
Drinking Water Standards 
& Health Effects

Drinking water s tandards are set  by the U.S.  
Envi ronmental  Protect ion Agency (US EPA) to control  
the level  of  contaminants in the nat ion’s dr ink ing 
water.  The Safe 
Dr inking Water Act  
(SDWA) requires US EPA 
to set  these s tandards,  
which publ ic water  
sys tems in the U.S.  are 
required to meet.  US 
EPA has set  s tandards 
for  90 chemical ,  
microbiological ,  
radiological ,  and 
phys ical  contaminants 
in dr ink ing water.  US 
EPA and others are 
current ly  conduct ing 
research and 
col lect ing informat ion 
to determine which 
current ly  unregulated 
contaminants pose the 
greates t  publ ic  heal th 
r i sk and wi l l  therefore 
be regulated in the 
future.

US EPA also sets  
Secondary Dr inking 
Water Regulat ions,  
which are non-
enforceable guidel ines 
for  contaminants that  
may cause cosmet ic 
ef fects  (such as sk in 
and tooth discolorat ion)  
or aesthet ic  ef fects  
(such as tas te or odor) .  
Water sys tems are not  required by US EPA to adopt 
these secondary s tandards,  but  s tates may choose to 
adopt and enforce them.

Public Water Systems Must Meet 
National Drinking Water Standards

Drinking water s tandards apply to publ ic  water  
sys tems, which provide water  to at  least  15 
connect ions or 25 persons at  least  60 days out  of  
the year (most  c i t ies and towns,  schools,  bus inesses,  

campgrounds,  and shopping mal ls  are served by 
publ ic  water  sys tems).

Private Wells

The 10 percent  of  Americans 
whose water comes f rom pr ivate 
wel ls  ( indiv idual  wel ls  serv ing 
fewer than 25 persons)  are not  
required to be protected by these 
federal  s tandards.  People wi th 
pr ivate wel ls  are responsible 
for  making sure that  thei r  own 
dr inking water i s  safe.  Some 
s tates do set  s tandards for  pr ivate 
wel ls ,  so wel l  owners should 
check thei r  s tate requirements.  
US EPA recommends tes t ing 
your water  once per year to 
see i f  i t  meets federal  and s tate 
s tandards.  Cal l  the Safe Dr inking 
Water Hot l ine at  1-800-426-
4791 or see the Safewater home 
page at  www.epa.gov/safewater/
pr ivatewel ls  to f ind out  how to get  
a l i s t  of  cer t i f ied tes t ing labs in 
your s tate.  

Bottled Water

Bot t led water  i s  regulated 
by the U.S.  Food and Drug 
Adminis t rat ion as a food product ,  
and is  required to meet s tandards 
equivalent  to those US EPA sets  
for  tap water.

Steps in Drinking Water 
Standard Setting:

US EPA uses the fo l lowing s teps 
to set  enforceable,  heal th-based dr inking water 
s tandards.

Determine whether a contaminant should be regulated 
based on peer-rev iewed sc ience, inc luding data on: 
how of ten the contaminant occurs in the envi ronment;  
how humans are exposed to i t ;  the heal th ef fects  of  
exposure,  (par t icular ly  to vulnerable subpopulat ions) .

Set  a Maximum Contaminant Level  Goal (MCLG) ( the 
level  of  a contaminant in dr ink ing water below which 
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there is  no known or expected heal th r i sk.  MCLGs 
al low for a margin of  safety ) .  These goals take in to 
account the r isks of  exposure for  cer ta in sens i t ive 
populat ions,  such as in fants ,  the e lder ly,  and persons 
wi th compromised immune sys tems. These goals 
are not  enforceable levels  because they do not  take 
avai lable technology in to considerat ion, and therefore 
are somet imes set  at  levels  which publ ic water  sys tems 
cannot meet.

Propose an enforceable s tandard in the form of  a 
Maximum Contaminant Level  (MCL) ( the maximum 
amount of  a contaminant al lowed in water  del ivered 
to a user of  any publ ic water  sys tem) or a Treatment 
Technique (TT)  ( required procedure or level  of  
technological  per formance set  when there is  no 
re l iable method to measure a contaminant at  very low 
levels ) .  MCLs are set  as c lose to MCLGs as feas ib le,  
consider ing avai lable technology and cost .  Examples 
of  ru les requir ing t reatment techniques are the Sur face 
Water Treatment Rule ( requires dis infect ion and 
f i l t ra t ion)  and the Lead and Copper Rule ( requires 
opt imized corros ion control ) .  Water samples that  
contain lead or copper exceeding the act ion level  
t r igger addi t ional  t reatment or other requirements 
that  a water  sys tem must  fo l low. Required tes t ing 
(moni tor ing)  schedules are par t  of  the enforceable 
s tandard.

