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Substances That Could Be in Water

To ensure that tap water is safe to drink, the U.S. 
EPA prescribes regulations limiting the amount 

of certain contaminants in water provided by public 
water systems. U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
regulations establish limits for contaminants in bottled 
water, which must provide the same protection for 
public health. Drinking water, including bottled water, 
may reasonably be expected to contain at least small 
amounts of some contaminants. The presence of these 
contaminants does not necessarily indicate that the 
water poses a health risk.

The sources of drinking water (both tap water and 
bottled water) include rivers, lakes, streams, ponds, 
reservoirs, springs, and wells. As water travels over the 
surface of the land or through the ground, it dissolves 
naturally occurring minerals, in some cases radioactive 
material, and substances resulting from the presence of 
animals or from human activity. Substances that may be 
present in source water include:

Microbial Contaminants, such as viruses and bacteria, 
which may come from sewage treatment plants, septic 
systems, agricultural livestock operations, or wildlife;

Inorganic Contaminants, such as salts and metals, 
which can be naturally occurring or may result from 
urban stormwater runoff, industrial or domestic 
wastewater discharges, oil and gas production, mining, 
or farming;

Pesticides and Herbicides, which may come from a 
variety of sources, such as agriculture, urban stormwater 
runoff, and residential uses;

Organic Chemical Contaminants, including synthetic 
and volatile organic chemicals, which are by-products of 
industrial processes and petroleum production and may 
also come from gas stations, urban stormwater runoff, 
and septic systems;

Radioactive Contaminants, which can be naturally 
occurring or may be the result of oil and gas production 
and mining activities.

For more information about contaminants and potential 
health effects, call the U.S. EPA’s Safe Drinking Water 
Hotline at (800) 426-4791.

General Information

M
eetings of Providence Water’s 
Board of Directors are normally 

scheduled for the third Wednesday of 
each month and are open to the public. 
Meetings begin at 5:00pm and are held 
in the first-floor David Walsh Memorial 
boardroom at our headquarters located at 
552 Academy Avenue, Providence, RI.

Where Does My Drinking Water Come From? 

Y
our drinking water comes entirely from surface water reservoirs located in a 92.8 
square mile, mostly rural, forested watershed basin in Scituate.

The main source of this water supply is the Scituate Reservoir, which is the 
terminal reservoir in a network of six interconnected reservoirs: the Scituate 
Reservoir, Regulating Reservoir, Barden Reservoir, Ponaganset Reservoir, 
Westconnaug Reservoir, and the Moswansicut Reservoir.

Providence Water – Exceptional 
Drinking Water for You and  
Your Family

W
e at Providence Water are once again proud 
to present our annual water quality report 

to our customers. This report includes all testing 
performed between January 1, 2009, 
and December 31, 2009.

You need to know that the federal 
government requires us to use very 
specific language in this report 
that can often be confusing or 
even alarming to some people. 
Please be assured that Providence 
Water continues to be a source 
of safe drinking water for you 
and your family.

Important Health Information

S
ome people may be more vulnerable to 
contaminants in drinking water than the 

general population. Immunocompromised 
persons such as persons with cancer undergoing 
chemotherapy, persons who have undergone 
organ transplants, people with HIV/AIDS or 
other immune system disorders, some elderly, and 
infants may be particularly at risk from infections. 
These people should seek advice about drinking 
water from their health care providers. The U.S. 
EPA/CDC (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention) guidelines on appropriate means to 
lessen the risk of infection by Cryptosporidium 
and other microbial contaminants are available 
from the Safe Drinking Water Hotline at (800) 
426-4791 or www.epa.gov/safewater/hotline/.
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Tap vs. Bottled

T
hanks in part to aggressive marketing, the bottled water industry has successfully convinced us all that 
water purchased in bottles is a healthier alternative to tap water. However, according to a four-year study 

conducted by the Natural Resources Defense Council, bottled water is not necessarily cleaner or safer than most 
tap water. In fact, about 25 percent of bottled water is actually just bottled tap water (40 percent according to 

government estimates).

