plan on using lead-free brass on 
their better products, but it will add 
cost. Otherwise, the choice is going to 
be non-brass materials like plastics or 
some of the other metals such as white 
metal, which tend not to be as solid 
as brass. It will affect those faucet and 
brass pipe and fittings, nipples and 
bushings and that type of product.”

While plastic, although lead free, 
is not the most durable material for a 
faucet, the lower cost appeals to big 
box retailers.

“What I am hearing is that we will 
have a dividing line due to pressures 
at price point in retail,” Peterson said. 
“The box stores are pressuring the 
manufacturers to go to more plastics 
while the wholesale channels are 
leveraging the quality of the metal 
constructions. We’re starting to see 
a distinct separation between retail 
versus a cast brass faucet.”

Leaded Product 
in Nonpotable 
Applications:
An Inventory 
Dilemma

“Wholesalers and distributors 
should give serious consideration to 
converting their operations to only 
stock products that meet this new 
requirement,” T&S’s Baldwin says. 
“Those who wait to make the change 
run the risk of being stuck with non-
compliant inventory when the change 
takes full effect in 2014. Switching 
to carrying only lead-free products 
rather than having to stock two 
different versions of each product will 
also help with SKU reduction, saving 
time, money and critical inventory 
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space. T&S makes this task easy, with 
one set of SKUs that meet all current 
standards, as well as the upcoming 
new national legislation requirements.

“Specifying engineers can also 
play an important role,” he said. “By 
writing tighter specs that require 
any product designed for dispensing 
potable water to be third-party 
certified to both the long-standing 
NSF/ANSI 61 standard and also the new 
NSF/ANSI 372 standard, they can help 
eliminate the use of improper material 
or substitution in the market.” 

Still, wholesalers may find it 
makes financial sense to stock both 
leaded and non-leaded products 
for applications that are not used in 
potable water.

“There are applications, such as 
process piping for a factory where 
the cost savings are substantial 
enough that it makes sense to use 
the product that has the lead in it,” 
Jelinski said. “The valve and the 
fitting manufacturers will decide if 
they are going to dual manufacture 
because of the price advantage of 
using lead in their product. If they 

don’t manufacture it, they are subject 
to losing the market for the non-
potable usage, and that’s a huge 
market. However, that puts us in the 
position where we have to look at 
stocking both, especially for the large 
mechanical contractor.”

Alan Lipp, Chief Operating Officer 
at Merit Brass, a manufacturer of 
brass nipples, said many applications 
for threaded brass fittings will remain 
“leaded” and will not be subject to 
the new lead reduction requirements. 
“Merit will maintain complete 
inventories of domestic and import 
leaded threaded brass fittings for use 
in nonpotable water applications,” he 
said.

Bill S.3874 exempts pipes or 
pipe or plumbing fittings or fixtures, 
including backflow preventers, that 
are used exclusively for nonpotable 
services such as manufacturing, 
industrial processing, irrigation, 
outdoor watering, or any other uses 
where the water is not anticipated to 
be used for human consumption.

In addition to its own 
manufacturing of brass nipples, Merit 

MERIT BRASS
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What do the Beach Boys,
Mickey Mouse, and 
T&S low-lead faucets 
have in common?

Mickey Mouse® and the Beach Boys® are trademarks of Disney Enterprises, Inc. and Brothers Records, Inc., respectively, and T&S Brass has no affiliation with either such entity.

They all got their start in California, and they all swept the nation. Although 
California led the way with the AB1953 legislation mandating low-lead 
faucets, it’s only a matter of time until they are required in all states. And T&S 
is ready — all of our faucets are low-lead compliant and are available across 
the country. And, as always, T&S faucets are as rugged and reliable as they 
come, and meet the requirements of the Buy America Act. Contact your sales 
rep for more information.

T&S plumbing products represented in Wisconsin by:
East - Process & Mechanical Systems, Inc. - 262-691-9991

West - Hamel Associates, Inc. - 952-835-5570
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Brass purchases domestic and imported 
brass threaded fittings. “There are 
only two manufacturers left in the U.S. 
that make cast brass fittings and we 
purchase from both of them,” Lipp 
said. “We purchase our imported brass 
fittings exclusively from one company 
that we have done business with since 
the 1980s. We have a high degree 
of confidence that the suppliers we 
partner with follow all applicable 
specifications. With regard to lead-
free brass fittings, we have asked each 
of them to seek certification with 
NSF, which participated in writing the 
specific legislation on behalf of ANSI. 

NSF has the ability to run the required 
testing to make sure our suppliers are 
compliant.”

However, Lipp emphasized that 
nipples manufactured by Merit Brass 
are composed of 85 percent copper 
and 15 percent zinc, meeting metal 
content requirements. “All of Merit’s 
brass and chrome nipples and pipe 
will maintain compliance to NSF/
ANSI 61 meaning they will be in 
complete accord with any and all 
applicable specifications. Merit also 
has earned certification to NSF/ANSI 
61, Annex G, so our customers are 
able to demonstrate compliance when 
required.” 

Merit Brass also certified its MB 
Brand 150 lb cast stainless steel fitting 
and domestic stainless steel nipples 
under NSF’s lead content certification 
program.

