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Water tests keep
families healthy
Water testing is critical
for property owners that
use a private water system
because many of these systems have water quality
problems.
There are no regulations or laws that require
water testing, system
maintenance, or water
treatment. Rather, owners
must voluntarily arrange
for water testing and must
voluntarily correct any
problems to provide safe
drinking water.
Even if your water tastes,
smells, and looks fine, get
your water tested because
many contaminants have
no obvious odors or tastes.
And in cases where a water
quality problem is obvious,
testing can determine the
exact concentration of the
pollutant to assist in finding the best solution to the
problem.
Learn more about managing your private water
supply and download resources including a copy
of Penn State Extension’s
“Water Tests: What do the
numbers mean?” at http://
extension.psu.edu/naturalresources/water/publica
tions.
Other simple actions that
can protect your water:
▀ Do not apply fertilizers, herbicides, or other
chemicals within 100 feet
of wells or springs on your
property and reduce their
use on other areas of your
property.
▀ Dispose of household
chemicals at hazardous
waste drop-off locations
rather than in the garbage.
▀ Get your well or spring
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Homeowners with private
wells should test their
water to make sure it’s
safe.
tested annually by a statecertified
water-testing
laboratory to detect local
problems before they can
contaminate the entire
aquifer.
▀ Divert runoff from
roofs, sidewalks, and driveways into rain gardens or
yard areas where it can recharge groundwater rather
than run off.
▀ Encourage local government officials to restrict impervious areas
and encourage infiltration
of storm water in new residential, commercial, and
industrial developments.
▀ Properly construct and
maintain your on-lot septic
system to prevent groundwater contamination.
Penn State Extension offers a variety of workshops
that will provide information on protecting, testing,
and treating private water
supplies as well as workshops that will discuss septic system inspection and
maintenance. Learn more
at http://extension.psu.edu/
natural-resources/water.
— Anna McCartney
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Union City students collected 44 pounds of trash around
their school and neighborhood.

Students prevent trash
from local waterways
Among the twelve bags
of trash collected by 42
Union City High School
students, much of it contained plastic single-use
items and cigarette butts.
The 44 pounds of trash
they collected in a one-mile
area around the school was
kept from entering area
waterways. The data they
collected was added to the
results of the International
Coastal Cleanup effort in
northwest Pennsylvania
and sent to Washington,
D.C., where the information was combined with
international results.
Union City High School
teacher Raquel Gray is
participating in the PA
Sea Grant Center for Great
Lakes Literacy (CGLL)
project, which promotes locally relevant, experiential
learning and stewardship
projects for K-12 school
students and teachers. The
school cleanup was the first
of two stewardship projects
the students are conducting. Throughout the year,
Gray and her students will

incorporate
watershed
stewardship practices in
the classroom, out in the
field and in the water, and
in the community.
Student comments about
the cleanup:
“Picking up all of the
trash around the school
was a wake up call as to
how much of our garbage
we don’t throw away properly. It was surprising to see
so many cigarette butts on
school property, and in the
parking lot alone.”
— Jayde Eastman
“People
ignorantly
choose to use the ground
as a garbage can instead of
perfectly good ones around
the school. More people
should be willing to clean
the streets, sidewalks, and
most definitely school
parking lots like we did on
Tuesday.”
— Rachel Robinson
“I was surprised that
there were so many cigarette butts around our
school even though there is
no smoking on the campus.”
— Kendra Whitney
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Craig Stevens delivers his testimony while holding a jug of contaminated water from a neighbor’s home in Dimock,
Pa., during a hearing on Marcellus Shale on Feb. 19, 2013. Dimock, which sits atop the oil- and gas-rich Marcellus
Shale, is a major site of hydraulic fracturing. Some families there have been living without reliable access to water
since 2008 after their wells were contaminated from activities associated with gas drilling.

