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Introduction 

In recent years, a spate of American cities have experienced significantly elevated lead 

levels in their drinking water, including Boston, MA; Durham, NC; Camden, NJ and others, 

most notably Washington, DC, where more than half of residences with lead service lines (LSLs) 

were revealed to have lead levels exceeding the EPA’s recommended “action level” of 15 parts 

per billion (Rabin 2008, 1584).  Milwaukee now counts itself among the group of cities 

concerned for the quality of their drinking water, as 2016 tests revealed lead levels of more than 

100 parts per billion, or more than six times the federal safety level, in 24 of the 72 public county 

water systems (Schmidt & Hall 2016a).  Milwaukee, whose municipal water system was 

developed in 1874, in advance of the establishment of federal guidelines, used one-half-inch lead 

pipes to convey water from the mains in the street to a customer’s home (Becker 1974, 52).  

Recent events have compelled the City of Milwaukee to acknowledge not only that 74,962 such 

lead pipes are still in use (Pawasarat 2016, 1), but that they may pose a galvanizing public health 

risk. 

News of the elevated lead levels was slow to reach the public, and continues to be rather 

minimally publicized.  In light of what was perceived to be an insufficient ‘official’ response, 

community member organized an advocacy group, the Freshwater for Life Action Coalition 

(FLAC), which began its own attempts to aggressively disseminate information to the press, and 

further devoted its efforts to agitating for legislative change.  As both parties worked to reach the 

public, there was a noticeable chasm between the discourse these efforts produced: while the city 

tended to emphasize the complexity and intractability of the problem on a pragmatic level, as 

related to city resources, the community response emphasized not only the imminent health risk 

posed to Milwaukeeans, but also their lack of faith in government to swiftly, equitably and 
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ethically address the situation.  As the city of Milwaukee works towards a solution which will 

ameliorate the potential health risks posed by the LSLs, these discourses have come into repeated 

conflict with one another, and seem poised to continue to do so. 

While this study is based on a single and still-evolving case, and should not be 

generalized as broadly representative of public opinion in other interactions with the city, the 

present issue may in many ways be indicative of the larger context within which many conflicts 

play out between city government and community members in Milwaukee; as such, it may be 

seen to illustrate recurring discursive themes related to community disapproval of the city’s 

infrastructure agenda, community distrust of city intentions, and frictions over how, where, and 

why the city’s strained resources are being disbursed.   

Background 

There is no level at which lead is considered to be safe for humans, and it is particularly 

harmful for children, as it can increase their risk damage to the brain and nervous system, and 

impair their physical, learning and behavioral development (CDC, 2016).  Lead poisoning has 

long been a public health concern, and federal regulations that have dramatically reduced 

exposure to lead in the United States in the 20th century should be lauded: leaded gasoline was 

all but eliminated by 1988, and a 1978 ban prohibited use of lead as an additive in paint (Schmidt 

& Hall, 2016b).  And yet, one of the most common routes of lead exposure – plumbing – was not 

explicitly outlawed until 1986; it was not until 1991 that the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency’s Lead & Copper Rule (LCR) moved to explicitly control exposure to lead in drinking 

water (U.S. EPA, 1991).  Because lead pipes were widely used in the development of water 

systems through the United States in the late 1800s, especially in larger cities, regulation of lead 

levels in a city’s drinking water is quite literally an intractable problem, a network of city-owned 
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service lines combined with property-owned lines leading to myriad commercial and residential 

properties (Fig. 1, above).  Further, any partial updates or replacements made to the line – some 

municipal projects, some private projects – may in fact result in higher levels of lead 

contamination, due to the disturbance caused to the corrosion during replacement (Trueman, 

Camara & Gagnon, 2016), a phenomenon recently observed by Milwaukee Water Works 

(MWW). 

In March of 2014 MWW, operating under a severe revenue deficit, filed an application 

with the Public Service Commission to increase their utility rates.  The rate increase was granted 

on the condition of continued water main replacement, at a rate of between 15 and 20 miles per 

year, until 2020 (Public Service Commission, 2015).  When MWW began its program of 

accelerated water main replacement 

in 2015, they conducted a 

corresponding pilot study to 

determine the effects of the 

replacement work on lead levels in 

affected residences.  The survey 

identified six residences affected by 

the water main replacement project; their tap was tested before replacement work began, the day 

following the replacement, and an additional follow-up test was conducted four weeks later.  

