#12 Wellhead Protection

What If...?
(This article is part of a series of 15 articles related to wellhead protection.  The goal of wellhead protection is  to prevent pollutants from contaminating public water supply wells.  The City of Mayer has developed a wellhead protection plan which will only be effective if the community is involved.  If you would like more information about wellhead protection, contact the MN Department of Health (MDH) at (507) 292-5138 or visit their website at  GOTOBUTTON BM_1_ www.health.state.mn.us.)

What if a public water supply becomes contaminated?  What if the well develops mechanical problems?  How could an alternative supply of water be provided?  What measures can be taken if a long-term problem disrupts the water supply?  These are not farfetched questions.  There have been real life circumstances in which cities have had to discontinue using their wells and provide an alternate water supply for their residents.  Not only is this inconvenient for the residents, but there are the health risks to consider and the costs involved with correcting the problem.  More than one southeastern Minnesota town has exceeded the safe drinking water standard for nitrates.  In some cases, the contaminated water was diluted with water from another city well that was not contaminated in order to dilute the nitrates to a safe level.  When this was not possible or was not feasible as a long-term solution, a new well was constructed. 


A public water supplier’s wellhead protection plan must include a section on contingency planning in the event that the water supply is disrupted due to contamination or mechanical failure.  The plan assures that the supplier can respond effectively and in a timely manner to any interruption of the public water supply.  The plan includes a description of the water supply system, its capacity, and the anticipated water demand by its users.  Potential causes of water supply disruption must be identified, and alternative short-term and long-term measures for restoring the water supply are discussed.  The logistics of who, what and how this will be carried out are part of the plan, as well emergency response procedures.  Prevention measures are also identified to reduce the chances of the water supply being disrupted.  


The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR) requires that public water suppliers serving more than 1,000 people submit Water Emergency and Conservation Plans.  Plans which have been approved by the DNR are considered adequate to meet the requirements of an approved wellhead protection contingency plan.

