NITRATE IN GROUNDWATER

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
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Nitrate (NO3) is a compound
formed from the
decomposition of plants and
animal wastes.

Fertilizers are high in nitrate
because it is essential to plant
growth.

Excess nitrate can runoff and
seep into groundwater,
affecting the quality of our
water sources.

Nitrate can be a health
concern when concentrations
in groundwater are higher than
the MCL of 45 mg/L as nitrate
and 10 mg/L as nitrogen.

The State Water Board
recommends that domestic
well owners sample and test
their well annually to protect
their drinking water supply.
Maintaining a zone of
protection around your well
can guard against chemicals

and wastes that can seep into

your groundwater near your

well.

If your repeated test results
are high in nitrate (above the
MCL), use an alternate source
for drinking water. You may
need to install a water
treatment system or drill a
new well that accesses clean
groundwater.

Boiling water does not remove

nitrate.

WHAT IS NITRATE?

Nitrate is a compound of nitrogen and water, formed in the soil when nitrogen and oxygen
combine. Nitrogen comes from the decomposition of organic materials like manure, plants, and
human wastes. Since nitrogen is essential to plant growth, fertilizers high in nitrogen are often
applied to improve lawns, landscapes, and agricultural crops. Fertilizers largely contribute to
additional nitrate, as well as septic systems and animal waste.

How DOES NITRATE GET INTO MY WELL WATER?

Nitrate is water-soluble, and is carried through the soil by rain or irrigation water to groundwater.
Excess nitrogen not used by plants can then leach into groundwater, affecting the quality of the
sources of the water we drink. Improper well construction and not maintaining a zone of
protection for the surface area around the well may also increase the risk of contamination to
your well water.

DOES NITRATE POSE A HEALTH RISK?

Nitrate can interfere with the blood’s ability to transport oxygen. Infants below the age of six
months who consume water above the maximum contaminant level (MCL) can become seriously
ill with methemoglobinemia, or “blue baby syndrome.” Symptoms include shortness of breath and
the appearance of blue skin from the lack of oxygen in the blood. If you suspect that your baby has
this condition, you consult a medical professional immediately.

WHAT IS THE SAFE LEVEL OF NITRATE IN MY DRINKING WATER?

Nitrate is a regulated drinking water contaminant. The MCL is 45 milligrams per liter (mg/L) for
nitrate as nitrate (NO3) and 10 mg/L for nitrate as nitrogen (N). Public water systems are required
to monitor water quality and take action to ensure water delivered to consumers meets drinking
water standards for all regulated contaminants.

Do | NEED TO TEST MY WATER FOR NITRATE?

If your water comes from a public water supply, such as a city or water company, it is tested
regularly to ensure that it meets drinking water standards. If you are concerned about nitrate
contamination in your well, the State Water Board recommends that you sample your well
annually and have it tested by a state-accredited laboratory.
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WHAT CAN | DO IF MY WATER IS HIGH IN NITRATE?

If the repeat test results are still above the MCL, continue using an alternate drinking water source
and look into ways to fix the problem. You may want to consider installing a water treatment

system or drilling a new well that taps a less contaminated aquifer. Boiling your water does not
remove nitrate.
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nitrate from agricultural For your resource, the well owner guide further explains the above topics in more detail.
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Planning: WHERE CAN | OBTAIN WELL WATER QUALITY DATA?

e Central Valley Salinity The State Water Board GAMA Program developed an online, publicly accessible groundwater information
Alternatives for Long-Term system, GeoTracker GAMA. Several groundwater quality databases are centralized and standardized to
Sustainability (CV-SALTS) make all d_ata searchable, while providing enhanced tools for the simplest or most complex queries. Data

is also available for download.
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