When testing revealed elevated lead levels in all six homes immediately following the water 

main replacement (Stone, 2016), MWW suspended all ongoing and planned water main 

replacement projects where LSLs were present.  
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In early February, a letter distributed to 70,000 Milwaukee residents determined to be ‘at-

risk’ by virtue of the age of their homes (built before 1951) explained that while “Lead is not 

found in Milwaukee’s source water, Lake Michigan, nor is lead in our treated drinking water,” 

LSLs or internal plumbing may leach into the otherwise “safe” water.  This marked the 

beginning of the city’s public recognition of any issue, and is largely emblematic of their 

continued stance: while MWW continues to guarantee that Milwaukee’s water is safe, some of 

the (resident-owned) plumbing may not be.  

In response to increasing public awareness and anxiety, the Common Council established 

a Water Quality Task Force (WQTF), comprised of members of the Common Council, 

Department of Public Works, Health Department, the community, and the medical profession, 

“to address the problem of the presence of lead in the City’s drinking water [...] run for two years 

from the effective date of the resolution and thereafter dissolve” (City of Milwaukee File 

#160438, 2016).  Operating largely in a fact-finding capacity, the monthly WQTF meetings have 

served as both the public face of the city’s efforts to remediate the issue and the most readily 

available soapbox for experts, businesses and community members, which fortuitously enables 

the mayor’s office to pursue their own solutions with little interference or inquiry from the 

community.  On December 13th, the Common Council passed legislation developed by the 

mayor and ultimately sponsored by the chair of the WQTF which is a purported first step 

towards the long-term goal of full replacement of all 74,600 LSLs in Milwaukee.  

Methodology 

This paper is based on qualitative data collected during November and December of 

2016. Over the course of these two months, I collected qualitative data as a participant observer 

of two Water Quality Task Force meetings, two community-organized events, and a Milwaukee 
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Common Council meeting.  My personal observations of interactions between City employees, 

elected officials and members of the community contributes greatly to this study’s understanding 

of the discourses and rhetoric employed by community members in the course of developing a 

response to this issue.  This study also makes use of various intergovernmental documents 

provided by the WQTF.  The remainder of my data is drawn from five semi-structured 

interviews conducted with FLAC representatives, Milwaukee residents, City officials and 

community organizers.  Most of these interviews focused on the subject’s area of expertise or 

interest, and as such, the same questions were sometimes not repeated in multiple interviews.   

All five interviews were recorded, transcribed and inductively coded; after a preliminary 

re-reading of the transcripts, I identified initial themes and categories within and among each 

interview, with particular attention given to words or statements indicative of motivations, 

responsibility, culpability, and rationale, of which five main themes emerged: (i) the City of 

Milwaukee is untrustworthy, or is more concerned with protecting its own interests; (ii) the 

community is insufficiently aware of the issue; (iii) government resources are severely limited; 

(iv) this is yet another example of the City of Milwaukee misplacing its financial priorities; (v) 

the City’s current response is insufficient.  After coding the interviews using these themes, 

several relevant statements made by interviewees did not seem to be particularly well articulated 

by the existing labels, and so additional categories were created: (vi) the community should be 

more involved in determining a response; (vii) the amount of progress that has been made gives 

us a reason to be optimistic. 

Findings 

Over the course of this study, several things have become abundantly clear: entirely 

separate discourses are being employed by both the city and the community, which affect the 
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way each party conceives of both the scale of the problem and the contours of any potential 

solutions; to the extent that the issue is similarly understood as a public health risk, great 

emphasis has been placed on how best to pursue comprehensive reform, effectively drawing both 

city and community effort and resources away from pursuing any robust provisional solution; 

dealings between city and community are pervaded by a larger historical context of distrust and 

the perceived racialization of the city’s neoliberal spending priorities.  The incompatibility of 

these discourses, and the inherent tensions, underlie any interactions between city and 

community and promise to manifest in any ensuing attempts to address the issue.  

