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Getting the Lead Out 
 
In response to the situation in Flint, Michigan ALM has been contacted for request of information regarding lead in 
textiles.  We’ve reached out to some of our valuable industry expert members to assemble factual information regarding 
lead and textiles. 

 
Can lead leach out of the textiles posing harm to the wearer? 

No – Lead is a heavy metal and is not absorbed through the skin, lead is a threat only when ingested or inhaled.i If 
you’ll recall, the U.S. eliminated lead paint because of the risk to small children who chewed on peeling paint chips.  
And when removing lead paint a respirator is important to avoid the inhalation of the dust.   

 
Will textiles continue to absorb more and more lead with each washing? 

No – Lead will contaminate the linen as the water (containing the excess lead) is evaporated from the linen in the 
driers or on the flatwork ironers. It is unlikely the lead will accumulate on the linens as the items are washed 
multiple times. 

 
What will happen to the appearance of the textiles because of the lead? 

The lead will not degrade the disinfecting properties of the wash process.  However if chlorine bleach is used in the 
wash process (as opposed to oxygen bleach, et al) then it is likely the textiles will take on a grey/blue/green 
appearance.  Switching to oxygen bleach can eliminate the problem or using a rust removing sour or oxalic acid bath 
rinse should correct the problem. 

 
Is there anything the laundry can do to remove the lead? 

Reverse osmosis, distillation, and carbon filters are considered the best methods for filtering lead from the water.  At 
this time it is unknown if these quantities of lead could have an impact on laundry equipment and/or performance; for 
these questions laundry operators should contact the equipment manufacturer. 

 
Is there a method to detect/measure the amount of lead in a textile? 

Testing for levels of lead in water, on solid surfaces and on soft surfaces such as textiles require different methods.  
Check out https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VioZLyjD2Pk for one method for testing textiles. 

 
Should I have any concerns about our laundry equipment? 

Lead present in the linen after rinse will be corrosive towards the ironer, but the amount will be so small that it 
shouldn’t influence the machine as long as proper maintenance is performed. Normal cleaning of the ironer once a 
day with a cleaning pad and appropriate waxing throughout the day should work in maintaining the ironer. 
 
Increasing the frequency of maintenance to water softening systems may also be advised. 

 
 
The questions and answers in this document are provided for informational purposes only and are to serve as a guide regarding textile 
processing in a situation where elevated levels of lead have been identified in the public water supply.  As in all situations an expert should 
be engaged to address specific concerns and the appropriate solution. 
 
The Association for Linen Management [ALM] is a non-profit trade association dedicated to advancing excellence in the textile care 
industry through education, certification, research and best practices. 

 

i OSHA Toxic and Hazardous Substances 
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS&p_id=10031 accessed 2/21/2016 
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