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Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) 2.2.1.1  
 

By Erick Burres 
 
Chain-of-Custody Evaluation Form 
 
Written procedures for sample handling should be available and followed whenever 
samples are collected, transferred, stored, analyzed or destroyed. For the purposes of 
litigation (and quality control), it is necessary to have an accurate written record to 
trace the possession and handling of samples from collection through reporting. The 
procedures defined here represent a means to satisfy this requirement.  
 
A sample is in someone's "custody" if:  
1. It is in one's actual physical possession;  
2.  It is in one's view, after being in one's physical possession;  
3.  It is one's physical possession and then locked up so that no one can tamper 

with it;  
4.  It is kept in a secured area, restricted to authorized personnel only.  
 
B. Sample Collection, Handling and Identification  
1.  It is important that a minimum number of persons be involved in sample 

collection and handling. Guidelines established in standard manuals for 
sample collection preservation and handling should be used (e.g., EPA 
NPDES Compliance Sampling Inspection Manual, MCD 51, Standard 
Methods for Examination of Water and Wastewater). Field records should be 
completed at the time the sample is collected and should be signed or 
initialed, including the date and time, by the sample collector(s). Field 
records should contain the following information:  

a. Unique sample or log number;  
b. Date and time;  
c. Source of sample (including name, location and sample type);  
d. Preservative used;  
e. Analyses required;  
f. Name of collector(s);  
g. Pertinent field data (pH, DO, Cl residual, etc.);  
h. Serial number on seals and transportation cases;  
i. Comments.  

2.  Each sample is identified by affixing a pressure sensitive gummed label or 
standardized tag on the container(s). This label should contain the sample 
number, source of sample, preservative used, and the collector(s') initials. 
The analysis required should be identified. Where a label is not available, the 
sample information should be written on the sample container with an 
indelible marking pen.  

The Clean Water Team Guidance Compendium for Watershed Monitoring and Assessment  
State Water Resources Control Board    2212.doc    3/4/2010          Page 1 
 



  SOP-2.2.1.1 

3.  The closed sample container should then be placed in a transportation case 
along with the chain-of-custody record form, pertinent field records, and 
analysis request form. The transportation case should then be sealed and 
labeled. All records should be filled out legibly in waterproof pen. The use of 
locked or sealed chests will eliminate the need for close control of individual 
sample containers. However, there will undoubtedly be occasions when the 
use of a chest will be inconvenient. On these occasions, the sampler should 
place a seal around the cap of the individual sample container which would 
indicate tampering if removed.  

 
C. Transfer of Custody and Shipment  
1.  When transferring the possession of the samples, the transferee must sign and 

record the date and time on the chain-of-custody record. Custody transfers, if 
made to a sample custodian in the field, should account for each individual 
sample, although samples may be transferred as a group. Every person who 
takes custody must fill in the appropriate section of the chain-of-custody 
record.  

 
2.  The field custodian (or field sampler if a custodian has not been assigned) is 

responsible for properly packaging and dispatching samples to the 
appropriate laboratory for analysis. This responsibility includes filling out, 
dating, and signing the appropriate portion of the chain-of-custody record. A 
recommended chain-of-custody format is illustrated in Figure A-2.  

 
3.  All packages sent to the laboratory should be accompanied by the chain-of-

custody record and other pertinent forms. A copy of these forms should be 
retained by the field custodian (either carbon or photocopy).  

 
4.  Mailed packages can be registered with return receipt requested. If packages 

are sent by common carrier, receipts should be retained as part of the 
permanent chain-of-custody documentation.  

 
5.  Samples to be transported must be packed to prevent breakage. If samples are 

shipped by mail or by other common carrier, the shipper must comply with 
any applicable Department of Transportation regulations. (Most water 
samples are exempt unless quantities of preservatives used are greater than 
certain levels.) The package must be sealed or locked to prevent tampering. 
Any evidence of tampering should be readily detected if adequate sealing 
devices are used.  