(i) “They knew all along” 

All non-governmental interviewees expressed a general distrust of the city’s willingness 

to fully divulge the extent of the issue, and raised concerns about the manner in which 

information had been made public, implying—and at times outright affirming—that public 

officials had withheld pertinent information in order to protect the City’s interests.  Robert 

Miranda, architect of FLAC, explained that his reasons for organizing the group were due in 

large part to his concern that people were being deceived by City officials: 

I followed what happened in Washington, DC, and then I followed what happened in Flint. And 

then I heard Milwaukee, the way they were talking, and I thought to myself there’s something 

wrong here, when the commissioner of the Department of Health is interviewed on CBS 58 and 

he audacitly [sic] says on TV in public ‘no lead comes out of the tap water’ and I knew that was 

wrong. So I said, I think I better organize, because people are buying this nonsense that our 

water’s completely safe, and I knew that not to be an accurate statement. 

 

The perception of Milwaukee officials as not entirely honest was articulated in several 

interviews, though it ranged from the more mild (“It became clear that Milwaukee had more of a 

problem than they were letting on, but it was getting hard to get information at the top levels”) to 

the outright accusatory.  Interviewed after a meeting of the WQTF, Rodney Washington, a 

member of FLAC, said of the task force members: “I know who they are. I know who they 
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represent [...] I know who they report to. I know what they have pieced together to bamboozle 

this community into thinking the water’s safe.”   

This perception is compounded by the revelation in a June 2016 study conducted by the 

Guardian that water departments in 33 American cities and towns, including Milwaukee, had 

regularly employed testing methods which deliberately circumvented the US Environmental 

Protection Agency’s testing guidelines, resulting in lower detected levels of lead in households 

(Millman & Glenza 2016).  Milwaukee, along with with 20 other cities, had instructed testers to 

‘pre-flush’ the pipes before testing for lead – the very same advice that, in a farcical twist of 

irony, Milwaukee Water Works had given to residents in the February 2016 letter detailed “steps 

you can take to further reduce your risk of lead exposure”. Within this context, it is hard to 

imagine what productive collaboration between the city and the community would look like, and 

how each party would overcome their entrenched perceptions: the city’s perceived deception in 

service of their self-interest; and the community’s perceived inability to be cognizant of the 

many logistical and financial obstacles.  Even interviewees who were conciliatory in their 

interpretations of city motives reaffirmed the idea that, however justifiable, the city was 

safeguarding its own interests: “I don’t think that the city is being intentionally…I don’t think 

that the city is evil, I’m not an anti-government kind of person.  But I think if you can cover your 

backside, you do, and I think there’s been plenty of that.” 

The city has taken pains to counter the impression that it is withholding information or 

deciding the fate of its residents behind closed doors, and the WQTF has largely served as the 

means by which detailed policy information, and the calculations behind them, have been 

conveyed to the public.  The city, as they have since the beginning, continues to avow that the 

water itself is safe, and that they are doing everything in their power to rectify the issue in the 
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face of politics as usual; Mark Nicolini, City Budget & Management Director, explained that 

“it's really a balance between a lot of different interests and value judgements. No one’s gonna 

hurt my feelings if they disagree with this proposal [Ordinance 160742], but I will say it was 

done with a lot of thought and a lot of consideration.”  With the exception of some community 

members, this sentiment is widely shared, that “you got people who are decent people on the 

government side, they understand the [community] but they gotta do their job on that side.” 

(ii): “People are buying this nonsense” 

The concern that community members were being in some way hoodwinked was a 

common refrain, but one that was not always levied as a charge against the city; indeed, almost 

all community members interviewed expressed some level of concern with the affected 

population’s familiarity with the issue, and that “folks living in those zip codes don’t know 

what’s going on. They have no perception.” Furthermore, these interviews suggest that the 

community was unaware as a result of – among a variety of other reasons – persistent, systemic 

apathy. 