The Food and Drug Administration is responsible for regulating 
bottled water, but these rules allow for less rigorous testing 
and purity standards than those required by the U.S. EPA for 
community tap water. For instance, the high mineral content of 
some bottled waters makes them unsuitable for babies and young 
children. Further, the FDA completely exempts bottled water that’s 
packaged and sold within the same state, which accounts for about 
70 percent of all bottled water sold in the United States.

People spend 10,000 times more per gallon for bottled water than 
they typically do for tap water. If you get your recommended eight 

glasses a day from bottled water, you could spend up to $1,400 annually. The same amount of tap water 
would cost about 49 cents. Even if you installed a filter device on your tap, your annual expenditure would 
be far less than what you’d pay for bottled water.

For a detailed discussion on the NRDC study results, check out their Web site at www.nrdc.org/water/
drinking/bw/exesum.asp.

Questions? U.S. EPA Hotline: (800) 426-4791

Rhode Island Department of Health, Drinking 
Water Quality: (401) 222-6867
Providence Water:
Laboratory – (401) 521-6300, ext. 7332
Billing Department – (401) 521-5070

Emergency Leak – (401) 521-6300, ext. 7150



What’s in My Water?

Over the past year, day in and day out, Providence Water has conducted thousands of laboratory tests to ensure the 
safety of your water. We have compiled a list in the table below that shows you what substances were detected. We 

want you to know exactly what was detected during these tests and how much of each substance was present in your 
drinking water. The state allows us to monitor for certain substances less than once per year because the concentrations 
of these substances do not change frequently. In these cases, the most recent sample data are included, along with the 
year in which the sample was taken.

Regulated SubStanceS

SubStance
(unit of MeaSure)

Year
SaMpled

Mcl
[Mrdl]

MclG
[MrdlG]

aMount
detected

ranGe
low-HiGH Violation tYpical Source

Barium (ppm) 2009 2 2 0.01 NA No Erosion of natural deposits

Chlorine (ppm) 2009 [4] [4] 1.0 ND–1.0 No Water additive used to control microbes

Fluoride (ppm) 2009 4 4 1.2 0.9–1.2 No Erosion of natural deposits; Water additive which 
promotes strong teeth; Discharge from fertilizer 
and aluminum factories

Haloacetic Acids [HAA] 
(ppb)

2009 60 NA 18.4 9.5–21.4 No By-product of drinking water disinfection

TTHMs [Total 
Trihalomethanes] (ppb)

2009 80 NA 62 44.1–66.0 No By-product of drinking water chlorination

Total Coliform Bacteria1 
(% positive samples)

2009 5% of monthly 
samples are 

positive

0 3.9 NA No Naturally present in the environment

Total Organic Carbon2 
(removal ratio)

2009 TT NA 1.21 1.17–1.41 No Naturally present in the environment

Turbidity3 (NTU) 2009 TT NA 0.28 0.05–0.28 No Soil runoff

Turbidity (Lowest monthly 
percent of samples meeting 
limit)

2009 TT NA 100 NA No Soil runoff

Tap water samples were collected for lead and copper analyses from sample sites throughout the community

SubStance
(unit of MeaSure)

Year
SaMpled al MclG

aMount 
detected 

(90tH%tile)

SiteS aboVe 
al/total 

SiteS exceedance tYpical Source

Copper (ppm) 2009 1.3 1.3 0.07 0/103 No Corrosion of household plumbing systems

Lead (ppb) 2009 15 0 30 32/109 Yes Corrosion of household plumbing systems

unRegulated SubStanceS

SubStance
(unit of 
MeaSure)

Year
SaMpled

aMount
detected

ranGe
low-HiGH tYpical Source

Sodium 
(ppm)

2009 11.6 NA Erosion of natural deposits; Runoff from road de-icing operations

1  This value refers to the highest monthly percentage of positive samples detected during the year. For 2009, Providence Water collected 2,323 samples for Total Coliform Rule 
compliance monitoring. Ten of these samples were positive for total coliform bacteria. None were positive for E. coli bacteria.

