
Understanding 
the Safe Drinking Water Act  

The Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA)  was 
or ig inal ly  passed by Congress in 1974 to protect  
publ ic  heal th by regulat ing the nat ion’s publ ic  dr ink ing 
water supply.  

The law was amended in 1986 and 1996 and requires 
many act ions to protect  dr ink ing water and i t s  
sources—rivers,  lakes,  reservoirs ,  spr ings,  and ground 
water wel ls .  (SDWA does not  regulate pr ivate wel ls  
which serve fewer than 25 indiv iduals . )  

SDWA author izes the Uni ted States Envi ronmental  
Protect ion Agency (US EPA) to set  nat ional  heal th-

based s tandards for  dr ink ing water to protect  agains t  
both natural ly-occurr ing and man-made contaminants 
that  may be found in dr ink ing water.  US EPA, s tates,  
and water sys tems then work together to make sure 
that  these s tandards are met.

Mi l l ions of  Americans receive high qual i ty  dr ink ing 
water every day f rom thei r  publ ic  water  sys tems, (which 
may be publ ic ly  or  pr ivate ly  owned).  Nonetheless,  
dr ink ing water safety  cannot be taken for  granted. 

There are a number of  threats  to dr ink ing water:  
improper ly  d isposed of  chemicals;  animal wastes;  
pest ic ides;  human threats;  wastes in jected 
underground; and natural ly-occurr ing substances can 
al l  contaminate dr ink ing water.  

L ikewise,  dr ink ing water that  i s  not  proper ly  t reated 
or dis infected, or which t ravels  through an improper ly  
maintained dis t r ibut ion sys tem, may also pose a heal th 
r i sk.

Original ly,  SDWA focused pr imar i ly  on t reatment as 
the means of  providing safe dr ink ing water at  the tap. 
The 1996 amendments great ly  enhanced the ex is t ing 
law by recogniz ing source water  protect ion, operator 
t ra in ing, funding for  water  sys tem improvements,  and 
publ ic in format ion as important  components of  safe 
dr ink ing water.  This  approach ensures the qual i ty  of  
dr ink ing water by protect ing i t  f rom source to tap.

All public water systems must have at least 15 
service connections or serve at least 25 people per 
day for 60 days of the year.

Drinking water standards apply to water systems 
dif ferently based on their type and size:

Community Water System (there are approximately 
54,000) - A public water system that serves the 
same people year -round. Most residences including 
homes, apartments, and condominiums in cities, 
small towns, and mobile home parks are served by 
Community Water Systems.

Non-Community Water System - A public water 
system that serves the public but does not serve the 
same people year -round. There are two types of non-
community systems:

Non-Transient Non-Community Water System (there 
are approximately 20,000) - A noncommunity water 
system that serves the same people more than six 
months per year, but not year -round, for example, 
a school with its own water supply is considered a 
non-transient system.

Transient non-community water system (there are 
approximately 89,000) - A non-community water 
system that serves the public but not the same 
individuals for more than six months, for example, 
a rest area or campground may be considered a 
transient water system.
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Roles and Responsibilities:

SDWA appl ies to every publ ic  water  sys tem in 
the Uni ted States.  There are current ly  more than 
170,000 publ ic water  sys tems providing water to 
almost  a l l  Amer icans at  some t ime in thei r  l ives.  The 
responsibi l i t y  for  making sure these publ ic water  
sys tems provide safe dr ink ing water i s  d iv ided among 
US EPA, s tates,  t r ibes,  water  sys tems, and the publ ic.  
SDWA provides a f ramework in which these par t ies 
work together to protect  th is  valuable resource.