All is not well underground

Protecting your property from water danger below
By ANNA McCARTNEY
Contributing writer
Safe clean drinking water eludes many Americans
who drink groundwater
from private wells.
Millions of Americans
rely on water from their
well for drinking, bathing, cooking, and for their
animals. But despite the
widespread dependence
on groundwater, little is
found in federal, state or
local zoning to protect or
prevent
contamination.
Unlike surface water, the
Clean Water Act does not
protect groundwater. The
Safe Drinking Water Act
(SDWA), which is the federal law intended to ensure safe drinking water
for the public, applies to
every public water system
in the country but it does
not cover private wells or
bottled water.
More than 3 million
people in Pennsylvania
use private water systems
such as wells, springs or
cisterns to meet household,
agricultural and industrial
needs. But these private
water systems do not have
state regulations requiring
owners to maintain them or
test their drinking water.
Pennsylvania doesn’t even
require well drillers to be
certified. It is therefore up
to private well owners to
regularly test their water
at their own expense to
ensure everything is working correctly and that their
water is always safe.
While some pollutants
occur naturally when water interacts with impurities in the rock layers
encompassing an aquifer,
human overuse and activities are the major cause
of groundwater pollution.
The most common waterquality problem in rural
water supplies is bacterial
contamination from septic
tanks. Poor livestock practices can also lead to bacterial contamination.
Other well and groundwater pollution comes
from land uses. Turbidity
caused by road construction, land clearing and
poor storm water management is a problem for many
water systems. And when
man-made products such
as gasoline, oil, road salts
and chemicals get into the
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Ecologist Martin Burger checks instruments that measure
water flow and nitrogen concentration underground. At
high levels, nitrates in drinking water are a serious threat
to infants and children. They can cause “blue-baby
syndrome,” which is potentially lethal.
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Thousands of miles of underground fuel distribution
pipelines crisscross the U.S., carrying everything from
natural gas to crude oil to gasoline to jet fuel. Some are
more than 50 years old. There is no way for the public to
verify their safety.
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An anti-fracking demonstration in Williamsport,
Pennsylvania on March 9, 2014. Hundreds of homeowners
have complained about their well water in areas where
hydraulic fracturing has occurred.
groundwater, they cause it
to become unsafe and unfit for human use. Materials

from the land’s surface can
move through the soil and
end up in the groundwater.
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Check out these websites
to learn more:
www.epa.gov/privatewells
http://extension.psu.edu/natural-resources/
water
http://projects.nytimes.com/toxic-waters
www.seagrant.psu.edu

For example, pesticides
and fertilizers can find
their way into groundwater
supplies over time. Road
salt, toxic substances from
mining sites, and used motor oil also may seep into
groundwater. In addition, it
is possible for toxic chemicals from underground
storage tanks and leaky
landfills to contaminate
groundwater.
In Pennsylvania and
other states, private wellwater contamination from
oil or gas drilling and associated activities has been
confirmed. Studies have
found that contamination
could occur through a number of mechanisms including; spills of gas or fracking
fluid at the surface that
could leach into groundwater, improperly treated
wastewater, or faulty cement casings inside wells
allowing seepage of gas
into the water table.
Preventing groundwater
contamination is the best
strategy because remediation is not always possible
and when it is, the cost is
prohibitive. Most strategies include removing the
source of the contaminant,
then pumping the groundwater out and treating
it. Furthermore the health
impacts and the loss of
property value for affected
homeowners are alarming.
Communities and individuals can protect their
current and future drinking water supply by knowing more about groundwater and maintaining these
private systems to conserve water and eliminate
pollutants.
If you are thinking of
buying an existing home or
building a new one, it’s up
to you to protect your investment and to keep your
family safe. It’s critical that
you learn more about past,
current and future land
practices in the area. Also
become aware of any septic systems before you buy.
In any case it is important
to have your well water
tested for contaminates at
least once a year.

ANNA McCARTNEY,a
communications and
education specialist for
Pennsylvania Sea Grant,
can be reached by e-mail at
axm40@psu.edu.

Are there any issues brewing in your
community that are threatening water
quality or quantity? Read the daily
newspaper to find out. Then share your
ideas to let adults know why they need to
be more protective of water. Send your
letters to
axm40@psu.
edu for possible
publication in
the weekly
“your space”
feature.