2  In order to comply with the EPA standard, the removal ratio must be greater than 1.0. The detected level is the lowest removal ratio per quarter. The range is the lowest and highest 
removal ratio per month.

3  Turbidity is a measure of the cloudiness of the water. It is monitored because it is a good indicator of the effectiveness of the filtration system.

For nearly 100 years, Rhode 
Islanders have taken special 

pride in the quality of drinking 
water distributed by the Providence 
Water Supply Board. Ask anyone 
and they will tell you how the 
drinking water used by nearly 
600,000 Rhode Islanders is a 
fabulous local treasure that no one 
should take for granted.

This past year, the Washington DC watchdog organization 
“Environmental Working Group” rated big city water 
utilities that serve more than 250,000 customers for water 
quality. The EWG ratings were based on three factors: 
1) The total number of chemicals detected in the water 
since 2004; 2) The percentage of chemicals found of those 
tested; and 3) The highest average level for each pollutant 
compared with legal limits or national averages.

Not surprisingly, Providence Water was ranked number 
two in the country for best water quality, behind only 
Arlington, Texas. I say “not surprisingly” because we do a 
lot of the right things to put us in that position.

Providence Water has one of the best raw water source 
supplies in America. Our forestry professionals cultivate 
the healthy growth of our 12,000 acres of watershed 
forestland and carefully monitor the Scituate watershed, 
where our surface reservoirs are located, to prevent 
exposure to potential sources of pollution. We work closely 
with the Town of Scituate to minimize residential and 
commercial development, which keeps natural forestland 
in abundance in the watershed area. Our customers win 
because our water source remains safe from potential 
industrial and residential contamination. The town wins 
because Providence Water is the town’s largest single 
taxpayer, and that helps the town’s fiscal health while 
keeping the Scituate community picturesque and rural.

Except for extraordinary circumstances when animal 
populations threaten the health of the forestland, 
Providence Water also prohibits any recreational use of the 
watershed land or waterways – keeping hunters, hikers, 
and campers off the forestland and fishermen, boaters, and 
swimmers off the waterways. This strict policy keeps the 
land and water as pristine as can be and allows the forest 
to remain the best natural filter for water runoff to pass 
through before it makes its way into the reservoir.

Simply put, the purer the raw water collected in the 
reservoir, the easier and cheaper it remains to treat for 
drinking. Treated drinking water that leaves the treatment 
plant to be distributed to customers is about the best and 
most inexpensive available in America.

There have, nonetheless, been some troubles in paradise. 
Water causes corrosion to the iron pipes in our distribution 
system and to any lead from service connection lines and 
household plumbing. In an effort to obtain better corrosion 
control, Providence Water has been conducting a series of 
adjustments to the pH level of our drinking water.

In doing so, this has caused some older homes with lead 
plumbing and fixtures to have higher than acceptable levels 
of lead in the water coming from the plumbing in these 
homes. Lead from pipes, fixtures, and even soldered pipe 
joints can leach into the standing water that sits and is 
exposed to these lead sources for extended periods of time.

There is a very simple solution to eliminate this concern. 
Flushing the standing water from your home’s pipes 
is easy and costs next to nothing. In the morning, turn 
on the tap water and let it run until after it becomes 
noticeably colder to the touch. The water’s change in 
temperature indicates that water from the distribution 
main in the street has made its way to your tap and has 
completely flushed out the water that had been sitting in 
your home’s plumbing. Flush your home’s pipes again in 
the late afternoon, when people come home after a day 
away at school or work.

Another step you can take to minimize risk of your home’s 
lead plumbing is to always use cold water when cooking or 
preparing beverages. Hot water from the tap of homes with 
lead plumbing can often contain small traces of lead. Also, 
check the aerator screens of your faucets from time to time 
and clean them of any debris. Routinely performing these 
steps can reduce or eliminate the chance that you might 
ingest trace amounts of lead from your home’s pipes.

