
Understanding Bacteriological 
and Nitrate Sample Results 

Nitrate Results 
Nitrate (NO3) are a form of nitrogen combined with oxygen. The major adult intake of nitrates are from food rather than 
water, but sometimes excessive amounts of nitrate get into drinking water.  Nitrate, one of the most widespread ground-
water contaminants in Kalamazoo County, can get into drinking water if a well is improperly constructed or located where 
it is subject to contamination sources. Shallow water wells in sandy unconfined aquifers are more vulnerable to nitrate 
contamination  than deeper wells protected by overlying clay. Common sources of nitrate include: 
 
 wastes from livestock operations 

 septic tank/drainfield effluent 

 crop and lawn fertilizers 

 natural geologic nitrogen 
 

Excessive amounts of nitrate in drinking water may cause serious illness in infants. Elevated nitrate can cause a disease 
called methemoglobinemia, a blood disorder primarily affecting infants under six months of age. Also, because nitrate 
contamination can be related to human, animal, or industrial waste practices, excessive levels of nitrate in drinking water 
may indicate potential for the presence of other types of contaminants. 

Sampling Frequency 
All drinking water wells should be tested for coliform bacteria and nitrate at least annually or if a change in color, taste, or 
odor is discovered. Call Environmental Health for more information at (269) 373-5337 or visit our website for water quali-
ty information throughout the county:  www.kalcounty.com/eh. 
  

While coliform bacteria and nitrate testing are good screening tools, they do not detect petroleum products, industrial 
solvents, heavy metals, herbicides and pesticides.  Additional testing may be more appropriate for your water supply.  
Environmental Health may be able to assist you in determining additional testing parameters. 

Bacteriological Results 
Evaluation of the bacteriological quality of drinking water is done by testing for coliform bacteria.  Coliform are found in 
the intestinal tract of warm-blooded animals, surface water, some soils, and decaying vegetation and are used as 
“indicator” organisms.  That means, if they are present, pathogenic or disease causing organisms could be present.  A 
detected (or positive) coliform result may indicate that a water supply is not properly protected from contamination.  The 
test also assesses the presence of E. coli, an organism that always originates from mammal or bird intestinal tracts.  If E. 
coli is detected, it is more likely that the water supply may contain disease-causing organisms resulting from fecal con-
tamination. 

Result:  This means: 

Not Detected 

(negative) 
No coliform organisms were detected in the water sample. 

Detected 

(positive) 

Coliform organisms were present in the water sample, and drinking water safety cannot be 
assured. 

E. coli Detected 
E. coli organisms were detected in the water sample. You are advised not to ingest the wa-
ter.  E. coli are found in the intestines of warm-blooded animals, and as such, their pres-
ence in a water supply is an indication of sewage contamination. 

Comments  Sample results may not be valid if the sample holding time is longer than 30 hours. 

Results of Coliform Analysis 

    GoodGood  SatisfactorySatisfactory  CautionCaution 

NitrateNitrate  < 3< 3  >3  to 10>3  to 10  Over 10Over 1011 

Test results are reported in milligrams per liter (mg/L), 
equivalent to parts per million. 

11USEPA drinking water standard is 10 mg/L for nitrateUSEPA drinking water standard is 10 mg/L for nitrate  


