


 



 



 





WHPP, SWPP, SWADR what have they done for me? 
By  

Bill O’Connell 
 
First we had Wellhead Protection Planning, which was expanded to become Source Water Protection Planning 
and finally Source Water Delineation and Assessment Reports. Over the last two decades we’ve been working 
on these documents and hearing a lot of talk about protecting water sources but how are they being used and 
how has it been effective? This question comes up all the time and the short answer is yes, there have been 
many public water systems that have used their wellhead protection plans to protect their water sources. 
 
I’ll use wellhead protection plans to refer to the three types of source water planning documents. Wellhead 
protection plans came about with the 1986 reauthorization of the Safe Drinking Water Act. The EPA designed 
the program to give control of managing the delineated source water areas to the people living in the commu-
nities that use the water in these areas. The idea is to give you some basic information on your water source 
and to identify some potential threats to the source water quality or quantity. You’ll take this information and 
plan how to manage the identified potential threats to the water quality or quantity. Also, you will use this in-
formation to respond effectively to emergencies that can and do happen to public water systems (PWS). 
 
After 11 years of assisting the people at public water systems in developing wellhead protection plans, I have 
been able to see the plans working. In the following paragraphs I will describe some examples of how the 
wellhead protection plans were used.          
 
In 1997, the operator at a PWS called Montana Rural Water Systems (MRWS) because his main well had a 
contaminant detected and he needed to know where the contaminant was coming from. When the well was 
started to meet the summer demand people near the well complained of a taste and odor in the water. Subse-
quent tests found a VOC at ½ part per billion (500 parts per trillion). He needed to know if this was an isolated 
event or the beginning of a larger problem. The potential contaminant inventory part of the wellhead protection 
plan had identified a couple of locations where the chemical could have come from. But there were operating 
wells between these potential sources and the well with the VOC detect, the other wells did not have detects. 
Did we miss a potential contaminant source? 
 
The well was located in a park and should be isolated from potential contaminant sources. So we looked at ac-
tivities in the park to see if they could be potential sources for the VOC. We found that several weeks before 
the well was turned on, the swimming pool in the park was cleaned and a cleaning agent was used to remove 
grease and oils on the pool’s sides and bottom. When we checked the ingredients in the cleaning agent we 
identified one of the chemicals in the cleaning agent that could decompose to the VOC detected. A retest of the 
well water about a week after the well was taken off-line did not find the VOC. We showed our information to 
Joe Meek and Terry Campbell at the DEQ and they proposed to use the well to irrigate the park until the well 
could be resampled and was considered safe (UV light from the sun would destroy the VOC). Over the course 
of two weeks several water samples were tested and when they had no VOC detects, the well was considered 
safe and allowed to go back on-line.     
 
There is no proof that the pool cleaning agent was the source of the VOC, but the community no longer uses 
that cleaning agent and they have not had any additional detects. Because a potential contaminant inventory 
was completed as part of a wellhead protection plan, time and money were not wasted looking in the wrong 
direction. The operator believes the work he did on the wellhead protection plan saved the community thou-
sands of dollars in unneeded costs. 
 
As an other example, the public works director of a town saw the wellhead protection plan as a way to help 
convince the council of the need to extend the city’s sewer main. Highway 93 was about to be rebuilt and that 
was the ideal time to extend the sewer line to some 30 homes and businesses located along the highway. The 



wellhead protection plan was completed and the sewer line was extended and the septic systems, which 
were considered as potential contaminate sources were eliminated. The community then used the wellhead 
protection plan document to convince a business to modify its’ expansion plans and move away from the 
wells. Recently, the town has just finished a walking trail along the river and turned the area around the 
water plant and wells into a park. This is a good example of a community using the wellhead protection 
plan to make local decisions on managing potential risks to their drinking water. 
 
Another community recently completed a major upgrade to their PWS that included rebuilding the spring 
boxes and collectors to reduce the potential for contamination. They also replaced two shallow wells lo-
cated near the railroad and highway right-of-ways with two deeper wells located upgrade and away from 
development. The community did not have any problems with the shallow wells, but the cost of replacing 
then after a contamination event was considered unacceptable.  
 
There are many other examples of communities using the information in wellhead protection plans to man-
age risk. The wellhead protection plan is a tool and some public water systems have used their plan in 
ways we never imagined when we were completing them. These examples show that communities are us-
ing these documents effectively to protect their drinking water. Failing to plan is planning to fail.            
 


































