
›› Everyone needs water. 

We use it for recreation, 

growing food, cleaning 

and nourishing our 

bodies. � e vast 

majority of drinking 

water in B.C. is safe to 

drink right from the 

tap, thanks to proper 

treatment. But, if you 

use untreated water, you 

may be at risk of illness.

If you live in a rural 

or remote area of the 

province, and get your 

water from a shallow, 

untreated surface source 

like a river, lake, stream 

or spring, then your 

water may be susceptible 

to contamination. 

Contamination could 

put you or your family 

or visitors at risk of 

getting sick. 

Information for Rural Water Users

How Safe
Water?is Your

How Does Water 
Become Contaminated?

Disease-causing organisms can be carried in the digestive 
system of people and animals. These organisms can enter 
surface water sources from the feces of animals, like cows, 
bears or beavers, or from human sources, like septic runoff , 
sewer pipes and landfi lls. Drinking contaminated water can 
spread water-borne diseases.

Contamination by chemicals (e.g., fertilizers and pesticides) 
and natural minerals (e.g., arsenic and manganese) may 
occur through direct water contact.

Water-borne diseases are caused by drinking water 
contaminated with bacteria, viruses or small parasites 
(protozoa). These bacteria cannot be tasted, smelled 
or seen. Some examples of water-borne diseases 
are Campylobacter, Cholera, Amoebic Dysentery, 
Cryptosporidium or Giardia (Beaver Fever). 

What are Water-borne Diseases?

For more details on drinking water or other health-related 
topics, contact your local health unit (Service BC).

Service BC 
Monday to Friday: 7:30 a.m. – 5:00 p.m.
Toll-free provincewide: 1 (800) 663–7867
Telephone device for the deaf (TDD) in B.C.: 1 (800) 661–8773
www.servicebc.gov.bc.ca

HealthLink BC Files 
A complete list of Healthlink BC fi le topics can be found here.
www.healthlinkbc.ca/healthfi les/index.stm

Safe Water Supply: Vital to your Health
A complete resource guide to safe drinking water.
www.health.gov.bc.ca/protect/pdf/PHI052.pdf

Ministry of Health
www.gov.bc.ca/health

For More Information
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Infection may be more severe or become life threatening 
for babies, the elderly, people with existing health 
conditions, and those with suppressed immune systems. 

Visitors to an area who are not used to the local drinking 
water may also be more susceptible.

Who is Most Affected?

For the majority of British Columbians who access 
municipal water sources, water treatment and monitoring 
is provided by the municipality, with oversight by the 
Health Authority. 

For those who use their own water source, the 
responsibility for safety and treatment is the responsibility 
of the homeowners. Water systems must obtain a permit 
from the B.C. Ministry of Environment to divert water.

Any water system supplying two or more single-family 
residences or a home business must have a permit and 
comply with provincial drinking water legislation. In this 
case, the water supplier is responsible for the safety of 
drinking water. In B.C., water suppliers may be government 
or privately-owned and operated.

Who is Responsible for  
Providing Safe Drinking Water?

To ensure treated water is safe, water supply systems in B.C. 
are required to have water quality tested. 

Public notification is required when testing shows the 
presence of water-borne disease or any public health threat. 
The water supplier will issue a water quality advisory, boil 
water notice, or do-not-use-water notice. The advisory/notice 
must remain in effect until the contamination is removed.

If your water system has an advisory or notice in place, 
ensure you follow the treatment instructions to keep your 
family safe. For information about existing advisories or 
notices, contact your local health unit or see Drinking Water 
Quality: Boil Water Notices/ Water Quality Advisories. 
www.health.gov.bc.ca/protect/dwadvisories.html

Public Water Notification The most common types of drinking water treatment 
are disinfection and filtration. Disinfection removes most 
diseases using chlorine, and either ultraviolet light or 
ozone. Chlorine alone does not remove all parasites, and 
is most effective when combined with a second type of 
disinfection or filtration. Filtration removes parasites, but 
disinfection should also be done to kill bacteria and viruses. 

Drinking Water Treatment

Some water filtration devices increase the safety, look 
and taste of drinking water, but most will not remove all 
organisms. Jug-type filters should only be used to improve 
look and taste as they do not remove many disease-
causing organisms. 

It is more effective to install filters where the water enters 
your home or under your sink. If you plan to install a 
filtration system, check with a reliable supplier who can 
help you with installation and ongoing maintenance. You 
may also find useful information in Application of “Point 
of Entry” and “Point of Use” Water Treatment Technology in 
British Columbia. 
www.health.gov.bc.ca/protect/poureport_main.pdf

Home Water-Filtration Devices

If you get your drinking water from your own well, you 
should regularly test your water quality using a reliable 
laboratory. The lab results will help you determine what 
type of treatment would best suit your water system. 
For more information, see Should I Get My Well Tested?  
www.healthlinkbc.ca/healthfiles/hfile05b.stm.

If you get your drinking water from a surface source or a 
shallow well, you should, at a minimum, treat the water by 
disinfection. To increase safety you could add a filtration 
system. The water should be regularly tested by a laboratory 
to make sure the treatment is effective. Check out the 
webiste below and learn How to Disinfect Drinking Water. 
www.healthlinkbc.ca/healthfiles/hfile49b.stm

Private Water Supply and Testing

If you have questions or concerns about the safety of your 
drinking water, contact your water supplier. If you supply 
your own water, you can contact a drinking water officer 
through your local health authority.

Drinking Water Safety

Symptoms of  
Water-bourne Diseases

Symptoms vary depending on the disease, but may include 
diarrhea, stomach cramps, nausea, vomiting and low-grade 
fever. Symptoms most frequently begin from two to ten 
days after drinking the contaminated water. 

Some people infected with certain waterborne diseases 
will not notice any symptoms. Over time, their bodies 
will eliminate the infection without treatment. For more 
information, see HealthLink BC’s Check Your Symptoms. 
www.healthlinkbc.ca/kb/sx.html
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