#15 Wellhead Protection

The Power of the Individual

(This article is the last in 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.)

As with all efforts to protect the environment, drinking water protection comes down to the actions of individuals.  As our governor has said, you cannot legislate against stupidity.  There is a limit to how much rules and regulations can do on their own.  Ultimately, individuals have the power to determine if our drinking water will remain safe simply by the everyday actions taken to prevent pollutants from getting into the water.  Wellhead protection provides a framework and a plan for taking those actions that will provide the greatest protection.  


For wells that are most susceptible to contamination (i.e. not protected by an overlying shale layer, or poorly constructed), follow these simple steps for drinking water protection:

 Use pesticides and fertilizers wisely, both for ag and non-ag purposes.

 Control soil erosion, both urban and rural, because erosion control practices not only keep pollutants out of water, but increase water infiltration and ground water recharge.

 Manage waste products wisely.  Human sewage needs proper treatment, either in properly functioning private septic systems or in municipal wastewater treatment plants.  Reduce, reuse and recycle to decrease garbage and hazardous wastes, and dispose of the rest properly.  Animal wastes need proper management, too, so keep pet wastes out of storm drains, control and/or filter runoff from livestock facilities, and apply livestock manure agronomically.

 Support planning and zoning efforts that consider environmental impacts of development.

 Ensure that storage and transportation of fuels and other hazardous materials are safe, and that plans are in place to respond effectively to spills or leaks to reduce water pollution.

 Seal unused, unsealed wells that are a direct pathway for pollutants into ground water.

 Participate in your community’s wellhead protection efforts.  Serve on the wellhead protection planning committee, attend wellhead protection meetings, or help identify potential sources of contamination in the wellhead protection area.

There are also management strategies that apply not only to wells susceptible to pollution, but also to those that are constructed properly and that draw water from an aquifer that is protected by a shale or clay layer.  Private wells located within a wellhead protection area, especially those drawing water from the same aquifer as the public well, should also follow these guidelines.

 Seal unused, unsealed wells that penetrate a confining shale layer and allow pollutants to contaminate deeper aquifers.  Large diameter wells that are open at the top, wells located in open pits, wells too close to contamination sources (e.g. dumps, hazardous materials storage), wells with damaged casings, and small diameter wells without a sanitary seal pose a greater risk to ground water.

 Maintain proper setback distances from potential pollutant sources.

 Conduct a regular inspection of the well casing, cap and sanitary seal, and repair any cracks or openings that might allow contaminants, vermin or insects into the well.

 Test private wells on a regular basis and evaluate the results to identify potential problems.

 Utilize backflow prevention devices and practices to ensure that hazardous materials are not drawn into the water supply if a loss of pressure occurs.

 Properly locate and construct any new wells in the wellhead protection area.

“He who waits to do a great deal of good at once will never do anything.”  Samuel Johnson

