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Substance Overview 

The groundwater standard for bacteria protects people from illness caused by microbial pathogens. 
These pathogens are small organisms, such as bacteria, viruses, and parasites, that can cause disease.1 
Microbial indicators usually measure a group of bacteria or just one type of bacterium to indicate the 
possible presence of pathogens. These indicators are used to set the standard because they are more 
efficient to measure than every single pathogen. Two microbial indicators are used today to protect 
drinking water: 

• Coliform are a group of bacteria that are naturally present in the environment.
• E. coli (Escherichia coli) are a type of coliform bacteria that are found in the environment, food,

and gut of people and animals.

This document provides the recommended Public Health Enforcement Standard for Total Coliform. 

Recommendations

Current Standards 
Enforcement Standard: 0 
Preventive Action Limit: 0 
Year: 1985 

Recommended Standards 
Enforcement Standard: 0 
Preventive Action Limit: 0 

The current NR140 Groundwater Quality Public Health 
Enforcement Standard of zero for total coliform is based on 
EPA’s MCL from the 1980s.  

DHS recommends no change to the enforcement standard. 
The recommended standard for total coliform is based on 
EPA’s treatment technique requirements for total coliform. 

DHS recommends an NR140 Groundwater Quality Public 
Health Preventive Action Limit of zero for total coliform.  

Health Effects 

Pathogens in water can cause a variety of illnesses.1,2 Most common illnesses are acute (short-term) 
gastrointestinal illnesses causing diarrhea, abdominal discomfort, nausea, and vomiting. Less common 
illnesses are chronic (long-term) and include kidney failure, hepatitis, and bloody diarrhea.  

Infants and young children, the elderly, and people with compromised immune systems are at the 
highest risk for illness from pathogens in water.1 
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This document is a summary of the Scientific Support Document for the Cycle 10 Recommended 

Groundwater Standard for this substance. The recommendations in this summary were developed in 

accordance with Chapter 160, Wis. Stats. 
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