Water is critical to life.
Ensuring that our drinking water
sources are protected—now and
in the future—not only means
safe drinking water for us, but for
our children and grandchildren.

Source water protection refers
to the concept of protecting
sources of drinking water, includ-
ing water from lakes, rivers, and
underground aquifers, from over-
use and contamination. Source
water protection plans can help
drinking water systems and the
communities they serve keep our
drinking water safe. But that’s not
the only reason for developing
these plans. Consider the value of
a dependable supply of clean,
safe drinking water to the local
economy, development opportu-
nities, and quality of life. Or the
importance of saving money on
expensive water treatment costs,
especially savings that can be real-
ized from pollution prevention.

PotentialThreats to Local
Water Souxkes

Any substance that goes down
the drain, runs off of urban or
agricultural landscapes, or is
buried or stored underground,
could eventually end up in drink-
ing water sources. A variety of
activities or land uses could pose
a threat to your local waters,
including agricultural practices,
logging, mining, military bases,
active and abandoned industrial
or commercial facilities, haz-
ardous waste sites, solid waste
landfills (especially older ones),
oil and gas operations, construc-
tion sites, storm water runoff
from urban areas, failing septic
systems and deteriorating sewer
mains and wastewater treatment
plant discharge, salt water intru-
sion (contamination) of coastal
aquifers, forms of transportation
that may create avenues for spills
(railroads along rivers or creeks,
storm water discharge from inter-
state highways, barges on rivers),
underground tanks or wells that
store waste disposal, and
lawn care practices. The list
could go on.

Another concern is the unsus-
tainable use of groundwater from
our aquifers. Over the past 75
years, as a result of improved
energy sources and technologies
for pumping groundwater to the
surface, this resource has become
an important supply of water in

the U.S. Approximately one-half
of the population relies on
groundwater for drinking water,
and up to three-fourths of
groundwater withdrawals are
used for agricultural irrigation.
Although groundwater supplies in
the U.S are vast, this water is
essentially being pumped out of
the ground faster than nature can
replenish it. According to the U.S.
Geological Survey, while the
extent of depletion in groundwa-
ter levels due to increased
pumping is not regularly moni-
tored or analyzed, available
information indicates that under-
ground water-level declines in the
U.S. are widespread. The conse-
quences of these declines include
increased pumping costs, water
quality deterioration, reduced
amount of water in streams and
lakes, and land subsidence.

CurrentMeasuzes T hat
ProtectDrinking Wter
Souxes

According to Robert Glennon
in his book Groundwater Follies:
Groundwater Pumping and the
Fate of America’s Fresh Waters,
groundwater withdrawal is regu-
lated in different ways in different
states. Many western states use
the prior appropriation doctrine,
which protects the rights of sen-
ior water users (those who were
first to use the water). This doc-
trine generally means that water
rights are not linked to land own-
ership, and senior users can
continue to use it for beneficial
purposes; subsequent users may
use the remaining water only if it
does not interfere with senior
users’ rights. Some western states
and most eastern states rely on
the reasonable use doctrine,
which allows pumping for any
beneficial use but does not pro-
tect senior pumpers from newer
pumpers. Some states rely on the
English rule of absolute owner-
ship, which allows property
owners to pump unlimited
amounts from beneath their prop-
erty. Two states require that all
landowners above the aquifer
share the water. Although some
states require groundwater
pumpers to obtain a permit from
their state agency, the general
outcome of these practices is that
most states regularly allow new

wells to be developed.

For surface water use, two
water rights doctrines generally
apply. Most western states rely
on the prior appropriation doc-
trine; most eastern states rely on
the reasonable use doctrine,
which allows property owners
adjacent to the water body to
make reasonable use of it. These
rules can generate controversy
and legal challenges, especially in
times of drought or limited water
availability.

Various laws are in place to
manage the impacts of water pol-
lution. For example, laws regulate
the burial and monitoring of
underground storage tanks (UST)
that contain fuels, chemicals, or
other hazardous substances that
can leak out and pose a threat to
groundwater. There are 640,000
USTs subject to regulation; many
others are not. Other laws govern
the injection of hazardous and
nonhazardous wastes, including
industrial, oil and gas production,
radiological, and other waste, into
deep or shallow wells or natural
underground formations.
Underground injection is used to
dispose of more than 50 percent
of these liquids generated in the
U.S. While most underground
injection wells are considered to
be safe, some types of shallow
wells that hold motor vehicle
wastes or stormwater drainage,
for example, are some of the
most overlooked sources of
groundwater contamination. An
estimated 1.5 million of these
wells are in existence.

