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he question of whether or not to have your

water tested is a serious matter that concerns
the health of you and your family. Water that is
contaminated with bacteria or chemicals can cause
both immediate and long-term health problems. In
addition to illness, a variety of less serious prob-
lems such as taste, color, odor, and staining of
clothes or fixtures are symptoms of water quality
problems.

Whether or not to have your water tested also
depends on the supplier and the source of your
water. Many people get water simply by turning on
the faucet and making a monthly payment to a mu-
nicipal water system. Others provide their own
water. Your water supply is either public (supplied
by a municipality) or a private system. Public water
systems draw water from rivers, reservoirs, springs,
or groundwater wells. Most private drinking water
comes from wells, though springs and ponds are
sometimes used.

Testing Your Water: Public Water
Systems

If your water comes from a public system, fed-
eral and state standards require regular testing for
contaminants such as pathogens, radioactive ele-
ments, and certain toxic chemicals. Individuals
using public water supplies pay for water testing
and treatment as part of their water bill.

If your public water system fails to meet
Primary Drinking Water Standards, you must be no-
tified. The kind of contamination and what effects
it might have on your health will determine the
type of notification. Usual means of notification in-
clude newspapers, letters, radio, or television.

Even though federal and state water testing is
thorough, some contamination of drinking water
can still occur. Some public water supplies have
quality problems caused by inadequate municipal
treatment facilities or distribution systems. Main
lines in old systems may have cracks that allow un-
treated water to be drawn in under certain condi-
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tions. Also, some rural water supply districts do not
have enough money to hire trained specialists or to
immediately comply with expanding government
requirements. In addition, corrosive water or deteri-
orating plumbing in the house can add contami-
nants after water enters your home.

Even if your water comes from a public supply,
it should be tested for total coliform bacteria when
major changes are made in the plumbing of your
home or the water treatment system. Changes or
additions to plumbing or water treatment systems
could introduce contaminants.

Testing Your Water: Private Water
Supplies

More than 720,000 Alabama citizens, or 17 per-
cent of the state population, depend on their own
wells, springs, or cisterns for drinking water.
Individual water supplies of this sort are considered
private. The owner has sole responsibility for assur-
ing the safety of the water source for drinking. For
this reason, routine testing for a few of the most
common contaminants is highly recommended.

Private wells should be tested yearly for col-
iform bacteria, nitrate, hardness (total dissolved
solids), and pH. A big change in either of these pa-
rameters from one year to the next indicates poten-
tial contamination. Tests for iron, sulfate, and chlo-
ride should be done every 3 to 5 years.

= If you are expecting a baby in your home,
you should test for nitrate at the beginning of the
pregnancy. Depending on the test result, you may
wish to test again before bringing the baby home
and during the baby's first 6 months.

= If your wellhead becomes flooded or sub-
merged, test for bacteria.

< |f a chemical spill or leak occurs within 500
feet of your well, test your water for possible cont-
amination. Also test your water supply if your
neighbors have found contamination.
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< |f you are buying a new house with a private
water supply, have the water tested for bacteria
and nitrate to insure its quality. Lending agencies
often require the bacteria test before approving a
loan.

Given the high cost of housing, it is also pru-
dent to test for radon and mineral radioactivity.

If you have a well that contains soft or acidic
water (pH below 7.0), this water may be leaching
metals from your plumbing. If you have corrosive
water, test the water coming from your faucet for
copper and lead. This is especially important for a
new well that uses a brass, submersible pump.

If you have an old or shallow well, it is espe-
cially important to test your water regularly. Older
methods of well construction and the well’s loca-
tion in relation to septic or livestock facilities on
many farms make older and shallow wells prone to
contamination.

The testing frequencies suggested here are gen-
eral guidelines. Test more often if you suspect
there is a problem with the quality of your drinking
water.

Summary

You should have your water tested if you sus-
pect or observe a water quality problem. Not all
residents need to test their water, and it is imprac-
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tical, unnecessary, and very expensive to test for all
possible contaminants. Testing, however, is the
only sure way to confirm that certain problems
exist so that appropriate treatment can be recom-
mended.
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For more information, call your county Extension office. Look in your telephone direc-
tory under your county’s name to find the number.
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