
ESC-051
12-18

Solving
Water Quality Problems

in the Home
Monty C. Dozier, Associate Professor and Special Assistant to the Director
John W. Smith, Extension Program Specialist – Water Resources 
Diane E. Boellstorff, Associate Professor and Extension Water Resource Specialist 
Texas A&M Department of Soil and Crop Sciences, The Texas A&M University System

Everyone needs high quality water for 
drinking and other domestic uses. If 

your water supply is public, the water util-
ity company must test the water regularly 
to make sure it meets standards set by the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). 
The two types of standards are Primary 
Standards (having to do with pollutants 
that affect health, including pathogens, 
radioactive elements, and toxic chemi-
cals) and Secondary Standards (having 
to do with properties such as taste, color, 
corrosivity, foaminess, and staining). The 
utility must treat the water, if necessary, to 
maintain its quality. 
	 If your water supply comes from a 
private well, it is up to the well owner to 
test the water and make any treatments 
necessary. There are several reasons well 
water may be poor quality. Some water 
naturally contains elements or compounds 
for which it should be treated. 	In some 
cases, there may be a source of pollution 
that is affecting the well. Finally, the water 
may be reacting with the plumbing system 
to produce undesirable substances. Follow 

the step-by-step procedure described below 
to determine whether you have a water 
quality problem and find an appropriate 
solution.

Step 1. Inspect Your Water
	 First, you will need to inspect your 
water. Does it have an unusual taste, color, 
or odor? Does it contain sediment? Does it 
stain clothes, dishes, fixtures, or sidewalks? 
For example, water in some parts of Texas 
contains a high level of dissolved iron 
that causes reddish-brown stains on sinks, 
bathtubs, and toilets. Table 1 is a guide to 
common water problems and their causes. 
If you notice any of these problems, your 
water should be tested to confirm the 
cause. 

Step 2. Get Expert Information
	 If your water comes from a public 
source, contact the water utility and 
request a copy of the Municipal Drink-
ing Water Contaminant Analysis Report 
(commonly referred to as a consumer 
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Table 1. Common problems.
Problems and symptoms Possible contaminants 

or confirmation tests

Stained fixtures and clothes:
     Red or brown
     Black
     Green or blue

Iron
Manganese
Copper

Reddish-brown slime Iron bacteria

Off-color appearance:
     Cloudy
     Black
     
     Brown or yellow

Turbidity
Hydrogen sulfide,  
    manganese
Iron, tannic acid

Unusual taste and odor:
     Rotten egg
     Metallic
     
     Septic, musty, earthy
     
     Alkali
     Gasoline or oil 
     Soapy

Hydrogen sulfide
pH, corrosive index, iron,  
    zinc, copper, lead
Total coliform bacteria,  
    methane
pH, total dissolved salts
Hydrocarbon scan
Surfactants

Corrosion of pipes or plumbing pH, lead, iron, manganese, 
copper

confidence report) or check the utility website for 
a posted copy. The utility is required by law to 
send this report to its customers annually. Because 
public water utilities must test water regularly, your 
water may not need to be tested unless someone in 
your family becomes ill or the taste, odor, or color 
of your water changes. If you do have problems, the 
utility should help get the water tested.
	 If your water source is private, contact your 
groundwater conservation district (GCD), county 
Extension agent, or health department to find out 
what contaminants are typical of well water in 
your locale. The health department can test your 
water for bacterial contamination. The GCD, 
county Extension agent, and the health department 
can put you in touch with laboratories that test 
the quality of drinking water. Another source of 
laboratories is the National Environmental Labora-
tory Accreditation Program (NELAP), which is a 
national accreditation for potable water labs. A list 
of these labs is available at https://www.tceq.texas.
gov/goto/certified_labs. 

Step 3. Have Your Water Tested
	 Contact the testing laboratory and ask for com-
plete instructions, and any necessary equipment, for 
taking a water sample. Read the instructions care-
fully and carry them out precisely. Proper sampling 
is the most important part of water testing. Use 
only the containers the lab sends or recommends. 
Note how much time the lab allows between the 
time the water is 
collected and the 
time it is analyzed. 
Make sure your 
samples arrive at the 
lab within the time 
limit.
	 Some laboratories can test for all known con-
taminants, but this is expensive and usually unnec-
essary. Private well water should be tested annually 
for coliform bacteria, E. coli, and nitrates. Also 
test for lead if the house is old and contains iron or 
copper pipes, fittings, plumbing fixtures, or solder. 
Other contaminants need to be measured only if 
there is reason to believe they are present at levels 
that cause problems.
	 The laboratory report should state whether 
there are any contaminants that do not meet 
Primary or Secondary Standards. Within the 
Primary Standards, each contaminant is assigned 
a Maximum Contaminant Level (MCL) based on 
its toxicity and its effect on human health. Drink-
ing water standards and related information can 
be found on the EPA Web site at www.epa.gov/
dwstandardsregulations.
	 If you have questions about the report you 
receive, contact the lab and ask for an explanation. 
Your GCD, county Extension agent, or health 
department also can help you interpret laboratory 
results. Additional publications regarding specific 
water quality contaminants and best management 
practices for private water well management are 
available at http://twon.tamu.edu/fact-sheets/ and 
include titles such as Drinking Water Problems: 
Arsenic, What to Do About Coliform Bacteria in Well 
Water, and Drinking Water Problems: Corrosion.
	 The do-it-yourself water testing kits available in 
home product stores are not as accurate as labora-
tory analyses and usually do not detect low levels 