US EPA sets  nat ional  s tandards for  dr ink ing water 
based on sound sc ience to protect  agains t  heal th 
r i sks,  consider ing avai lable technology and costs .  
These Nat ional  Pr imary Dr inking Water Regulat ions 
set  enforceable maximum contaminant levels  for  
par t icular  contaminants in dr ink ing water or required 
ways to t reat  
water  to remove 
contaminants.  
Each s tandard 
also inc ludes 
requirements for  
water  sys tems 
to tes t  for  
contaminants 
in the water  
to make sure 
s tandards are 
achieved. In 
addi t ion to 
set t ing these 
s tandards,  US 
EPA provides 
guidance, 
ass is tance, 
and publ ic 
in format ion 
about dr ink ing 
water,  col lects  
dr ink ing water data,  and oversees s tate dr ink ing water 
programs. 

The most  d i rect  overs ight  of  water  sys tems is  
conducted by s tate dr ink ing water programs. States 
can apply to US EPA for “pr imacy,” the author i ty  to 
implement SDWA wi th in thei r  jur isdic t ions,  i f  they 
can show that  they wi l l  adopt s tandards at  least  as 
s t r ingent  as US EPA’s and make sure water  sys tems 
meet these s tandards.  Al l  s ta tes and terr i tor ies,  except  
Wyoming and the Dis t r ic t  of  Columbia, have received 
pr imacy.  Whi le no Indian t r ibe has yet  appl ied for  
and received pr imacy,  four tribes currently receive 
“treatment as a state” status, and are eligible for 

1996 SDWA Amendment  High l ights :

Consumer Conf idence Repor ts  A l l  community  
water  systems must  prepare and d istr ibute  
annual  repor ts  about  the  water  they  
prov ide ,  inc lud ing in format ion  on detected 
contaminants ,  poss ib le  hea lth  ef fects ,  and the  
water ’s  source .

Cost -Benef i t  Anal ys is   US EPA must  conduct  a  
thorough cost -benef i t  ana l ys is  for  ever y  new 
standard to  determine whether  the  benef i ts  of  
a  dr ink ing  water  standard just i fy  the  costs .

Dr ink ing  Water  State  Revo l v ing  Fund  States  
can use th is  fund to  he lp  water  systems make 
in frastructure  or  management  improvements  
or  to  he lp  systems assess and protect  the ir  
source water.

Microb ia l  Contaminants  and Dis infect ion  
Byproducts   US EPA is  requ ired to  strengthen 
protect ion  for  microb ia l  contaminants ,  
inc lud ing Cr yptospor id ium,  whi le  strengthening 
contro l  over  the  byproducts  of  chemica l  
d is infect ion .  The Stage 1 Dis infectants  and 
Dis infect ion  Byproducts  Rule  and the  Inter im 
Enhanced Sur face Water  Treatment  Rule  
together  address these r isks .  

Operator  Cer t i f icat ion   Water  system 
operators  must  be  cer t i f ied  to  ensure that  
systems are  operated safe l y.  US EPA issued 
gu ide l ines  in  Februar y  1999 spec i fy ing  
min imum standards for  the  cer t i f icat ion  and 
recer t i f icat ion  of  the  operators  of  community  
and non -trans ient ,  noncommunity  water  
systems.  These gu ide l ines  appl y  to  state  
Operator  Cer t i f icat ion  Programs.  A l l  s tates  
are  current l y  implement ing EPA-approved 
operator  cer t i f icat ion  programs.  

Publ ic  In format ion  & Consultat ion   SDWA 
emphasizes  that  consumers have a  r ight  to  
know what  is  in  the ir  dr ink ing  water,  where 
i t  comes from,  how i t  is  treated ,  and how to  
he lp  protect  i t .  US EPA d istr ibutes  pub l ic  
in format ion  mater ia ls  ( through i ts  Safe  
Dr ink ing  Water  Hot l ine ,  Safewater  web s i te ,  
and Water  Resource Center)  and ho lds  pub l ic  
meet ings ,  work ing with  states ,  tr ibes ,  water  
systems,  and env ironmenta l  and c iv ic  groups ,  
to  encourage publ ic  invo l vement .

Smal l  Water  Systems  Smal l  water  systems 
are  g iven spec ia l  cons iderat ion  and resources 
under  SDWA,  to  make sure  they  have the  
manager ia l ,  f inanc ia l ,  and technica l  ab i l i ty  to  
comply  with  dr ink ing  water  standards .