Of course, the easiest, but most expensive, way to get 
complete peace of mind is to replace old lead pipes, brass 
fixtures, and piping joints where lead solder may have 
been used. Once you get the lead out of your home, you’ve 
eliminated the chance of lead in your drinking water.

If you are concerned about lead in your water, you may 
wish to have your water tested. Information on lead 
in drinking water, testing methods, and steps you can 
take to minimize exposure is available from the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency’s Web site www.epa.
gov/safewater/lead.

Lead in Drinking Water

For 2009, Providence Water had an exceedance 
of the lead action level which triggered a public 

notification requirement necessitating a pamphlet on 
the hazards of lead be mailed to all our customers.

Most of the lead in household water usually comes 
from the plumbing in your own home, not from the 
local water supply. The U.S. EPA estimates that more 
than 40 million U.S. residents use water that can contain 
lead in excess of the U.S. EPA’s Action Level of 15 ppb.

Lead in drinking water is a concern because, if present, 
elevated levels of lead can cause serious health problems, 
especially for pregnant women and young children. 
Infants and children who drink water containing lead 
in excess of the action level could experience delays in 
their physical or mental development. Children could 
show slight deficits in attention span and learning 
abilities. Adults who drink this water over many 
years could develop kidney problems or high blood 
pressure. Lead in drinking water is primarily from 
materials and components associated with service lines 
and home plumbing. Providence Water is responsible 
for providing high-quality drinking water but cannot 
control the variety of materials used in plumbing 
components. When your water has been sitting for 
several hours, you can minimize the potential for 
lead exposure by flushing your tap for 30 seconds to 
2 minutes before using water for drinking or cooking, 
and especially for making baby formula. Hot water is 
more likely to contain higher levels of lead.

If you are concerned about lead in your water, you 
may wish to have your water tested. Information on 
lead in drinking water, testing methods, and steps you 
can take to minimize exposure is available from the 
Safe Drinking Water Hotline (800-426-4791) or at 
www.epa.gov/safewater/lead. You may also contact the 
National Lead Information Center (800-LEAD-FYI).

A Message from the Chief Engineer

Pamela M. Marchand, P.E.
Chief Engineer and General Manager

Definitions
AL (Action Level): The concentration of 
a contaminant which, if exceeded, triggers 
treatment or other requirements which a 
water system must follow.

MCL (Maximum Contaminant Level): 
The highest level of a contaminant that is 
allowed in drinking water. MCLs are set as 
close to the MCLGs as feasible using the 
best available treatment technology.

MCLG (Maximum Contaminant Level 
Goal): The level of a contaminant in 
drinking water below which there is no 
known or expected risk to health. MCLGs 
allow for a margin of safety.

MRDL (Maximum Residual Disinfectant 
Level): The highest level of a disinfectant 
allowed in drinking water. There is 
convincing evidence that addition of a 
disinfectant is necessary for control of 
microbial contaminants.

MRDLG (Maximum Residual 
Disinfectant Level Goal): The level 
of a drinking water disinfectant below 
which there is no known or expected 
risk to health. MRDLGs do not reflect 
the benefits of the use of disinfectants to 
control microbial contaminants.

NA: Not applicable.

ND (Not detected): Indicates that the 
substance was not found by laboratory 
analysis.

NTU (Nephelometric Turbidity Units): 
Measurement of the clarity, or turbidity, of 
water. Turbidity in excess of 5 NTU is just 
noticeable to the average person.

ppb (parts per billion): One part 
substance per billion parts water (or 
micrograms per liter).

ppm (parts per million): One part 
substance per million parts water (or 
milligrams per liter).

removal ratio: A ratio between the 
percentage of a substance actually removed 
to the percentage of the substance required 
to be removed.

TT (Treatment Technique): A required 
process intended to reduce the level of a 
contaminant in drinking water.