People in this community do not question what their government does [...] They don’t even know 

that they can appeal to the governor, talk to the governor. I think this community, as they have 

expressed in there [the WQTF meeting], it’s just a lack of awareness and to be very honest with 

you, I don’t believe they want the community aware. 

 

This translates to a larger issue not only of activism but of awareness: regardless of whether or 

not the community is being “hoodwinked,” a sizable percentage of those affected are unaware of 

the potential dangers and, as such, unaware of any potential solutions.  One of the only 

immediate solutions the city has managed to organize is the distribution (albeit on a very small 

scale) of tap water filters for affected residents.  However, this is an opt-in solution, whereby 

only informed and motivated residents can benefit.  The other immediate solution – “flushing,” 

or running the tap for 3 minutes each time it has sat stagnant for more than six consecutive hours 
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– is one that residents must undertake daily of their own initiative, and a task which residents are 

unable to perform if they are unaware that it is in their best interests to do so. 

To address this, both the city of Milwaukee and community organizations are gearing up 

for their own (separate) education and awareness campaigns.  These independent campaigns will 

undoubtedly reflect each party’s different framing of the issues, and may serve to reinforce the 

contradictory discourses, including some of those which could be destabilizing to future 

cooperation.  One organizer explained: “I don't believe that the majority of the community has 

any idea what's going on. I think they're either overly frightened and scared, or think it's a 

conspiracy theory of some kind, or a conspiracy against…I mean, I've heard the argument that 

this is a conspiracy against neighborhoods of color.” 

(iii): Stretching a dollar 

One of the most recurrent themes across all interviews was that of limited government 

resources, an issue which most starkly underscored both the similarities and differences between 

the two parties’ discourses and priorities.  All interviewees were familiar with Milwaukee’s 

financial situation and the particular political constraints under which it operates; as such, there 

was certain resigned consensus as to the pragmatism of adding additional demands to the city’s 

strained resources (“Yeah [the replacement timeline] is unacceptable but what can you do with 

it? When you know there's just no resources to do anything any faster than that…it's not 

acceptable but it is what it is”).  However, community members still expressed their frustration at 

the politics inherent in the funding decisions behind the oft-uneven distribution of those strained 

resources.  As one interviewee acknowledged, politics always comes down to “resources 

available and how you allocate those resources.”  But, she continued, “when you're looking at 
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poor communities there's always gonna be a disconnect between that and [...] the governing body 

who has to do things for the whole city.” 

Discussing the recently passed ordinance, Mr. Nicolini expressed a similar frustration 

with the city’s limited resources, and stressed how much of the proposed ordinance would rely 

on luck and designing efficiencies to address lead pipe replacement.  Any ability to escalate 

replacements beyond the anticipated 300 per year would be “dependent on building into part of 

the [MWW] annual main replacement program,” hoping that “maybe we’ll get lucky, and some 

of the water mains we replace are [...] lead.”  Even so, he resignedly noted that “when you’re 

talking about 60,000 [sic] lead service lines, they could be scattered all over.”  He further 

expressed concern for the public misconception of available funding sources: 

I think some folks haven’t quite wrapped their head around [...] you know, even if there was 

unlimited property tax levy funding which there isn’t, you still have to deal with the Waterworks 

funding for the utility[-side replacement] funding, and they’re definitely, I mean, both sources of 

funding are under significant pressure, but you know in some respects, the water utility revenue 

are even under more pressure. 

 

Noting these misconceptions, city officials further mentioned that “there’s been a lot of talk 

about the private property owner portion” but that “what’s been getting lost” in the conversation 

is that “the utility side is bearing the lion’s share of the cost.”  Having worked diligently since 

this summer on the policy work for the ordinance, a “very complex subject matter, both subject 

matter-wise and financially, [...] very much so legally,” the city’s frustration with what is 

‘getting lost’ in the conversation seems to be at odds with their confidence that, as per Aaron 

Szopinski, the Policy & Research Coordinator for the Mayor's Office, “95-99% of people will 

see that this is a very good deal.” 