Great strides have been made
to curb the level of pollution dis-
charged into U.S. waterways from
point sources. Point source pollu-
tion is wastewater from sewage
treatment plants, power plants,
manufacturing or other facilities
that is treated and discharged
directly into a water body
through one point, such as
through a pipe or ditch. Being
able to trace the source of con-
tamination helps to determine
ways to reduce the contaminant’s
concentration or eliminate it as a
problem. Point source pollution is
regulated by the Clean Water Act,
the federal law that sets contami-
nant and discharge limits for
specific waterways.
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Contaminants also enter water
bodies through dispersed, or
nonpoint sources. Nonpoint
source pollution occurs when
water that flows over the land-
scape or through the soil as a
result of rain, snow melt, or irri-
gation, picks up natural or
human-made pollutants and
makes it way into surface waters
(rivers, lakes, streams) or under-
ground aquifers. Pollutants can
include chemicals, pesticides,
sediment, animal waste, and in
the case of faulty septic or sewer
systems, human waste. This non-
point source pollution process
can occur in agricultural, urban,
or forested areas, and on public
or private property.

According to the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency,
nonpoint source pollution is the
primary cause of water quality
problems, and is harmful to
drinking water sources, recre-
ation, fisheries, and wildlife.
Water that runs off agricultural
land is considered to be the num-
ber one source of water quality
problems in the rivers and lakes
assessed by federal and state gov-
ernments. Faulty septic and other
sewer systems have been identi-
fied as a leading cause of water
pollution in small communities
and rural areas.

Because there are so many
types of nonpoint sources of pol-
lution from so many dispersed
locations across the country, it is
considered to be difficult to regu-
late. For the most part, the Clean
Water Act leaves the regulation of
nonpoint pollution sources up to
each state. While some states
have adopted regulations, many
states use other incentives to curb
this pollution, such as facilitating
local watershed and land use
planning efforts, encouraging the
use of best management practices
(a wide variety of strategies, such
as planting vegetation along a
waterway to help remove or filter
pollutants flowing from adjacent
land), providing technical assis-
tance, and sharing costs with
local partners for implementing
prevention and control measures.
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Water Quality and Wter Use
Challenges

To be safe, public drinking
water systems, which are regu-
lated by another federal law, the
Safe Drinking Water Act, are
required to treat the water they
draw from local water sources.
The drinking water they produce
for public consumption must not
include contaminant levels higher
than what the law allows, and
public water systems in the U.S.
have been very successful in pro-
tecting public health and
providing safe water to drink.

But given the fact that federal
and state regulations allow cer-
tain levels of pollution to enter
our water sources in the first
place, local leaders and drinking
water system personnel may ask
“Are our current water protection
strategies adequate?” Or, “What
costs are imposed on the drink-
ing water utility and the
community to treat the water and
remove contaminants?”

The issues surrounding current
water use and water pollution
practices are complex, but in the
end, there are important ques-
tions at stake. Is it best to prevent
or seek to control water pollu-
tion? Who has the right to
pollute? Who is responsible for
cleaning it up? To what extent do
citizens have the right to a reli-
able supply of clean and safe
water? At what point do eco-
nomic, agricultural, or private
property interests infringe on
public health or water availabil -
ity? What is the appropriate
balance for protecting everyone’s
rights? And finally, where do
local governments and their pub-
lic drinking water systems stand
and what options are available at
the local level?

Source Water Protection
PlanningCan Help

Source water protection plan-
ning involves a series of steps
that can help a community,
group of communities, or every-
one in a watershed work toward
preventing or limiting threats to
the water sources. A watershed is
an area of land that drains into a
river, river system, or other body
of water such as a lake.

Watersheds and the water flowing
through them may cross many
boundaries such as city, county,
state, and even national borders.
Planning on a watershed level,
rather than for a single commu-
nity or body of water, has the
potential to be more effective in
protecting waterways. It's not sur-
prising that the most successful
source water protection planning
requires the combined efforts of
many partners, such as local lead-
ers; economic, energy, and
agricultural interests; public and
private water systems; resource

managers; citizen groups; and the
public. Local watershed organiza-
tions may already be working on
source water protection and may
have a lot of information avail-
able.

Initial planning steps include
identifying the watershed or
source water protection area;
identifying contamination or
threats to water availability; and
evaluating how susceptible the

water sources are to these threats.

State drinking water agencies
have already identified some of
this information for every public
drinking water system in their
state. It is available in a docu-
ment called a source water
assessment. This assessment may
need to be updated and devel-
oped in more detail, but it can be
a good starting place.

