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Toxic Drinking Water in Texas 

The federal Safe Drinking Water Act has required public water supplies to limit arsenic 

concentrations in drinking water to no more than 10 parts per billion (ppb) since 2006, in 
order to reduce exposure to the deadly toxin linked to lung and bladder cancers, 

neurological problems, and other illnesses. But the average arsenic concentrations in 65 
Texas community water systems serving more than 82,000 people has exceeded that health-
based standard over the last two years, according to data from the Texas Commission on 

Environmental Quality (TCEQ).1  About 51,000 of these people in 34 communities have 
been exposed to contaminated drinking water for at least a decade, many at levels several 

times higher than the arsenic limit. 

For example, in Jim Hogg County in South Texas, more than 5,000 people have been 
exposed to arsenic concentrations more than four times the limit in the Safe Drinking Water 
Act for at least five years, state records show. In the City of Seagraves, in West Texas, 2,396 

residents have been exposed to water with arsenic more than triple the health standard for 
more than a decade. (See Table 1 for a list of the communities and their two-year and long-

term average arsenic levels.)  

Despite the health risks, Texas fails to tell consumers to stop drinking the water and instead 

implies that it is safe. When local water utilities find violations, federal law requires local 
water utilities to tell consumers that lifetime exposure to arsenic concentrations above 10 

ppb may increase cancer risk. But Texas also requires the advisories to state: “This is not an 
emergency…You do not need to use an alternative water supply.”2 (For the full text of the 

language Texas requires in drinking water notifications, see Appendix A).   

The drinking water disaster in Flint, Michigan, reminds us how important it is for 

government to let the public know when to avoid drinking contaminated water. Federal law 
requires system operators to notify customers on a quarterly and annual basis when their 

drinking water violates standards for arsenic or other pollutants. But Texas is far from clear 
with its residents.  

Whatever is intended, the Texas notices seem likely to lead some people to continue 
drinking contaminated water. Telling consumers they don’t need to replace water 

contaminated by arsenic suggests the water somehow remains safe to drink.  While the law 
requires drinking water utilities to meet federal arsenic limits, it does not prohibit Texans or 

anyone else from drinking or cooking with water loaded with arsenic or other pollutants.  
But should the state suggest to its citizens that it is safe to do so?     

The advice from other states and public health experts is more straightforward, at least for 
private well owners. These states, including Wisconsin, Michigan, Maine, and Washington, 

tell people not to drink water with more than 10 ppb arsenic.  For example, Wisconsin 
advises private well owners: “If  your arsenic level is more than 10 ppb, the Wisconsin 
Department of Health Services recommends that you stop using your water for drinking or 

food preparation.”3  Florida advises its consumers to avoid water where arsenic 
contamination persists.4  The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services makes 
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similar recommendations.5  If anything, the most recent science suggests that the 10 ppb 
arsenic standard is not protective enough and that the IQ of children can be damaged at 

much lower exposures (see page 7). 

As this report explains, some of the affected water systems are being upgraded to remove 
arsenic, while others may need financial assistance to complete such actions.  In the 
meantime, consumers should be cautioned to avoid water that keeps flunking Safe Drinking 

Water Act standards for this deadly carcinogen. 

It seems unlikely that state regulators who advise the public about health risk would let their 
own families keep drinking water that violates the Safe Drinking Water Act limit for arsenic 

year after year. If that is the case, then Texas health advisories should stop implying that 
water that keeps failing those standards is somehow safe to drink. This report also 
recommends: 

 The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) should revise its regulations 

to require that states advise people to stop drinking or cooking with water that 
fails to meet arsenic standards, at least when the contamination persists over 

several years. The advice should be sensitive to the additional risks posed when 
children and other sensitive populations drink contaminated water. If there is no 
reason for consumers to take precautions, there is no reason for Safe Drinking 

Water Act standards in the first place. 
 

 Public notices should inform consumers of options for treating contaminated 
water at home, e.g., through filter systems that have proven to be effective.  