(iv): “Where there’s a will there’s a way” 

Almost without fail, community members had an immediate rejoinder to any 

equivocations on theme (iii), questioning the city’s spending priorities. Citizens of Milwaukee – 
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particularly older, poorer, African American citizens – have grown accustomed to a hegemonic 

neoliberalism which does not seem to consider them to be sufficiently attractive consumers of its 

agenda.  The city has repeatedly demonstrated disinterest in revitalizing or even simply 

maintaining urban spaces, and yet has committed to considerable investments in other spaces. At 

the passage of Ordinance 160742, members of the Milwaukee chapter of the Black Panther Party 

repeatedly yelled “horseshit,” and Alderman Mark Borkowski spoke at length on what he found 

to be the inherent inequality of the proposed cost share, noting that: 

Where there’s a will there's a way.  If you can find money for a streetcar, if you can find money 

for a Bucks Arena, then if you think that this one-third [of the total cost] is the little nugget that 

we’re gonna give everybody and that’s supposed to, in essence, cleanse us [...] I simply cannot 

vote [in favor]. 

 

Robert Miranda further problematized not only the disparity in funding, but the rate at which 

certain projects seemed to progress to completion:  

I think government needs to move on this like they move on stadiums. Like, if they want to build 

Miller Park, if they want to build the Bucks’ Stadium, these guys move fast. You know, they have 

no problem finding hundreds and hundreds of millions of dollars to do those kind of things, but 

when it comes to doing something that is more related to the needs of people, it just seems like 

they want to drag their feet. 

 

This topic, frequently rehashed in Milwaukee, further underscores issues of trust between the 

city and community, where the community not only disagrees with (or is harmed by) the city’s 

neoliberal projects, but further intuits a callous disregard for the common good in the logic by 

the city defines its infrastructure agenda. 

(v) and (vi): “We’ve paid enough” 

 Ordinance 160742, passed by the Common Council on December 9th 2016, may be 

considered a modest first step towards full replacement, one which does more to amend MWW 

policy that it does to institute a citywide plan for redress. For many in the community, this is a 

promising demonstration that the issue is on the city’s radar; and yet, there is concern that not 
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only does the ordinance do too little, but that it sets a precedent whereby residents are financially 

responsible for their portion of the line replacement. 

 More problematic still is that the ordinance anticipates approximately 300-500 

replacements per year, at which rate full replacement would be complete within, at minimum, 

150 years.  Pointedly, one community member pointed out that “the way that Milwaukee is 

looking at this issue like, you're putting a bandaid on a bullet to the heart.” As a long term 

solution the ordinance does little, but organizers and community members are trying to celebrate 

the (partial) victory by remaining pragmatic and focusing on the work ahead: “I mean 

logistically, can we just tear up every street and rip all the pipes out in two years? No. So that 

means that we better have a pretty good long term plan for water filtration until then.”   

By focusing attention on a long term solution, both discourses have largely neglected to 

plan for an immediate intervention, one which – given the proposed timeline to completion – will 

likely be a stopgap measure which will have to serve as a long term solution.  Thus far, the city 

has distributed fewer than 2,000 tap water filters, a stopgap measure which, while effective, 

would have significant financial ramifications for residents, requiring a cartridge replacement 

every six months in order to effectively filter out lead.   

The community discourse is attempting to adapt to the realities of this timeline, speaking 

now in numbers of “generations of Milwaukeeans” that will be affected, adopting a more 

temporal rationale for their demands.  Further, they have continually advocated that 

Milwaukeeans themselves be more involved in the decisions that will affect them today – and 

possibly for generations to come – arguing that “what we need in this city is a well-thought out 

plan with the involvement of just not these bureaucrats and these politicians, but folks like you 
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and I who have the knowledge.”  Now that the ordinance – with its financial implications for 

residents – has been passed, this reasoning has taken on greater urgency: 

They're telling taxpayers 'you gotta pay this,' and the taxpayers are also paying their other taxes 

and the other money, so when government's [like] 'we've got this money' [to replace the pipes] … 

that's our money! They're both our money! They're both our money, so it's kind of like 'wait a 

minute, do we get more of a say in terms of priorities, then?' 

