
Protecting Drinking Water
Sources

The 1996 Amendments to the Safe Dr inking Water 
Act  (SDWA) took a major new s tep in dr ink ing 
water protect ion by mandat ing that  s tates per form 
a source water  assessment for  each publ ic water  
sys tem. States are responsible 
for  complet ing assessments for  
publ ic  water  sys tems in major 
metropol i tan areas,  smal l  towns,  
schools,  res taurants ,  and other 
publ ic  faci l i t ies  that  have a wel l  or  
sur face water  supply.  (Pr ivate wel ls  
are not  inc luded in th is  ef for t . )

Af ter  a s tate’s  Source Water 
Assessment Program (SWAP) 
is  approved by the Uni ted 
States Envi ronmental  Protect ion 
Agency (US EPA),  the s tate has 
two years,  wi th a poss ib le 18 
months ex tens ion, to conduct  
an assessment for  each publ ic 
water  sys tem and make these 
assessments avai lable to the publ ic.  US EPA has 
approved 52 SWAP programs. States must  complete 
al l  the assessments in the s tate no later  than 3 years 
af ter  US EPA approves the programs.

The source water  assessment programs es tabl ished 
by each s tate di f fer,  depending on the nature and 
threats  to the water  resources and the dr ink ing water 
program pr ior i t ies  in a par t icular  s tate.  However,  
each assessment program must  inc lude four major 
e lements:

•  del ineat ing (or mapping) the source 
water  protect ion areas 

•  conduct ing an inventory of  potent ia l  
sources of  contaminat ion in those areas 

•  determining the suscept ib i l i t y  of  publ ic  
water  sys tems to those contaminat ion 
sources 

•  re leas ing the resul ts  of  the 
determinat ions to the publ ic 

Fol lowing success fu l  complet ion of  these e lements for  
each assessment,  communi t ies can use the resul t ing 
informat ion to ident i fy  pr ior i ty  act ions for  protect ing 
thei r  dr ink ing water sources.

Source Water Assessments

The four assessment s teps are descr ibed in more detai l  
below.

Step 1:  
Del ineate the 
source water  
assessment area

For each 
ground water 
wel l  or  sur face 
water sys tem 
that  suppl ies 
publ ic  dr ink ing 
water,  s tates 
must  del ineate 
and map the 
boundar ies of  
each protect ion 
area.

For ground water sys tems, s tates commonly use 
avai lable in format ion about ground water f low and 
recharge to determine the source water  protect ion 
area around a wel l  or  wel l  f ie ld.

For sur face water sys tems drawing water f rom a 
s t ream, r iver,  lake,  or reservoir,  the land area in 
the watershed upst ream of the in take is  ident i f ied 
on a map. A topographic map is  used to ident i fy  
the per imeter  of  the area that  provides water  to the 
water  sys tem’s in take. Some s tates plan to div ide the 
watershed area in to segments—areas that  are c loses t  
to the in take where most  types of  contaminat ion 
sources may be found to be s igni f icant ,  and other 
more dis tant  areas.  The ent i re watershed area up to 
the s tate’s  boundar ies is  required to be del ineated 
and mapped, but  the level  of  detai l  in the inventory 
of  potent ia l  pol lu t ion sources and the suscept ib i l i t y  
determinat ion can vary in the di f ferent  segments.  
Coordinat ion across s tate boundar ies is  encouraged 
where appropr iate.

Step 2:  Conduct  an inventory of  potent ia l  sources of  
contaminat ion

In the second s tep of  an assessment,  the s tate 
ident i f ies the potent ia l  sources of  pol lu tants  that  
could contaminate the water  supply.  This  inventory 
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usual ly  resul ts  in a l i s t  and a map of  faci l i t ies  and 
act iv i t ies  wi th in the del ineated area that  may re lease 
contaminants in to the underground water supply 
( for  wel ls )  or  the watershed of  the r iver  or lake ( for  
sur face water  sources) .

Some examples of  the many di f ferent  types of  
potent ia l  pol lu tant  sources inc lude landf i l l s ,  
underground or above-ground fuel  s torage tanks,  
res ident ia l  or  commercial  sept ic  sys tems, urban 
runof f  f rom s t reets  and lawns,  farms and other 
ent i t ies  that  apply pest ic ides and fer t i l i zers ,  and 
s ludge disposal  s i tes.

Step 3:  Determine the suscept ib i l i t y  of  the water  
supply to contaminat ion

In the th i rd s tep—the suscept ib i l i t y  determinat ion 
—the s tate combines the inventory resul ts  wi th other 
re levant  in format ion to decide the l ike l ihood of  
contaminat ion of  the water  supply by the ident i f ied 
s igni f icant  potent ia l  sources of  contaminat ion. 
This  cr i t ical  s tep makes the assessments useful  for  
communi t ies.  I t  helps local  decis ion-makers consider 
pr ior i ty  approaches for  protect ing the dr ink ing water 
supply f rom contaminat ion. Some s tates pr ior i t i ze 
the potent ia l  for  contaminat ion f rom the speci f ic  
potent ia l  contaminat ion sources or to indiv idual  
chemicals  that  could pol lu te the water.  Other s tates 
ass ign a suscept ib i l i t y  ranking of  h igh, medium, or 
low to the water  sources.