Af ter  determining a proposed MCL or TT that  i s  as 
c lose to the MCLG as poss ib le based on af fordable 
technology,  US EPA must  complete an economic 
analys is  to determine whether the benef i t s  of  that  
s tandard jus t i fy  the costs .  I f  not ,  US EPA may adjus t  
the MCL for a par t icular  c lass or group of  sys tems to 
a level  that  “maximizes heal th r i sk reduct ion benef i t s  
at  a cost  that  i s  jus t i f ied by the benef i t s .”  US EPA may 
not  adjus t  the MCL i f  the benef i t s  jus t i fy  the costs  to 
large sys tems and smal l  sys tems that  are unl ike ly  to 
receive var iances.

US EPA sets  an enforceable MCL or TT.  Af ter  
consider ing comments on the proposed s tandard and 
other re levant  in format ion, US EPA makes f inal  an 
enforceable Maximum Contaminant Level  or  Treatment 
Technique, inc luding required tes t ing and repor t ing 
schedules.

States are author ized to grant  var iances f rom 
s tandards for  sys tems serv ing up to 3,300 people 
i f  the sys tems cannot af ford to comply wi th a ru le 
( through t reatment,  an al ternat ive source of  water,  
or  other res t ructur ing)  and the sys tems ins ta l l  EPA 
approved var iance technology.  S tates can grant  
var iances to sys tems serv ing 3,301 - 10,000 people 
wi th US EPA approval .  SDWA does not  a l low smal l  
sys tems to have var iances for  microbial  contaminants.  
Under cer ta in c i rcumstances exempt ions f rom 
s tandards may be granted to al low ext ra t ime to seek 
other compl iance opt ions or f inancial  ass is tance. Af ter  
the exempt ion per iod expires,  the publ ic water  sys tem 
must  be in compl iance. The terms of  var iances and 
exempt ions must  ensure no unreasonable r isk to publ ic  
heal th.  

Determining Whether Standards Are 
Needed for Other Contaminants -  the 
Contaminant Candidate List

The 1996 Amendments to SDWA requires that  every 
5 years US EPA es tabl ish a l i s t  of  contaminants which 
are known or ant ic ipated to occur in publ ic  water  
sys tems and may require fu ture regluat ions under 
SDWA. The l i s t  i s  developed wi th s igni f icant  input  f rom 
the sc ient i f ic  communi ty  and other in teres ted par t ies.  
Af ter  es tabl ish ing th is  contaminant candidate l i s t ,  
US EPA ident i f ies contaminants which are pr ior i t ies  
for  addi t ional  research and data gather ing. US EPA 
uses th is  in format ion to determine whether or not  a 
regulat ion is  appropr iate and th is  process is  repeated 
for  each l i s t ,  every 5 years.

In order to support  th is  decis ion-making, US EPA 
has also es tabl ished a Nat ional  Contaminant 
Occurrence Database (NCOD), which s tores data on 
the occurrence of  both regulated and unregulated 
contaminants.  US EPA is  a lso required to l i s t  and 
develop regulat ions for  moni tor ing cer ta in unregulated 
contaminants.  These moni tor ing data wi l l  provide the 
basis  for  ident i fy ing contaminants that  may be placed 
on future Contaminant Candidate L is ts  and support  
the US EPA Adminis t rator ’s  decis ions to regulate 
contaminants in the future.

Health Effects

Adverse heal th ef fects  f rom contaminants that  may 
occur in dr ink ing water inc lude acute ef fects  that  may 
immediate ly  impact  heal th and chronic ef fects  that  
may occur i f  contaminants are ingested at  unsafe 
levels  over many years.

Dr inking water that  meets US EPA’s heal th-based 
s tandards is  general ly  safe.  People who are not  
heal thy as a resul t  of  i l lness,  age, or weakened 
immune sys tems, are more l ike ly  to be at  r i sk f rom 
cer ta in contaminants that  may be found in dr ink ing 
water.  In fants  and very young chi ldren are also 
more suscept ib le to some contaminants.  Indiv iduals  
concerned about thei r  par t icular  s i tuat ions should 
consul t  thei r  heal th care providers.

For More Information

To learn more about dcurrent  dr ink ing water 
s tandards,  in format ion on potent ia l  heal th ef fects  of  
speci f ic  contaminants,  and guidance to persons wi th 
severely  compromised immune sys tems cal l  the Safe 
Dr inking Water Hot l ine at  1-800-426-4791 or v is i t  the 
safewater web s i te at  www.epa.gov/safewater .
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