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DRINKING WATER ANALYSIS RESULTS: AN OVERVIEW 
 
 
When you submit water samples to be tested, it is important that you use a laboratory that is certified 
for the types of analyses being conducted.  Each laboratory reports water test results in its own format. 
This handout is intended to provide general background information to help you better understand what 
these results mean in relation to the safety of your water. 
 
To obtain a list of water testing labs certified by the New York State Health Department call 
the Tompkins County Health Department, Environmental Health Division at (607) 274-6688.  
  
The Federal Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the New York State Health Department 
establish limits in public drinking water systems for disease-causing organisms, toxic chemicals, and 
radioactive contaminants.  These limits are the highest concentration, or maximum contaminant level 
(MCL), of a contaminant that is permissible in public drinking water. They can also be used as guidelines 
for establishing the safety of drinking water from private wells. 
 
Water quality issues that do not present an imminent health risk, such as hardness or the presence of 
iron bacteria, have no MCL. However, the Tompkins County Health Department or a water treatment 
specialist can provide information and advice on these issues.  
 
Types of water contaminants: 
 
1. Disease causing organisms 
This category includes disease causing bacteria, viruses and protozoa. Because many organisms are 
difficult to test for, coliform bacteria, which are easy to detect in a laboratory, are used as an indicator 
of microbiological water quality.  The term coliform refers to many species of bacteria, which live in 
diverse environments such as soils, insects, and warm-blooded animals. Some are disease-causing, and 
others are not. The presence of any type of coliform bacteria in drinking water indicates that 
contamination of some type has occurred.  The presence of E.coli, a type of fecal coliform bacteria that 
normally lives in the lower intestinal tracts of warm-blooded animals, may indicate the presence of 
sewage wastes and other harmful organisms.  
 

 A lab report indicating a negative result for a coliform test should state one of the following: ND 
(not detected), NEG (negative), <1 (this refers to colonies detected per 100ml sample), 0 
colonies detected, or absent.  Any of these negative results are satisfactory. 

 
 Water testing positive for the presence of coliform bacteria or E.coli is unsafe to drink, and the 

TCHD should be contacted for advice and assistance. If coliform bacteria are detected, certified 
labs must automatically test for E.coli. 

 



 
 
Drinking Water Analysis Results 

  2 

2. Toxic Chemicals 
Toxic chemicals may be inorganic or organic in nature. Inorganic chemicals include salts, metals and 
minerals.  They may be found in ground water because it has passed through rock and soil where these 
chemicals occur naturally, or as a result of practices related to oil or gas drilling, industry, agriculture, 
improper disposal of household wastes or water distribution system corrosion.  Organic chemicals 
include pesticides and PCBs, while volatile organic chemicals include many solvents, petroleum products, 
pesticides, and industrial wastes. 
 
 Detection levels for toxic chemicals are expressed in milligrams per liter (mg/L). One milligram per 

liter is equivalent to one part per million (ppm).  Some chemicals might also be measured in 
micrograms per liter (ug/L or mcg/L).  One microgram is equivalent to one part per billion (ppb).  

 
 Results for a particular chemical may also be reported as "ND" (not detected), or "< (a number)", 

which indicates that it is below the detection limit of the analysis equipment. 
 
 Please note that the MCL for nitrate (NO3) is expressed as 10mg of nitrogen (N) per liter. If the 

concentration is reported in terms of nitrate, divide this number by 4.5 to convert to nitrogen so that 
the results may accurately be compared to the MCL. 

 
To find out the MCL for a given substance, you can call the Environmental Health Division at 
274-6688 or the US EPA Drinking Water Hotline at 1-800-426-4791, or visit the EPA website 
at http://www.epa.gov/safewater/mcl.html 
 
3. Radioactive contaminants 
If water passes over a radioactive source, such as uranium occurring naturally in rock, the water may 
become contaminated with radioactive material.  As uranium undergoes radioactive decay, it produces 
radon gas that can dissolve in ground water. The dissolved gas is then released from the water into the 
air at the tap. However, the levels of radon introduced into household air through the water supply tend 
to be minimal compared to radon entry through the floor and walls of the basement.  
 
 Radioactive contaminants are measured in picocuries per liter (pCi/L) or millirem. Radon is also 

measured in picocuries per liter (pCi/L). 
 
 The current proposed limit for radon in water is 300 pCi/L. This may change if New York State 

develops a program prescribed by the EPA to educate residents about all sources of radon and its 
control in the home. 

 
To find out more about testing the air in your home for radon gas, call the Environmental 
Health Division at (607) 274-6688 or Cornell Cooperative Extension (607) 272-2292.  
 
For further assistance please contact the TCHD, Environmental Health Division at (607) 
274-6688, Monday – Friday, 8:30-4:30. 
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