 
If the field sampler delivers samples to the laboratory, custody may be 
relinquished to laboratory personnel. If appropriate personnel are not present 
to receive the samples, they should be locked in a designated area of the 
laboratory to prevent tampering. The person delivering the samples should 
make a log entry stating where and how the samples were delivered and 
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secured. Laboratory personnel may then receive custody by noting in a 
logbook, the absence of evidence of tampering, unlocking the secured area, 
and signing the custody sheet.  

 
D. Laboratory Sample Control Procedures  
Sample control procedures are necessary in the laboratory from the time of sample 
receipt to the time the sample is discarded. The following procedures are 
recommended for the laboratory:  
 
1. A specific person must be designated as custodian and an alternate 

designated to act as custodian in the custodian's absence. All incoming 
samples must be received by the custodian, who must indicate receipt by 
signing the accompanying custody/control forms and who must retain the 
signed forms as permanent records.  

 
2.  The custodian must maintain a permanent logbook to record, for each 

sample, the person delivering the sample, the person receiving the sample, 
date and time received, source of sample, date the sample was taken, sample 
identification log number, how transmitted to the laboratory, and condition 
received (sealed, unsealed, broken container, or other pertinent remarks). 
This log should also show the movement of each sample within the 
laboratory; i.e., who removed the sample from the custody area, when it was 
removed, when it was returned, and when it was destroyed. A standardized 
format should be established for logbook entries.  

 
3.  A clean, dry, isolated room, building, and/or refrigerated space that can be 

securely locked from the outside must be designated as a "custody room."  
 
4.  The custodian must ensure that heat-sensitive samples, light-sensitive 

samples, radioactive samples, or other sample materials having unusual 
physical characteristics, or requiring special handling, are properly stored and 
maintained prior to analysis.  

 
5.  Distribution of samples to the analyst performing the analysis must be made 

by the custodian.  
 
6.  The laboratory area must be maintained as a secured area, restricted to 

authorized personnel only.  
 
7.  Laboratory personnel are responsible for the care and custody of the sample 

once it is received by them and must be prepared to testify that the sample 
was in their possession and view or secured in the laboratory at all times 
from the moment it was received from the custodian until the time that the 
analyses are completed.  
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8.  Once the sample analyses are completed, the unused portion of the sample, 
together with all identifying labels, must be returned to the custodian. The 
returned tagged sample must be retained in the custody room until 
permission to destroy the sample is received by the custodian.  

 
9.  Samples will be destroyed only upon the order of the responsible laboratory 

official when it is certain that the information is no longer required or the 
samples have deteriorated. (For example, standard procedures should include 
discarding samples after the maximum holding time has elapsed.) The same 
procedure is true for sample tags. The logbook should show when each 
sample was discarded or if any sample tag was destroyed.  

 
10.  Procedures should be established for internal audits of sample control 

information. Records should be examined to determine traceability, 
completeness, and accuracy.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure A-2: Chain-of-Custody Record  

Survey Samplers: Signature 
Sample Type 
Water 

Station 
Number  

Station Location Date Time 

Comp Grab
. 

Air
Seq. No. No. Of 

Containers 
Analysis 
Required 

          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
Relinquished by: Signature Received by: Signature Date/Time
Relinquished by: Signature Received by: Signature Date/Time
Relinquished by: Signature Received by: Signature Date/Time
Relinquished by: Signature Received by Mobile Laboratory for Field 

analysis: Signature 
Date/Time

Dispatched by: Date/Time Received for Laboratory by: Signature Date/Time
Method of Shipment: 
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The Clean Water Team Guidance Compendium for Watershed Monitoring and Assessment  

Distribution: Orig.--Accompany Shipment, 1 Copy--Survey Coordinator Field Files  
 

Reference:  United States Environmental Protection Agency, Office of Ground 
Water and Drinking Water Cincinnati, OH 45268, March 1997, EPA 815-B-
97-001: MANUAL FOR THE CERTIFICATION OF LABORATORIES 
ANALYZING DRINKING WATER: Criteria and Procedures Quality 

Assurance Fourth Edition 

 

State Water Resources Control Board    2212.doc    3/4/2010          Page 5 
 


