How to read your water quality report 
Philip Sithi-Amnuai, Sierra Club Member, B.S. Biology, A.S.Water Treatment. California T2 licensed operator

Once a year, your local water utility sends you a glossy pamphlet, your annual water quality report. Let's take a look at one and decipher it!

Let's examine IRWD, Irvine Water District. http://www.irwd.com/assets/files/brochures/IRWD%202010%20WQR.pdf
Let's go down to the first table and decrypt the language. These are the ones to watch out for.
MCL= Maximum Contaminant Level. These are usually set by federal guidelines, occasionally state levels will be lower. If any of these are higher than the guidelines, it's bad news.

PHG= California Public Health goal. NOT mandated by law, but a level beyond this is not desirable.

MCLG=Maximum Contaminant Level Goal. Again, NOT a law, but the level your agency wants to be below.

MCL Violation= If you read any column, read this one. If your local agency has violated the MCL, it must be reported here. 

There are two columns which show what's in  your water, imported water and local water.  Neither one is terribly interesting from a consumers point of view unless it's above the MCL level.

Primary standards=immediate threat to life or health.  While it will be in the annual report, you aren't going to wait a year for this news! This goes straight out on the news, radio or phone calls to customers. Practically speaking, this is a bacterial outbreak, usually due to broken sewer lines. Chemical contamination rarely happens do to the overwhelming dilution of all the water. 

The most important chart is the second chart, third blue box labeled "bacterial quality". As we can see, the MCL level is 5%, the highest month reported was 1.1%, so everyone's happy!

Secondary standards=aesthetic standards for taste, color, odor etc. These standards may be exceeded temporarily but should be fixed. We all know this, red water, smell of eggs etc. However most of these are actually in your house and not in the system.

Chart one, column eight has a heading MCL violation. If you read anything, go down this list and make sure they are all labeled -no violation. The whole laundry list of chemicals is not relevant unless it's exceeding the MCL with a few notable exceptions for Southern California:

Percholate: If you live in an area where they used to make jet or rocket fuel, these levels may be elevated. Pasadena and foothills, this means you. Unfortunately there are no federal primary standards for perchlorate, but there is a California standard of 6 µg/L. 

Nitrate: contaminant from farming and dairy production, heavy in areas around Norco or any former farmland. Nitrates may interfere with infants and lead to so called blue baby syndrome, as the nitrate binds to red blood cells better than oxygen. The California MCL is 45 mg/L. 
Lead. There's been a lot of talk about lead in drinking water. The problem is that old corroded water pipes concentrate lead in dead ends where water does not circulate-meaning water fountains. And the problem is that flushing the water fountain for 30 seconds to 2 minutes lowers the level to below California levels and at the time of this article,  the state doesn't have the money to replace the old pipes. 

So remember....your MCL columns should all read no violations and your local water is your cheapest and safest source of water. Let's keep it that way!

