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Summary

From the source to the tap, ensuring high-quality 
water is of paramount importance to the well-being of 
California’s environment, economy and residents. For 
drinking water, there is a robust regulatory structure 
that governs the implementation of the federal Safe 
Drinking Water Act and California’s drinking water-
related laws.

Drinking Water Standards

The State Water Resources Control Board’s Division 
of Drinking Water (DDW) is responsible for regulating 
drinking water in California. These efforts are 
informed by risk assessments and Public Heath Goals 
established by the Office of Environmental Health 
Hazard Assessment (OEHHA). There are several 
steps in the process of developing a drinking water 
standard: Notification and Response Levels, Public 
Health Goal and Maximum Contaminant Level.

Notification and Response Levels (NLs/RLs). NLs/
RLs are non-enforceable, health-based advisory 
levels, although there are certain notification 
requirements (e.g., to customers and/or the DDW) 
if a water source exceeds these levels. DDW 
recommends the source be taken out of service if it 
exceeds the response level. 

Public Health Goal (PHG). PHGs are based 
exclusively on public health considerations and are 
not meant to be an enforceable standard, although 
water systems must publish information about PHGs 
in their Consumer Confidence Reports, which are 
distributed annually to customers. 

Maximum Contaminant Level (MCL). Also called 
a drinking water standard, the MCL is the final step 
in the regulatory process and the only enforceable 
level. When determining the MCL, the Division of 
Drinking Water reviews the PHG, any MCL or MCL 
goal developed by the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, and the technological and economic 
feasibility of complying with the MCL. The law 
requires that the Division of Drinking Water sets the 
MCL as close as possible to the PHG, taking into 
account the other factors.

Contaminants of Emerging Concern

For various reasons, including advancements in 
testing and health effects research, California 
continues to confront a series of contaminants of 
emerging concern (CECs) in the drinking water 
supply. CECs are chemicals that have been detected 
in drinking water at trace levels and for which the 
risk to human health or the environment is not yet 
fully known. Pharmaceuticals, personal care products 
and endocrine disrupting compounds are among 
examples of current contaminants of growing 
concern. However, to provide context, at one time 
hexavalent chromium, perchlorate, arsenic and lead 
were identified this way.

Most recently, per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances 
(PFAS) have become an increasingly worrisome class 
of CECs. PFAS are a group of manmade chemicals 
that includes PFOA, PFOS, GenX, and many other 
chemicals. PFAS have been manufactured and used 
in a variety of industries around the globe, including 
in the United States, since the 1940s. PFOA and PFOS 
have been the most extensively produced and studied 
of these chemicals. Both chemicals are very persistent 
in the environment and in the human body – meaning 
they don’t break down and can accumulate over time. 
There is growing evidence that exposure to PFAS can 
lead to adverse human health effects.1

As the state and federal government continue to 
review CECs, it is important to balance several factors:

• Ensuring there is sufficient, robust and peer-
reviewed science to support NLs/RLs, PHGs and 
MCLs, and avoid setting limits or standards based 
on political pressure, legislation or fear.

• Allowing stakeholders to participate in all aspects 
of the drinking water standard development 
process.

• Developing robust communication tools that will 
help the public understand what can often be a 
complicated issue.

• Reviewing opportunities to find alternatives for 
the contaminant and prevent it from entering the 
environment.

1  https://www.epa.gov/pfas/basic-information-pfas


