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Many farm wells contaminate d, new study con firms
By Jim Rom ahn
Re cord staff

A secon d prov inc e-wid e survey of 1,245
farm wel ls has confi rme d that more than a
thir d are con taminated with coli for m bacte-
ria at lev els that health officia ls consid er a
thre at to hum an health.

He a lth officia ls say coli for m bacter ia are
not the main threat, but thei r pres ence is a
warning of other, more dange rou s disease -
causing bacter ia and vir uses that cou ld be in
the same wat e r.

While the percent age of con taminated
wel ls has rem ain ed about the same, some of
the wel ls that were fine in the first sur vey, in
the lat e fa l l and early win ter of 1991, were
cont aminated by the tim e of the secon d sur-
ve y la st July.

The sur vey inclu ded wel ls in Wat e r loo
Re gio n, and the cou nties of Wel lington,
Pe rth , Br uce, Grey and Hur on.

"We like to think people took actio n" after
they got the res ult s fr om the first rou nd of
tests, said Harol d Rudy of the Ont ario Soi l

and Cro p Improv ement Association.

Only 60 per cent of those wel ls con tami-
nated in the first sur vey were stil l cont amina -
ted with coli for m bacter ia this time aroun d.

Mi c h ael Gos s of the Unive rsity of Guelph
said some farme rs drilled new wel ls and
ot he rs who had two on the farm switche d
after the 1991res ult s came out.

Ba s ed on that, Goss fel t the secon d survey
woul d have shown a decli ne to about 20 per
cent of the wel ls.

Bu t in fact a lot of wel ls that were fine the
first tim e sh owe d up as con taminated with
coli for m bacter ia last July. Gos s said that
also "tells us the incid e n ce of bacter ial con -
tamination is rat her ephem eral" and ser ves
as a war ning to rur al people to keep che ck-
ing the quali ty of their wel l wa ter.

Acco r ding to the World Health Organiza -
tion, wat e r is unfit for hum an con sump tion if
it con tains 10 col o nie s of tot al coli for m bac-
ter ia in 100 mil lilit res of wat e r. Some wel ls
test e d at 80 col o nie s per 100 ml, the maxi-
mu m upward lim it for the test.

There are two types of coli for m bacter ia,
on e associat e d with rotting pla n t s , the other
called fecal coli for m that are associat e d with
ma n ure fr om liv estock, pou ltr y and people.

This time, 26 per cent of the farm wel ls
exceeded nation a l tole r anc e leve ls for fecal
coli for m, up from 20 per cent in the first
survey.

The rat e of nit r ate con tamination rem ain -
ed about the same – 14 per cent compare d
with 13 per cent – but the con cent r ation in-
crea s ed.

Goss said he’s not surpris ed that the inci-
denc e rema ine d the same becau se nit r ates
move slowly throu gh the soi l , but he said it
is wor ris ome that con cent r ation lev els in-
crea s ed. It rem ain s to be seen whether that’s
a sea son a l differenc e or reflects a long-ter m
trend, he said.

Rudy said the sur vey res ult s contin ue to
confi rm what exper ts expected, base d on
si milar sur veys in the U.S. and par ts of On-
tario.
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