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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.

NITRATE IN GROUNDWATER

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

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?

Over 95% of Californians receive safe drinking water from their public water system. However, if
your drinking water is supplied from a private water well, there is greater potential for nitrate
contamination that can have harmful health effects. 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.” High nitrate levels may also affect the oxygen-carrying ability of the blood of pregnant
women. Symptoms include shortness of breath and the appearance of blue skin from the lack of
oxygen in the blood, and should be reported to a medical professional immediately. In general, the
groups with the lowest risk of becoming ill are healthy children and adults.

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

Nitrate is a regulated drinking water contaminant. 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. A drinking water laboratory will report nitrate
concentrations as milligrams per liter (mg/L) or as parts per million (ppm), (1 mg/L =1 ppm), and
report concentrations as the amount of nitrogen in the nitrate form (nitrate as nitrogen), or total
nitrate, which have different MCLs . Be sure to check your test report for which quantity, NO3-N or
NO3-, is reported. The MCL is 45 mg/L for nitrate as nitrate (NOs) and 10 mg/L for nitrate as
nitrogen (N).

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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http://www.waterboards.ca.gov/publications_forms/publications/factsheets/docs/dom_well_factsheet112012.pdf
http://www.cdph.ca.gov/certlic/labs/Documents/CertifiedDrinkingWaterLabs.pdf

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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water systems How CAN | PROTECT MY WELL FROM NITRATE?
® EnieiimEiE R It is important to remember that you are living above your drinking water. Therefore, if you do not want
to drink it, do not put it on the ground! The State Water Board recommends that you create a zone of
protection around your well and avoid storing, spraying, burying, dumping, or spilling chemicals or other
substances within 50 feet of your well. Avoid housing your animals near your well, as their waste can also
contaminate your drinking water. Install your septic tank and leach field at least 100 feet away and
0 Waste discharge downgradient from your well.
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http://www.waterboards.ca.gov/drinking_water/certlic/device/Documents/WTD2014/10-RegisteredModelsforNitrateListing.pdf
http://www.waterboards.ca.gov/drinking_water/certlic/device/Documents/WTD2014/10-RegisteredModelsforNitrateListing.pdf
http://www.waterboards.ca.gov/nitrate_tool
http://www.waterboards.ca.gov/gama/docs/wellowner_guide.pdf
http://geotracker.waterboards.ca.gov/gama/
http://www.waterboards.ca.gov/nitrate_tool