Lipp also points out that effective 
July 1, 2012, the chemical extraction 
requirements of NSF/ANSI 61 are 
tightened so that the measurement 
of lead that leaches from samples 
collected by NSF and other accredited 
certifiers is reduced from 15 parts per 
billion to 5 parts per billion. “This is 
something we have been providing to 
our customers over the past year or so 
in anticipation of these changes,” he 
said.

In summary: The 5 ppb lead leach 
limit (Annex F) is a rolling certification 
change that applies to all wetted 
materials. Standard 61 certified 
products made after July 1, 2012 will 
be constructed from no-lead/lead-free 
copper alloys to meet the 5 ppb limit. 
Products certified prior to July 1, 2012, 
at 15 ppb remains certified after July 1, 
and may be used for NSF applications. 
Products produced after July 1, 2012, 
must meet the new 5 ppb requirement 
in order to maintain Standard 61 
approval. There is no cut-off for 
product use, only product certification.

Contractors 
Face Risks…and 
Increased Costs

“Lead free changes the landscape 
for the contractors’ business 
and introduces risks – from your 
competitors, from product quality 
issues, and possibly from legal and 
regulatory action,” Davison said. “The 
challenges of running a successful 
plumbing business have been brutal 
and competitive more than ever for 
many of us. With the change to lead 

free comes a competitive risk as others 
could attempt to lure customers away 
by offering substandard products.

“Quality concerns may develop 
and only be evident after a few years 
of use, which may be beyond the 
standard warranty but well below 
the expectations of your customers. 
Work with leading suppliers and 
manufacturers that have a history of 
lead-free product R&D. Now more 
than ever, you should ensure that the 
products you sell are from suppliers 
you know and trust,” he said. 

Peterson concurs: “It’s posing a big 
issue to everybody in the infrastructure 
– when do I switch, at what point do 
I go through my inventory so I am 
compliant. 

“Contractors need to realize what 
the cutoff time is, be proactively ahead 
of it, and make sure that any leaded 
product in their stock or their truck 
should be purged. If they wait until 
the deadline, they may have a problem 
by accidentally installing something 
leaded. It may be unintentional but it’s 
there and there could be consequences 
and fines where they would have to 
remove and replace the leaded piece,” 
he said. 

Davison urges contractors to take 
time, as soon as possible, to make 
their own evaluation of what lead-free 
valves they feel comfortable with both 
in terms of cost and reliability. Next, 
contractors should arrange with their 
suppliers and manufacturers a plan to 
transition during early 2013 to the new 
products.

He also anticipates a cost increase 
for lead-free products. “The new alloy 
is likely to be 20 percent more than 
the current products or even more in 
some cases. However, where wetted 
areas of the product can use plastic or 
copper tubing, minimal changes to the 
exterior housing can keep the costs 
close.

Viega reports that not only is the 
material itself more expensive, but 
anytime there is a change in material 
composition, adaptations have to be 
made in productions, casting, and 
machining processes. The cost increases 
associated with the production and 
machining of the new alloy can be 
as high as 50 percent, depending on 
the amount of material used in each 
fitting. 

Lipp also noted the current 
premium for lead-free threaded brass 
fittings versus leaded brass fittings is 
approximately 30-35 percent. 
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Soldering
Affected Too

In regards to soldering, some 
lead-free copper alloys are more 
sensitive to soldering than traditional 
alloys. It is recommended to follow 
the manufacturer’s instructions for 
soldering lead-free alloys. 

“Installing the new lead-free 
ball valves will follow very similar 
procedures as the current valves using 
low temperature solder to 420 degrees 
F,” Davison said. “The flame should 
always be directed away from the 
center section of the valve.”

According to Viega, its Zero Lead™ 
press fittings have been designed so 
there is no difference in installation 
between its bronze press fittings and its 
Zero Lead™ bronze press fittings. 

Enforcement, 
Approval, 
Standards

“Many incorrectly believe that 
manufacturers or suppliers are the only 
ones at risk when making false claims 

of a product’s Lead Free 
compliance,” cautions 
Watts industry experts. 
“This could not be further 
from the truth. As with 
laws from CA and VT, 
the National law states, 
“products introduced into 
commerce” must comply 
with the Reduction of 
Lead in Drinking Water 
Act. 

Distributors and 
wholesalers selling 
products that falsely claim to be Lead 
Free or that are of poor quality could 
be just as liable as a manufacturer 
or supplier. The law goes on to state 
that legal action can be brought by 
any individual, corporation, company, 
association, municipality, state, or 
federal agency. Distributors and 
wholesalers found guilty could face 
significant monetary penalties.

“In our opinion, the legislation 
appears sufficiently simple and straight 
forward.  However, if you are in the 
business of installing, specifying, 
distributing or manufacturing products 
to comply with the legislation, there 

is much more to it than meets the 
eye,” said Stephanie Ewing, Director 
of Strategic Partnerships, Watts Water 
Technologies.  

Soderholm’s Davison added: “There 
has already been confusion in the first 
lead-free markets with product that 
was not third-party tested or certified 
as lead-free,” Davison said. “This can 
result in poor quality products being 
installed and upset end-users. It would 
be wise for our Wisconsin plumbing 
industry to insist on calling for a specific 
standard to clearly identify products 
that have been tested and approved, 
such as by NSF.” q
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WWW.WeAReLeADFRee.net
Watts Water Technologies’ website about 

current lead free needs here in the U.S.
The website offers frequently-updated 

news about what is happening around 
the country with lead-free legislation and 
requirements.  