Conversely, the public should be told what doesn’t work. For example, while 
Texas advisories warn that boiling water won’t reduce nitrate concentrations, it 
includes no such warning for arsenic, which also cannot be boiled away. 

 

 Federal and state governments should provide enough funding to these 65 Texas 

communities to allow them to pay for the installation of water filtration systems 
or take other steps to eliminate the contamination problem. Some work has 

begun to build water treatment systems, but more funds are needed. 

Informing consumers is an important strategy to protect public health. But information that 

is confusing or misleading is toxic to public understanding and public trust, and undermines 
action to make drinking water safe.  
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Table 1. Average Arsenic Concentrations in 65 Texas 

Community Public Water Systems  

Water System 

(In order of arsenic levels) 
County 

Pop. 

Served 

2014-

2015 

avg. 

(ppb) 

Long-

term 

avg. 

(ppb) 

Sampling 

Start Date 

Bruni Rural Water Supply Corp.* Webb 648 79.6 85.3 2/25/2002 

Jim Hogg County Water Control & 

Improvement Dist. 2 

Jim Hogg 5,010 56.2 43.2 2/25/2002 

Klondike Independent School Dist. Dawson 231 39.6 27.8 2/4/2003 

Duval County CRD Benavides* Duval 1,362 39.0 36.2 7/9/2003 

City of Seagraves* Gaines 2,396 35.5 38.8 2/27/2002 

City of Andrews* Andrews 11,088 29.9 21.3 6/20/2002 

Country Villa Mobile Home Park Bee 50 27.9 28.7 12/15/2004 

Loop Water Supply Corp.* Gaines 300 27.6 31.1 2/3/2003 

Perry Water Supply Corp. McLennan 420 25.3 18.1 1/21/2003 

TDCJ W Pack Unit* Grimes 1,597 22.9 25.0 9/3/2003 

Prairie Hill Water Supply Corp.* Limestone 2,055 22.9 23.7 8/27/2003 

Tri-County Special Utility District* Falls 5,013 22.2 22.9 8/6/2003 

City of New Home* Lynn 334 21.1 24.2 2/5/2003 

Welch Water Supply Corp.* Dawson 354 20.4 20.8 2/4/2003 

Pecan Grove Mobile Home Park* Lubbock 108 18.4 21.1 3/18/2003 

Boudreaux Gardens Harris 123 18.3 12.6 2/8/2006 

Lasalle Landing Water System* Jackson 111 17.4 19.3 5/17/2004 

Grassland Water Supply Corp.* Lynn 55 16.8 17.6 1/22/2004 

Hidden Tree Ranch Lubbock 60 16.4 18.3 4/14/2004 

Spring Creek Pure Utilities* Polk 150 15.7 28.5 7/14/2004 

Victoria County Water Control & 

Improvement Dist. 2* 

Victoria 882 15.2 14.1 9/22/2003 

City of Kenedy Karnes 8,101 15.0 16.1 3/18/2002 

Axtell Water Supply Corp.* McLennan 1,780 14.3 15.6 6/24/2003 

Matagorda County Water Control & 

Improvement Dist. 2 

Matagorda 471 14.2 9.0 3/9/2006 

Cotton Bayou Park Chambers 114 14.1 22.9 10/26/2004 

Town North Estates* Lubbock 210 14.0 16.1 3/4/2004 

EOL Water Supply Corp.* McLennan 1,735 14.0 15.3 6/25/2003 

Cyndie Park 2 Water Supply Corp. Nueces 45 13.9 13.2 2/2/2005 

Valley Acres Mobile Home Park Water 

System* 

El Paso 54 13.8 22.6 8/5/2004 

Terrells Mobile Home Park* Lubbock 70 13.7 15.3 2/23/2004 

Duval County CRD Concepcion  Duval 161 13.5 10.6 2/2/2004 

Green Acres Mobile Home Park  El Paso 141 13.4 13.6 3/23/2004 

Wolfforth Place Lubbock 460 13.4 15.3 5/22/2003 

City of Wolfforth* Lubbock 3,600 13.0 15.8 1/14/2002 

City of Seminole* Gaines 6,210 12.8 12.8 12/8/2003 

Country View Mobile Home Park Lubbock 55 12.6 12.3 4/2/2013 

City of Riesel McLennan 1,009 12.5 13.1 6/2/2009 

http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=6376&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX2400003%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=3876&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1240001%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=3876&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1240001%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1279&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0580025%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1427&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0660001%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1857&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0830001%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=31&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0020001%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=194&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0130058%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1858&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0830011%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1578&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0730016%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=2080&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0930034%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4323&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1470011%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1574&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0730004%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4471&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1530004%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1278&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0580013%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4400&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