 

Put even more poignantly, Robert Miranda explained why he was opposed to the ordinance, 

arguing that residents have, in many ways, already paid for the pipes: “We’ve paid enough in 

water fees, we’ve paid through property taxes, we’ve paid through our health. We’ve 

compromised generations of children's health on this matter. So I think we've paid enough.” 

(vii): Looking ahead 

In spite of the daunting work ahead, most interviewees were encouraged by how much 

progress had been made in such a short time, and felt comfortable expressing a measured 

optimism for continued success.  ‘Success’ may here be understood not only as an ability to 

influence the city’s infrastructure agenda and budget priorities, but as community empowerment, 

and a continuing process of relation-building and negotiation for greater power (Roy 2010):  

What's happened in the last four months, the shift that's happened, has really been pretty huge. 

From where it was to where it is now, so I am hopeful that if we all keep engaging, that four 

months from now we're gonna have a lot more wisdom around how we're gonna navigate this 

moving forward.  I mean, other cities have this problem, too, but nobody else is quite doing what 

we’re doing, so I think we’re blazing a trail. 

 

Moreover, despite myriad tensions between city and community, some interviewees 

expressed confidence that the city would continue to search for solutions, noting “that's some of 

the political realities that you deal with whether you like it or not, but I'm almost sure that 

somewhere down the line they're gonna figure out a way to speed it up past 50 [years for full 

replacement].”  More than just a vague faith in city government, the interviewee expressed a 

specific faith in the current Common Council, given that “the current Council’s actually pretty 
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young and overall, they’re gonna be there a little while, and they’re gonna hold whoever, 

whether it’s Tom [Barrett] or [someone else] to see if they can speed that up.”  These sentiments 

somewhat belie the previously expressed foundational distrusts of city government, instead 

conveying faith in both the process and the persons involved. 

Conclusion: The 45th President 

An additional theme arose in every interview with city officials and advocates (but was 

surprisingly absent from interviews with members of the community): Donald Trump, who was 

president-elect at the time these interviews were conducted.  Some interviewees wryly 

commented that the impending Trump administration might defund or significantly curb the 

powers of agencies, such as the EPA, who might be able to provide resources, financial or 

otherwise.  Others expressed their apprehension that, given how many state and federal priorities 

are likely to shift under the new administration, Milwaukee’s nascent attempts to resolve the lead 

issue would be lost in the shuffle.   

Still others expressed optimism: in his floor speech at the December 9th meeting of the 

Common Council, Alderman Mark Borkowski explained his opposition to the proposed 

ordinance on the grounds that residents should not have to pay for the replacement at all, noting 

that: 

Milwaukee is not the only city that has this issue. This is a federal issue, okay? [...] Now, I’m not 

saying that this is going to happen, but we have heard that the president-elect, Donald Trump, is 

talking about a significant infrastructure, uh, boost to our country. And I realize that we’re talking 

bridges and roads and that kind of stuff, but if we’re looking at […] a problem that is nationwide, 

I would hope that we would, uh, utilize our federal abilities to target some of this money to help 

people. 

 

 It is certainly well beyond the scope of this study to speculate what will come to pass in 

the next few years of the Trump administration, and what kind of additional political constraints 

the city of Milwaukee, given its complex relationship with the state, will be operating under.  



 
 
 
e.polis Volume IX, Fall 2017                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
 

16 
 

However, the interviews conducted over the course of this study give reason to believe that in 

organizing to address this issue, residents and activists have tapped a font of community 

empowerment, which they would be inclined to pursue.  Given the daunting implications of any 

timeline for full remediation, it seems possible that the city and community discourses will 

converge in addressing an interim solution, with talk already percolating on both sides of how to 

develop, collaboratively, a proposal for broader water filter distribution. 

 Many of the issues at play in this study are deeply entrenched in the relationship between 

the City of Milwaukee and its residents, and tensions caused by perceptions of intention and 

disparity of impact will undoubtedly continue to color every interaction.  However, given the 

small scale at which information is currently being disseminated, there is reason to be optimistic 

that by leveraging the personal relationships between city officials and community members 

involved, further discussion might help to ease some of these tensions, and will correspondingly 

influence the discourses that are messaged to the community at large.  
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