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What does drinking-water quality mean?

“Safe” means health-protective for the way people actually use the 

water.

Clean ≠ Safe

Clean = looks, smells, and tastes 
acceptable.

Safe = tested and below health-based 
limits.

Invisible matters

Arsenic, nitrate, lead, PFAS, and 
pathogens may not change color, 

taste, or smell.

Context matters

The relevant question is: safe for 
whom, for what use, over what time 

period?

Take-home: Water quality is measured, compared to a benchmark, and interpreted in context.

Sources: EPA SDWA; CA State Water Board DD W 1/4
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Primary vs. secondary contaminants

PRIMARY

Health-based limits

• Regulated because of health risk
• Examples: arsenic, nitrate, lead, E. coli, 

uranium, PFAS

• Can be acute or chronic
• For public water systems, these are 

enforceable standards

SECONDARY

Aesthetic / operational

• Taste, odor, color, staining, scaling, 

corrosion

• Examples: iron, manganese, chloride, 

sulfate, total dissolved solids (TDS), pH

• May still affect trust, usability, and 

treatment

• EPA secondary standards are guidelines; 

states may adopt/enforce them

Important: “secondary” does not mean unimportant — it often determines whether people trust and use tap water.

Sources: EPA Primary & Secondary Drinking Water Regulations ; CA MCLs/SMCLs 2/4
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Public water systems vs. private wells

Public water systems

• Serve customers through a regulated system

• Must monitor required contaminants on 

schedules

• Must report violations and provide Consumer 

Confidence Reports

• Monitoring usually represents source water, 

treatment, and distribution — not every 

household tap every day

Private domestic wells

• Usually the owner’s responsibility

• Not routinely regulated like public 

systems

• Testing is often voluntary or triggered by 

sale, loan, local program, or concern

• Risk can be highly local: well depth, 

geology, land use, flooding, septic 

systems

Equity issue: people on smaller or self-supplied systems often have less routine data and fewer resources 

to respond.

Sources: CA State Water Board DDW; C A SAFER s trategy for domest ic wells and s tate small systems 3/4
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What is monitored — and what can be missed?

Commonly monitored in public systems

• Regulated microbial, inorganic, organic, and 

radiological contaminants

• Disinfectant residuals and disinfection byproducts

• Lead and copper through specific tap-sampling rules

• Treatment performance and operational indicators

Often not fully captured

• Every contaminant, every tap, every day

• Premise plumbing and point-of-use filter 

performance

• Private wells unless owners test

• Emerging contaminants before rules are 

adopted

• Short-term spikes from fires, floods, drought, 

recharge, stagnation, or treatment changes

Question: “Where was the sample taken, when, and what was it tested for?”

Sources: EPA SDWA; CA DDW monitoring and Drinking Water Watch resources 4/4
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