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What Are Drinking Water Standards?
Under the authority of the 
Safe  Drinking Water Act 
(SDWA), EPA sets stan-
dards for approximately 90 
contaminants in drinking 
water. For each of these 
contaminants, EPA sets a 
legal limit, called a maxi-
mum  contaminant level, or 
requires a certain treat-
ment. Water suppliers may 
not provide water that 
doesn’t  meet these stan-
dards. Water that  meets 
EPA standards is safe to 
drink. 

The Safe Drinking Water 
Act (SDWA), which cele-
brated its 25th anniversary 
in 1999, is the main federal 
law that ensures the qual-
ity of Americans’ drinking 
water. Under SDWA, EPA 
sets standards for drinking 
water quality and   over-
sees the states, localities, 

and water suppliers who 
implement  those standards. 
The SDWA covers all public 
water systems with piped 
water for human consump-
tion with at least 15 service 
connections or a system that 
regularly serves at least 25 
individuals.

Drinking water, including 
bottled water, may reasona-
bly be expected, to contain at 
least small amounts of some 
cotaminants. The presence of 
contaminants does not nec-
essarily indicate that the 
water poses a health risk. 
More information about con-
taminants and potential 
health effects can be 
obtained by simply calling 
the EPA’s Safe Drinking 
Water Hotline  at 
(1 -800-426-4791).

Some people may be more 
vulnerable to contaminants 
in drinking water than the 
general population. 
Immuno - compromised 
persons such as persons 
with cancer undergoing 
chemotherapy, persons who 
have undergone organ 
transplants, people with  
HIV/AIDS or other immune 
system disorders, some eld-
erly, and infants can be 

particularly at risk from 
infections. These people 
should seek advice about 
drinking water from their 
health care providers. EPA/
CDC guidelines on appropri-
ate means to lessen the risk 
of infection by 
Cryptosporidium and other 
microbial contaminants are 
available from the Safe 
Drinking Water Hotline 
(1 -800-426-4791).

terminology
Contaminants that may be 
present in source water 
include:

, 
such as viruses and bacteria, 
which may come from sewage 
treatment plants, septic sys-
tems, agricultural livestock 
operations, and wildlife.

, 
such as salts and metals, 
which can be naturally occur-
ring or result from urban 
stormwater runoff, industrial 
or domestic wastewater dis-
charges, oil and gas produc-
tion, mining or farming.

, 
which may come from a vari-
ety of sources such as agri-
culture, stormwater runoff, 
and residential uses.

, including synthetic 

and volatile organic chemi-
cals, which are byproducts of 
industrial processes and 
petroleum production, and 
can also come from gas sta-
tions, urban stormwater run-
off, and septic systems.

, 
which can be naturally 
occurring or be the result of 
oil and gas production and 
mining activities.

In order to ensure that tap 
water is safe to drink, EPA 
prescribes regulations which 
limit the amount of certain 
contaminants in water pro-
vided by public water sys-
tems. Food and Drug 
Administration regulations 
establish limits for contami-
nants in bottled water which 
must provide the same pro-
tection for public health.

Where can I get 
Information on water quality in your area is available from several 
sources, including your local public health department and your water 
supplier. You can determine whom to contact by checking your water 
bill or by calling your local health department. You can also contact 
your state drinking water program or call EPA’s Safe Drinking Water 
Hotline at 1-800-426-4791. EPA has also prepared a citizen’s guide to 
drinking water called “Water on Tap: A Consumer’s Guide to the 
Nation’s Drinking Water.”

A survey conducted by the 
American Water Works Research 
Foundation in 1993 found that 
nearly two-thirds of water con-
sumers surveyed said they 
received “very little” or “no” infor-
mation on the quality of their 
water. The water quality reports 
will increase the availability of 
information. Informed and 
involved citizens can be strong 
allies of water systems, large and 
small, as they take action on 
pressing problems. Also, an 
increase in public awareness can 
give sensitive sub-populations the 
information that they need to pro-
tect themselves.

Drinking water can come from 
either ground water sources (via 
wells) or surface water sources 
(such as rivers, lakes, and 
streams). Nationally, most water 
systems use a ground water 
source (80%), but most people 
(66%) are served by a water sys-
tem that uses surface water. This 
is because large metropolitan 
areas tend to rely on surface 
water, whereas small and rural 
areas tend to rely on ground 
water. In addition, 10-20% of peo-
ple have their own private well 
for drinking water.

 do I need to read this?

T h e  s o u r c e s  o f  d r i n k i n g  w a t e r  ( b o t h  t a p  w a t e r  a n d  
b o t t l e d  w a t e r )  i n c l u d e  r i v e r s ,  l a k e s ,  s t r e a m s ,  p o n d s ,  
r e s e r v o i r s ,  s p r i n g s ,  a n d  w e l l s .  A s  w a t e r  t r a v e l s  o v e r  
t h e  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  l a n d  o r  t h r o u g h  t h e  g r o u n d ,  i t  d i s -
s o l v e s  n a t u r a l l y - o c c u r i n g  m i n e r a l s  a n d ,  i n  s o m e  
c a s e s ,  r a d i o a c t i v e  m a t e r i a l ,  a n d  c a n  p i c k  u p  s u b -
s t a n c e s  r e s u l t i n g  f r o m  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a n i m a l s  o r  
f r o m  h u m a n  a c t i v i t y .

En Espanol: 
Este informe contiene
iformacion muy importante
sobre su agua beber.
Traduzcalo 6 hable con
alguien que lo entienda bien.