Step 4:  Provide the assessment resul ts  to the publ ic

Af ter  the s tate completes the assessment for  a 
par t icular  water  sys tem, i t  wi l l  summarize the 
informat ion for  the publ ic.  Such summaries wi l l  
help communi t ies bet ter  unders tand the potent ia l  
threats  to thei r  water  suppl ies and ident i fy  pr ior i ty  
needs for  protect ing the water  f rom contaminat ion. 
This  summary informat ion must  be inc luded in water  
sys tems’ Consumer Conf idence Reports  (annual  
water  qual i ty  repor ts ) .  Local  communi t ies,  working 
in cooperat ion wi th local ,  regional ,  and s tate 
agencies,  can use the informat ion gathered through 
the assessment process to create a broader source 
water  protect ion program to address current  and 
future threats  to the qual i ty  of  thei r  dr ink ing water 
suppl ies.

Source Water Protection

While source water  protect ion was not  speci f ical ly  
mandated by SDWA, US EPA and i t s  par tners 
encourage s tates,  t r ibes,  and communi t ies to use the 
informat ion f rom source water  assessments to protect  
the del ineated source water  protect ion areas f rom 
ident i f ied pol lu t ion sources of  major concern.  Using 
a par tnership approach, communi ty  groups and local  
of f ic ia ls  can plan how to best  manage those ident i f ied 
potent ia l  sources and prevent  new contaminant threats  
in the source water  area.

Many source water  protect ion areas wi l l  inc lude 
mul t ip le jur isdic t ions,  i .e. ,  the c i ty  or  county where the 
source water  in take or wel lhead is  located, and other 

towns,  count ies,  or  s tates upst ream or upgradient  f rom 
the publ ic water  sys tem. Local  pol i t ical  author i t ies 
may be able to adopt protect ion measures wi th in 
thei r  jur isdic t ion,  but  to achieve ef fect ive protect ion 
beyond thei r  boundar ies,  they wi l l  usual ly  have to 
work wi th neighbor ing jur isdic t ions or federal  or  s tate 
author i t ies.

Communi t ies use a wide array of  d i f ferent  source 
water  protect ion methods to prevent  contaminat ion of  
thei r  dr ink ing water suppl ies.  One management opt ion 
involves regulat ions,  such as prohibi t ing or res t r ic t ing 
land uses that  may re lease contaminants in cr i t ical  
source water  protect ion areas.  Along wi th regulat ions,  
many communi t ies hold local  events  and dis t r ibute 
in format ion to educate and encourage c i t i zens and 
businesses to recycle used oi l ,  l imi t  thei r  use of  
pest ic ides,  par t ic ipate in watershed c leanup act iv i t ies ,  
and a mul t i tude of  other prevent ion act iv i t ies .  Another 
aspect  of  a source water  protect ion program can be 
the purchase of  land or the creat ion of  conservat ion 
easements to serve as a protect ion zone near the 
dr ink ing water source.  For an ef fect ive protect ion 
program, communi t ies should consider us ing a var ie ty  
of  prevent ion measures.

To ass is t  thei r  e f for ts  to protect  areas which surround 
sur face water sources of  dr ink ing water,  local  
author i t ies can look to Sect ion 303 of  the Clean 
Water Act .  This  sect ion requires each s tate to rev iew 
i t s  water  qual i ty  s tandards every three years.  The 
rev iew must  consider the “use and value” of  the water  
as a dr ink ing water supply.  S tates that  adopt water  
qual i ty  s tandards to protect  a l l  publ ic  water  suppl ies 
and prospect ive suppl ies can enforce these s tandards 
under s tate and federal  law to control  pol lu t ion.

To augment local  ground water protect ion ef for ts ,  
some s tates use ground water qual i ty  s tandards that  
work much l ike the Sect ion 303 program for sur face 
water.  Some s tates also use a permi t  program to 
regulate pol lu t ion that  can contaminate ground 
water.  The federal  Underground In ject ion Control  
(UIC) program regulates the use of  wel ls  as a means 
to dispose of  waste,  and the Resource Conservat ion 
& Recovery Act  (RCRA) regulates the management 
of  hazardous and non-hazardous waste that  can 
contaminate ground water.

For More Information:

For fur ther in format ion on your s tate’s  source water  
assessment program and how to par t ic ipate,  contact  
the agency in your s tate that  i s  managing the program. 
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  for  more informat ion, s tate contacts ,  
and l inks to other organizat ions that  may be act ive 
wi th source water  protect ion in your area. Your local  
water  suppl ier  may also have more informat ion about 
opportuni t ies to become involved in the source water  
assessment process.  You can cal l  the phone number on 
your water  bi l l  or  contact  your local  heal th department 
for  in format ion on your water  suppl ier.
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