Source Water  Assessment  Programs  Ever y  
state  must  conduct  an  assessment  of  i ts  
sources of  dr ink ing  water  (r ivers ,  lakes ,  
reser vo irs ,  spr ings ,  and ground water  wel ls )  
to  ident i fy  s ign i f icant  potent ia l  sources 
of  contaminat ion  and to  determine how 
suscept ib le  the  sources are  to  these threats .



primacy. States, or US EPA acting as a primacy agent, 
make sure water systems test for contaminants, review 
plans for water system improvements, conduct on-site 
inspections and sanitary surveys, provide training and 
technical assistance, and take action against water 
systems not meeting standards.

To ensure that drinking water is safe, SDWA sets up 
multiple barriers against pollution. These barriers 
include: source water protection, treatment, distribution 
system integrity, and public information. Public water 
systems are responsible for ensuring that contaminants 
in tap water do not exceed the standards. Water systems 
treat the water, and must test their water frequently 
for specified contaminants and report the results to 
states. If a water system is not meeting these standards, 
it is the water supplier ’s responsibility to notify its 
customers. Many water suppliers now are also required 
to prepare annual reports for their customers. The 
public is responsible for helping local water suppliers 
to set priorities, make decisions on funding and system 
improvements, and establish programs to protect drinking 
water sources. Water systems across the nation rely on 
citizen advisory committees, rate boards, volunteers, and 
civic leaders to actively protect this resource in every 
community in America.

Protection & Prevention:

Essential components of safe drinking water include 
protection and prevention. States and water suppliers 
must conduct assessments of water sources to see 
where they may be vulnerable to contamination. Water 
systems may also voluntarily adopt programs to protect 
their watershed or wellhead, and states can use legal 
authorities from other laws to prevent pollution. SDWA 
mandates that states have programs 
to certify water system operators and 
make sure that new water systems 
have the technical, financial, and 
managerial capacity to provide safe 
drinking water. SDWA also sets a 
framework for the Underground 
Injection Control (UIC) program 
to control the injection of wastes 
into ground water. US EPA and 
states implement the UIC program, 
which sets standards for safe waste 
injection practices and bans certain 
types of injection altogether. All of 
these programs help prevent the 
contamination of drinking water.

Setting National Drinking Water 
Standards:

US EPA sets national standards for tap water which help 
ensure consistent quality in our nation’s water supply. 
US EPA prioritizes contaminants for potential regulation 
based on risk and how often they occur in water supplies. 
(To aid in this effort, certain water systems monitor 

for the presence of 
contaminants for which 
no national standards 
currently exist and 
collect information 
on their occurrence). 
US EPA sets a health 
goal based on risk 
(including risks to the 
most  sens i t ive people,  
e.g. ,  in fants ,  chi ldren, 
pregnant women, 
the e lder ly,  and the 
immuno-compromised).  
US EPA then sets  a 

legal  l imi t  for  the contaminant in dr ink ing water or a 
required t reatment technique—this  l imi t  or  t reatment 
technique is  set  to be as c lose to the heal th goal  as 

US EPA sets primary drinking water 
standards through a three-step process:

Firs t ,  US EPA ident i f ies contaminants that  may 
adverse l y  af fect  publ ic  heal th and occur in  dr ink ing 
water with a frequency and at  leve ls  that  pose a 
threat  to  publ ic  heal th .  US EPA ident i f ies these 
contaminants for  fur ther s tudy,  and determines 
contaminants to potent ia l l y  regulate .  Second,  US 
EPA determines a max imum contaminant  leve l  goal  
for  contaminants i t  dec ides to regulate .  Th is  goal  is  
the leve l  o f  a  contaminant  in  dr ink ing water be low 
which there is  no known or expected r isk  to  heal th .  
These goals  a l low for  a margin of  safety  .  Th ird ,  
US EPA speci f ies a max imum contaminant  leve l ,  
the max imum permiss ib le  leve l  o f  a  contaminant  in  
dr ink ing water which is  de l i vered to any user of  a  
publ ic  water sys tem.  These leve ls  are enforceable 
s tandards,  and are set  as c lose to the goals  
as feas ib le .  SDWA def ines feas ib le  as the leve l  
that  may be achieved with the use of  the best  
technology,  treatment techniques,  and other means 
which US EPA f inds (af ter  examinat ion for  ef f ic iency 
under f ie ld  condit ions)  are ava i lab le ,  t ak ing cost  
into considerat ion .  When i t  is  not  economical l y  or  
technica l l y  feas ib le  to  set  a  max imum leve l ,  or  when 
there is  no re l iab le  or  economic method to detect  
contaminants in  the water,  US EPA ins tead sets a 
required Treatment Technique which speci f ies a way 
to treat  the water to remove contaminants .



feas ib le.  US EPA also per forms a cost-benef i t  analys is  
and obtains input  f rom interes ted par t ies when set t ing 
s tandards.  US EPA is  current ly  evaluat ing the r isks 
f rom several  speci f ic  heal th concerns,  inc luding: 
microbial  contaminants (e.g. ,  Cryptospor id ium ) ;  the 
byproducts  of  dr ink ing water dis in fect ion; radon; 
arsenic;  and water sys tems that  don’ t  current ly  
d is in fect  thei r  water  but  get  i t  f rom a potent ia l ly  
vulnerable ground water source.

Funding and Assistance:

US EPA provides grants  to implement 
s tate dr ink ing water programs, and to 
help each s tate set  up a special  fund to 
ass is t  publ ic  water  sys tems in f inancing 
the costs  of  improvements (cal led the 
dr ink ing water s tate revolv ing fund).  
Smal l  water  sys tems are given special  
considerat ion, s ince smal l  sys tems 
may have a more di f f icul t  t ime paying 
for  sys tem improvements due to thei r  
smal ler  customer base.  Accordingly,  
US EPA and s tates provide them wi th 
ex t ra ass is tance ( inc luding t ra in ing 
and funding) as wel l  as al lowing, on 
a caseby- case basis ,  a l ternate water  
t reatments that  are less expensive,  but  
s t i l l  protect ive of  publ ic  heal th.

Compliance and Enforcement:

National  dr ink ing water s tandards are legal ly  
enforceable,  which means that  both US EPA and s tates 
can take enforcement act ions agains t  water  sys tems 
not  meet ing safety  s tandards.  US EPA and s tates may 

issue adminis t rat ive orders,  take legal  act ions,  or  
f ine ut i l i t ies .  US EPA and s tates also work to increase 
water  sys tems. unders tanding of,  and compl iance wi th,  
s tandards.

Public Information:

SDWA recognizes that  s ince everyone dr inks water,  
everyone has the r ight  to know what ’s  in i t  and 
where i t  comes f rom. Al l  water  suppl iers  must  not i fy  

consumers quick ly  when there is  a 
ser ious problem wi th water  qual i ty.  
Water sys tems serv ing the same people 
year-round must  provide annual 
consumer conf idence repor ts  on the 
source and qual i ty  of  thei r  tap water.  
S tates and US EPA must  prepare annual 
summary repor ts  of  water  sys tem 
compl iance wi th dr ink ing water safety  
s tandards and make these repor ts  
avai lable to the publ ic.  The publ ic 
must  have a chance to be involved in 
developing source water  assessment 
programs, s tate plans to use dr ink ing 
water s tate revolv ing loan funds,  s tate 
capaci ty  development plans,  and s tate 
operator cer t i f icat ion programs.

For More Information:

To learn more about the Safe Dr inking Water Act  or  
dr ink ing water in general ,  cal l  the Safe Dr inking Water 
Hot l ine at  1-800-426-4791, or v is i t  US EPA’s Off ice 
of  Ground Water and Dr inking Water web s i te:  www.
epa.gov/safewater .
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