Proper sampling 
is the most 
important part 
of water testing. 

https://www.tceq.texas.gov/goto/certified_labs
https://www.tceq.texas.gov/goto/certified_labs
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http://twon.tamu.edu/media/385802/drinking%20water%20problems-arsenic.pdf
http://twon.tamu.edu/media/619641/what-to-do-about-coliform-in-well-water.pdf
http://twon.tamu.edu/media/619641/what-to-do-about-coliform-in-well-water.pdf
http://twon.tamu.edu/media/385808/drinking%20water%20problems-corrosion.pdf
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of contaminants as readily. Most home testing kits 
are not useful for analyzing anything more than 
basic water characteristics such as hardness, pH, 
iron, chlorine, and sulfur. Also, they do not detect 
all kinds of contaminants. Organic pollutants, for 
example, must be analyzed in a laboratory with 
sophisticated equipment. Hydrogen sulfide (H2S) 
also requires professional laboratory analysis. This 
is the contaminant that gives water a “rotten egg” 
smell. For more information on this substance, see 
L-5312, Hydrogen Sulfide in Drinking Water, avail-
able at http://twon.tamu.edu/fact-sheets/. 

Step 4. Choose Treatment Equipment
	 If you have taken time to find out all you can 
about your water, you will be able to select the 
appropriate treatment method. If your water has no 
objectionable physical properties and contains no 
contaminants above acceptable limits, it does not 
need treatment. Table 2 lists major water problems 
and the treatment options you can use in your 
home. Point of Entry (POE) systems treat all of 
the water in the home, while Point of Use (POU) 
systems usually are attached to a faucet or installed 
near or under the sink so that only water used for 
drinking and cooking in the home is treated.
	 An individual who installs, repairs, or services 
water treatment equipment under contract must 
meet the qualifications of 30 Tex. Admin. Code 
§30.261. To find a licensed water treatment profes-
sional, search water treatment specialists licensed by 
the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality 
as shown through http://www2.tceq.texas.gov/
lic_dpa/index.cfm.
	 When you select equipment, remember to 
consider not just the initial cost, but also the cost 
of maintaining the equipment (including back 
flushing, adding chemicals, and replacing filters). 

Without proper maintenance, your system will not 
operate effectively.
	 Another source of consumer information about 
water treatment equipment is NSF International, 
an independent, nonprofit organization that devel-
ops equipment standards and evaluates products 
against those standards. NSF International certifies 
plumbing products, drinking water additives, and 
drinking water treatment systems and devices. The 
NSF databases and reviews are searchable through 
http://www.nsf.org/certified-products-systems. 
The organization is accredited by the American 
National Standards Institute. The circled NSF 
approval stamp means that a product conforms to 
specified standards. 
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 fi
ltr

at
io

n 
sy

st
em

s m
ay

 a
id

 in
 c

he
m

ic
al

 re
m

ov
al

 
fro

m
 w

at
er

.

**
**

In
 a

dd
iti

on
 to

 p
ro

vi
di

ng
 sa

fe
 d

rin
ki

ng
 w

at
er

 to
 y

ou
r h

ou
se

ho
ld

, y
ou

 c
an

 a
lso

 p
re

ve
nt

 il
ln

es
s b

y 
pr

ac
tic

in
g 

go
od

 p
er

so
na

l h
yg

ie
ne

.
W

as
h 

ha
nd

s b
ef

or
e 

pr
ep

ar
in

g 
an

d 
ea

tin
g 

fo
od

, a
ft

er
 g

oi
ng

 to
 th

e 
ba

th
ro

om
, a

ft
er

 c
ha

ng
in

g 
di

ap
er

s, 
an

d 
be

fo
re

 a
nd

 a
ft

er
 te

nd
in

g 
to

 so
m

eo
ne

 w
ho

 is
 si

ck
.

http://www.cdc.gov/healthywater/pdf/drinking/Household_Water_Treatment.pdf
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