1520039%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=2517&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1011084%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=3803&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1200008%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4472&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1530005%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4391&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1520009%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=5407&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1870149%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=6234&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX2350006%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=6234&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX2350006%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=3963&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1280002%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4492&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1550016%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4595&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1610016%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4595&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1610016%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=896&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0360004%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4421&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1520152%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4499&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1550025%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=5145&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1780050%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1536&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0710139%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1536&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0710139%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4435&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1520192%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1431&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0660015%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1519&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0710066%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4437&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1520199%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4389&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1520005%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1859&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0830012%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4462&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1520247%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4511&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1550040%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
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Water System 

(In order of arsenic levels) 
County 

Pop. 

Served 

2014-

2015 

avg. 

(ppb) 

Long-

term 

avg. 

(ppb) 

Sampling 

Start Date 

Ellinger Sewer and Water Supply 

Corp.* 

Fayette 462 12.4 13.5 5/14/2003 

City of Plains* Yoakum 1,481 12.4 13.7 2/6/2003 

Sawmill Addition Orange 72 12.2 11.8 7/26/2004 

Freer WCID Duval 3,161 12.1 34.3 1/23/2002 

Lake Livingston Green Acres Polk 120 12.1 15.2 8/4/2004 

El Paso Tornillo Water Improvement 

Dist.* 

El Paso 3,400 11.9 12.2 10/16/2002 

Candelaria Water Supply Corp.* Presidio 84 11.9 12.5 11/16/2004 

City of Danbury Brazoria 2,325 11.8 9.4 11/6/2003 

Town North Village Water System* Lubbock 335 11.8 12.6 3/12/2003 

Birome Water Supply Corp. Hill 1,523 11.7 11.7 2/18/2003 

R M S Water Supply Corp. McLennan (see note) 11.5 12.7 12/6/2007 

Valley Estates Lubbock 70 11.4 11.2 3/18/2004 

Gardendale Mobile Home Park  Ector 50 11.3 11.2 11/11/2008 

City of Opdyke West* Hockley 273 11.3 12.4 2/5/2004 

Whorton Mobile Home Park* Lubbock 60 11.3 16.0 3/28/2005 

Refugio County Water Control & 

Improvement Dist. 1 

Refugio 479 11.3 10.7 12/18/2003 

Village of Surfside Beach* Brazoria 3,477 11.1 11.9 6/30/2003 

Tempe Water Supply Corp. 1 Polk 2,112 11.1 13.6 8/20/2003 

M S Water Supply Corp.* McLennan 744 10.8 11.0 5/8/2003 

Twin Oaks Mobile Home Park*  Midland 234 10.8 13.1 2/11/2004 

Redford Water Supply Presidio 156 10.8 10.7 8/2/2004 

City of Liverpool* Brazoria 619 10.7 11.5 10/16/2003 

Jim Wells County Fresh Water Supply 

Dist. 1 

Jim Wells 1,902 10.7 10.2 9/9/2003 

Sherwood Estates Mfg. Townhome Midland 150 10.6 12.8 2/11/2004 

Cox Addition Water System*  Lubbock 126 10.5 11.3 11/24/2003 

Iwanda Mobile Home Park Orange 38 10.5 10.4 6/21/2004 

City of Morton Cochran 2,025 10.4 11.0 6/3/2002 

Hackberry Creek Subdivision Chambers 165 10.1 33.9 7/19/2004 

Notes: Systems marked with * have consistently exceeded 10 ppb for at least a decade (2005-2016), based on 

annual averages and available data. The communities are listed in order of their 2014-2015 arsenic concentrations. 

