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Source Water Protection in Ohio  

    Ohioôs Source Water Protection Program helps 
public water suppliers protect drinking water 
sources, such as streams and aquifers, from  
contamination. It addresses the more than 5,000 
public water systems in Ohio. 
 The source water protection program has two 
phases. The first is collecting information about the 
source water ï the assessment phase. There are 
three steps to an assessment: delineating the  
protection area; identifying the potential contami-
nant sources in that area; and determining the 
susceptibility of the aquifer. Some public water 
systems had completed their assessments under 
the Wellhead Protection Program. In 2000,  Ohio 
EPA staff began to assess the remaining systems. 
As of September 2009, all public water systems 
have complete drinking water source assessments 
or they are in process. New systems continue to be 
assessed as they come on-line. 
 The second phase is developing and implement-
ing a local drinking water source protection plan. 
This effort is led by the public water system owner/
operator, with assistance from groups such as local 
emergency responders, educators and watershed 
groups, as well as business owners and residents 
living in the protection area.                       
  
 

Where did this program come from?  
 

    The federal Safe Drinking Water Act amendments 
of 1986 established the Wellhead Protection  
Program, which required states to administer a 
source water protection program for their ground 
water-based public water systems. In 1996, the 
Safe Drinking Water Act was amended again to  
provide states with funding to complete source  
water assessments for public water systems. At that 
time, the program was extended to include surface 
water systems and was renamed Source Water  
Assessment and Protection (SWAP). Ohio EPAôs 
Division of Drinking and Ground Waters administers 
the program in Ohio following program approval by  

Ohio EPA, Division of Drinking and Ground Waters  
P.O. Box 1049 
Columbus, Ohio 43216-1049  
(614) 644-2752 

Printed on recycled paper 
Ohio EPA is an Equal Opportunity Employer 

www.epa.ohio.gov 

Some examples of potential sources of contamination to 
drinking water   

  

 
U.S. EPA in 1999. Ohio EPA considers the  
Wellhead Protection Program and the Source Water  
Assessment and Protection Program to be the 
same. 
 
 

What does a protection area do for my 
community or public water system?  
 

    Other environmental programs within Ohio EPA 
and other agencies have regulations authorizing 
them to restrict certain activities within a designated 
ñprotection area.ò For example, new landfills, motor 
vehicle waste disposal wells and manure storage 
sites at large concentrated animal facilities may not 
be sited in drinking water source protection areas 
for ground water systems.  
 Most public water suppliers welcome these 
regulations because they help divert potentially high
-risk facilities away from intakes and wellfields to 
less sensitive areas. 
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Who is the audience for a drinking 
water source assessment report?  
 

    The main audience for an assessment report is 
the public water system owner or operator who 
needs information that can help them protect drink-
ing water at the source. The secondary audience is 
the individuals in watershed groups and other  
organizations who could partner with the public  
water system to help implement protective strate-
gies. Finally, the reports are meant for the general 
public. Because of this, the reports are written in 
non-technical language. 
 

What is a susceptibility analysis?  
 

    This is an evaluation of the likelihood that a drink-
ing water source could become contaminated. In 
Ohio, all surface waters are considered to have a 
high susceptibility to contamination. Aquifers that 
supply ground water to a public water system are 
assigned a high, moderate or low susceptibility, 
based on the local geology, the numbers and types 
of potential contaminant sources and water quality. 
 

Why perform a susceptibility  
analysis?  
 

 A susceptibility analysis is required by the 1996 
amendments to the Safe Drinking Water Act. Its  
purpose is to prioritize systems for source water  
protection efforts. A public water system whose 

drinking water source is highly susceptible to  
contamination needs to commit a greater level of 
effort to protect it from contaminant sources. They 
also may have a higher priority for any funding that 
may be available for these efforts. 
 

Is a susceptibility analysis the same  
as a vulnerability assessment?  
 

    No. Vulnerability assessments are evaluations of 
the likelihood that a public water systemôs infrastruc-
ture ï the plant, water lines, etc. ï could be compro-
mised by sabotage. Public water suppliers are  
required by the Public Health Security and Bioterror-
ism Preparedness and Response Act of 2002 to 
complete a vulnerability assessment of their public 
water system. 
 

What does it mean to have a high  
susceptibility?  
 
    
 
 

  
In most cases, it means your source water has  
a high likelihood of contamination, due to lack of  
natural protection and/or a high number of contami-
nant  sources. It does not mean that the source  
water will become contaminated, and should not be 
interpreted as a cause for alarm. It should instead 
be cause for action to protect the source water to 
the fullest possible extent.  

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sinkhole results in a direct 
pathway to the aquifer 

Block diagram showing karst geology. These settings are typically 
susceptible to contamination because of little natural protection 
between the ground surface and the aquifer. Graphic used with 
permission from the Columbus Dispatch. Slightly modified.  