The next steps include devel-
oping action plans detailing what
will be done, when, and by
whom; determining management
measures to prevent, reduce, or
eliminate threats (measures can
include zoning, developing local
ordinances, purchasing land near
the water source, and public edu-
cation); and identifying
alternative sources of water in
case of emergencies. There are
many resources available to help
with watershed or source water
protection planning, and you may
want to consider working with an
outside facilitator, such as a tech-
nical assistance provider from the
Rural Community Assistance
Partnership or your state drinking
water agency.

Developing a source water or
watershed protection plan is a

voluntary activity that
requires time, effort,
resources, and local
leadership. Important
payoffs can include
reduced costs for
drinking water treat-
ment, more reliable
water supplies, and
increased public
health, quality of life,
economic opportuni-
ties, and
environmental protec-
tion. Ultimately,
ensuring we have safe
and clean water to
drink is everyone’s
responsibility.
However, local deci-
sions are critical for
protecting water
sources from pollution
and overuse.
Investigating the situa-
tion in your
community, state, or
watershed; bringing all
parties to the table;
discussing all perspec-
tives; setting priorities;
and enacting workable
solutions at the local
level may offer the
best chance to prevent
contamination and
ensure safer and more
sustainable water
sources for the long
term.

Resources for Souce Water
or WatershedProtection

Be sure to check with your
state’s drinking water agency,
technical assistance providers, or
local watershed groups for infor-
mation and state-specific
resources.

Groundwater Foundation
Web site. Nonprofit organization
dedicated to educating people
and inspiring action to ensure
sustainable, clean groundwater
for future generations.
bup://www .groundwater.org/

How-To Manual: Update and
Enbance Your Local Source
Water Protection
Assessments(September

2006). U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency.
bttp://epa.gov/safewater/sourcewa-
ter/pubs/update_enhance_assessm
ents.pdf

National NEMO Network
(Nonpoint Education for
Municipal Officials) Web site.
Originally developed at the
University of Connecticut, now a
confederation of 32 educational
programs in 31 states, with the
goal of protecting natural
resources through better land use
and land use planning.
bttp.//nemonet.uconn.edu/
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SMART About Water Web site.
National Environmental Services
Center (NESC). SMART About
Water is a collaborative project of
NESC and the Rural Community
Assistance Partnership. The Web
site provides a multitude of
resources for protecting source
water, especially from untreated
wastewater from failing septic
and sewer systems.
bttp://www.nesc.wou.edu: 16080/s
mart/index.cfim

Source Water Protection Web
site. U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency. Provides infor-
mation and resources about ways
that local leaders and organiza-
tions can plan for and implement
source water protection.
bttp://cfpub.epa.gov/safewater/sou
rcewater/sourcewater.cfmzaction=
Protection&view=general

Source Water Protection Case
Studies Web site. U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency.
Searchable list of successful
source water protection programs
from across the country.
htip://cfpub.epa.gov/safewater/sou
rcewater/sourcewater.cfmzaction=
Case_Studies

Source Water Stewardship: A
Guide to Protecting and
Restoring Your Drinking
Water (2003). The Clean Water
Network, Clean Water Fund, and
the Campaign for Safe and
Affordable Drinking Water.
http://www.cleanwaterfund.org/
files/publications/national/source-
water-stewardship-guide.pdf

The Water We Drink Web site.
The Rural Community Assistance
Partnership and the National
Environmental Services Center.
Offers free educational resources
and an article about proper dis-
posal of pharmaceuticals and
personal care products.
bttp://www.nesc.wovu.edu/water-
wedrink/

Unmeasured Danger:
America’s Hidden
Groundwater Crisis (July
2009). Food and Water Watch.
btp.//www foodandwaterwatch.o
rg/water/unmeasured-danger-
america’s-bidden-groundwater-cr
isis/

Water Today... Water
Tomorrow? Protecting
Drinking Water Sources

in Your Community: Tools for
Municipal Officials. New
England Interstate Water Pollution
Control Commission.
btp.//www.neiwpcc.org/source-
wateroutreach/

Watersheds Web site. U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency.
Provides information, resources,
and links for watershed protec-
tion activities.
bttp://water.epa.gov/type/water-
sheds/index.cfm

Your Water. Your Decision.
Web site that offers a customiz-
able guide and other tools and
information about source water
protection to spur action among
local leaders.
bttp://www . yourwateryourdeci-
sion.org/home
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