#4 Wellhead Protection

“An Ounce of Prevention...”
(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.  Our city will be developing 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.)

Wellhead protection is all about prevention.  Keeping contaminants out of wells is much more effective and cost-efficient than treating contaminated water, cleaning up ground water, or drilling a new well.  Most communities have invested a great deal in their public water system because having a reliable and safe water supply is necessary for the economic growth of a community.  Costs to a community to deal with a water contamination problem can run into the thousands or millions of dollars for investigations (soil and water testing), legal fees, clean up and remediation, distributing information to the public about the problem, providing an alternative water supply, consulting fees, or costs for a new well or wells.  One town of 5,800 in Ohio has spent over $300,000 to clean up dry cleaning chemicals in their water supply.  Part of the cost was passed on to their customers.


Safe, clean drinking water is essential to our survival and well-being.  Water-borne contaminants can have serious, and even life-threatening, health effects.  Some contaminants can have immediate, or acute, health effects.  For example, nitrate levels over 10 parts per million (ppm) can cause “blue baby syndrome” in infants after short term exposure.  Illnesses from disease-causing bacteria, viruses or parasites can come on quickly after consuming contaminated water.   Then there are contaminants that can have prolonged, or chronic, health effects after long-term exposure to low levels of the contaminant.  For example, a carcinogen, such as benzene found in petroleum products, may result in a person developing leukemia after a lifetime of exposure.  


Concerns about both short- and long-term health effects from contaminated water resulted in legislation at both the federal and state level aimed at protecting public water supplies that serve a larger number of people.  The federal Safe Drinking Water Act and the MN Groundwater Protection Act both authorize wellhead protection for public water supplies.  Responsibility for overseeing that wellhead protection occurs falls to the MN Department of Health (MDH).  Individual public water suppliers are responsible for developing and implementing a wellhead protection plan that will protect their wells from contamination.  Cities under 3,300 population are eligible for assistance from MDH to develop their wellhead protection plans.

