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#10.  Water Quality Laws and Regulations 
 

Summary:  In this module you will learn about the CWA and SDWA and how they may (or may not) 
protect water resources in a warming world. 

Goals:  By the end of this module you will be able to describe the major objectives of the CWA and 
SDWA, describe why it is important to have such laws, and identify ways you can engage in protecting 
water resources in your community. 

Required readings: 

Water Rights, Quick Review -- https://nationalaglawcenter.org/overview/water-law/  

CWA Tribal Primacy -- https://www.epa.gov/wqs-tech/revised-interpretation-clean-water-act-
tribal-provision  

Clean Water Act --  https://www.epa.gov/laws-regulations/summary-clean-water-act  

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL30030.pdf  

SDWA on Tribal Lands -- https://www.epa.gov/tribaldrinkingwater  

https://www.epa.gov/tribaldrinkingwater/epas-role-safe-drinking-water-tribal-
lands#tab-2  

Safe Drinking Water Act --  https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-
04/documents/epa816f04030.pdf  

https://www.epa.gov/sdwa  

https://www.epa.gov/ground-water-and-drinking-water 

Water Resources Protection –  

MS4 Stormwater Program https://www3.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/fact2-0.pdf 

https://www.epa.gov/npdes/npdes-permit-basics  

https://www.dhhs.nh.gov/dphs/lab/water-lab/   Well inspection checklist. 
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Supplemental Content (review in class or assign directly): 

Daunton, Martin. 2004. London's 'Great Stink' and Victorian Urban Planning. Also available from 
www.bbc.co.uk/history/trail/victorian_britain/social_conditions/victorian_urban_planning_prin
t.html   This might be used for class discussion on why regulators in 1972 thought it important 
that the CWA focus upon urban, industrial settings with point sources in early decades rather 
than more diffuse non-point pollutants.  

Fracking Water Cycle:  https://www.epa.gov/hfstudy/hydraulic-fracturing-water-cycle  This 
might be used for class discussion on potential impacts on Surface water and Groundwater 
quality and how/when/where the CWA and SDWA do and don’t help protect public health.  
(refer students to the EPA’s information on private wells for context on how little leverage 
individual property owners have if there is a problem:  https://www.epa.gov/privatewells ) 

Course Wrap-up:  Earth Day 50th Anniversary, What’s changed? 
https://www.amnh.org/explore/videos/earth-and-climate/earth-day-1970-2017-what-s-
changed 

Key Vocabulary:  secondary treatment, water quality standard, TMDL, point source, non-point pollution, 
NPDES, MS4, Maximum Contaminant Level 

Assessment Tools: 

Groundwater T/F Quiz:  https://water.usgs.gov/edu/activity-tf-groundwater.html 

Discussion Questions (can be used in classroom or for on-line discussion board):   

 Which government entity has jurisdiction/primacy over CWA enforcement in your community?  
Where are their offices and is the community generally aware of the work they do? 

 The Climate Crisis is expected to result in increasing events of “Heavy Precipitation” in much of 
the U.S.  https://www.globalchange.gov/browse/indicator-details/3962  How might that affect 
water quality in your area?  Do the CWA and SDWA have adequate provisions to protect water 
resources in your area during those storms?   

 Billion-dollar disasters are on the rise in the U.S.  What are some of the ways they impact water 
quality?  https://www.globalchange.gov/browse/indicator-details/4049  

 Who is responsible for ensuring that there is safe drinking water at your college?  Are testing 
data available to show if MCLs are being met? 

Discharge Permit Look-up:    https://www.epa.gov/npdes   What are the names of some of the point 
source dischargers in your community?  What pollutants are regulators most concerned about in those 
discharges? 

Permit Violation Look-up:  https://echo.epa.gov/   What entities in your community have violated the 
terms of their wastewater discharge permit at some point in the past 5 years?  What was the basis of 
their permit violation?  
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Compare Standards to Test Results:  Let’s say you have had some stomach troubles that you suspect 
might be related to your tap water, which is supplied by a Community Water System.  You ask for a copy 
of their most recent test results and note that:  Coliforms are 0% Positive, Viruses = 0, Copper = 1.0 
mg/L, Lead < 0.001 mg/L, Organics are all BDL (Below Detection Limit), Cl2 = 15 mg/L.    (note also:  QAQC 
tests show that all data quality objectives were met).  How do these results compare to Drinking Water 
MCLs?    Is there anything in these test results that suggests a link between your stomach troubles and 
your drinking water?   

WQ Data in your community:  Look up your community in the national Water Quality database.   
https://www.waterqualitydata.us/  Are there results for groundwater, surface water, or biological data 
samples?  What kind of data are available, when were they collected, what can they tell you about 
water quality in your community in 2021? 
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Module 10 Lab Activity 

Construction of water treatment systems is expensive and Water Companies evaluate many options 
when developing new water supplies.  For this lab exercise, pretend that the City of Chicago, IL needs 
additional drinking water for its growing population.  Over the past 50 years there has been substantial 
expenditures on wastewater treatment through NPDES permit enforcement and MS4 programs 
throughout the City, County and State, all of which have resulted in water quality improvements within 
the mixing zones in the receiving waters.  Pretend that officials have decided to evaluate the alternative 
of using untreated water from Lake Michigan as their new drinking water supply.  Samples 1 & 4 in the 
following dataset are lake water samples and will be used in this lab activity.   
https://www.chicago.gov/content/dam/city/depts/water/WaterQltyResultsNRpts/ccReports/CCA-2020-
12.pdf  

Use the data from Samples 1 & 4 to evaluate the hypothesis that untreated lake water is a safe drinking 
option for the City.  The following sources might be helpful in interpreting the datasets.   

https://www.ag.ndsu.edu/publications/environment-natural-resources/drinking-water-quality-testing-
and-interpreting-your-results  

https://extension.psu.edu/how-to-interpret-a-water-analysis-report  

https://www.epa.gov/ground-water-and-drinking-water/national-primary-drinking-water-regulations 

 

Follow the IMRAD method to prepare your lab report.  This resource shows how to write a good lab 
report with IMRAD:  https://writingcenter.unc.edu/tips-and-tools/scientific-reports/    Note:  this 
resource also shows the correct way to cite reference materials.   

 