See the attached spreadsheet for annual averages and a sortable version of this table. “Long-term” averages refer 

to the average since the sampling start date. Some data gaps exist due to infrequent sampling. R M S Water Supply 

Corp. does not directly serve a community. Rather, it sells water to the City of Riesel and M S Water Supply 

Corp. Click on the name of system to visit Texas Drinking Water Watch.   

 

 

http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1614&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0750014%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1614&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0750014%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=6580&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX2510002%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=5170&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1810034%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1428&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0660002%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=5382&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1870093%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1511&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0710019%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=1511&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0710019%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=5432&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1890011%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=415&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0200011%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4408&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1520094%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=3582&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1090017%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4545&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1550136%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4436&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1520198%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=9074&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0680148%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=3622&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1100030%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4420&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1520149%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=5494&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1960004%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=5494&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1960004%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=428&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0200037%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=5387&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1870105%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4509&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1550037%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4675&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1650057%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=5433&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1890012%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=603&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0200555%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=3885&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1250030%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=3885&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1250030%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4668&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1650022%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=4411&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1520106%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=5176&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX1810061%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=981&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0400001%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
http://dww2.tceq.texas.gov/DWW/JSP/WaterSystemDetail.jsp?tinwsys_is_number=929&tinwsys_st_code=TX&wsnumber=TX0360100%20%20%20&DWWState=TX
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Texas Communities with Tainted Water 

The 65 Texas water systems with excessive levels of arsenic are mostly in small towns or 

rural areas clustered in West Texas and near the Gulf Coast. (See Map 1, below). Some of 
these systems serve mobile home parks that house low-income residents. Together, these 65 

public systems with arsenic-tainted water serve more than 82,000 people.6 About 51,000 
residents in 34 communities have been exposed to contaminated drinking water for at least a 
decade, many at levels several times higher than the arsenic limit. (Table 1). At least 30,000 

of these residents were likely exposed to concentrations of arsenic at levels at least twice the 
federal standard in 2014 and 2015, according to state data.7 (Table 2). 

Table 2. Summary of Texas Water Systems Supplying Water 

Containing Over 10 ppb Arsenic 
 

Average Concentration Range 

(2014-2015) 

Number of Community Water 

Systems 

Population 

Served 

Greater than 50 ppb 2 5,658 

30-50 ppb 3 3,989 

20-30 ppb 9 21,211 

10-20 ppb 51 51,348 

Total 65 82,206 

 

These communities rely on groundwater, and the arsenic in their water often comes from 

natural sources underground, according to TCEQ. Arsenic is a chemical element and 
carcinogen that exists in some rocks and dirt, and it has been used in a variety of industrial 

products, including pesticides, paint, and wood preservatives.8 It is also a well-known 
poison at high doses. According to EPA, arsenic can build up inside iron pipes and storage 
tanks and then be released in dangerous amounts when there is a change in flow rates or 

water chemistry. 9 This can be hard to detect, however, because there are no federal 
requirements for monitoring water quality within distribution systems. 10 

The highest average arsenic levels in Texas were in Bruni, Texas, about 42 miles east of 
Laredo. There, the Bruni Rural Water Supply Corporation has supplied 648 people with 

water containing arsenic at levels nearly eight times the federal standard over the past two 
years, according to state data.11   

Because many smaller water systems test for arsenic less than once every three years, some 

consumers have no way of knowing when they might be drinking toxic water. Texas 
regulations require systems that use groundwater to sample for arsenic every three years. If 
results show levels in excess of the legal limit, they have to sample quarterly until levels are 

consistently below the federal standard of 10 ppb.12 But not all systems comply with these 
requirements. For example, in West Texas, Deys RV and Mobile Park in Andrews County 

last tested for arsenic in 2013 and detected concentrations of 12.3 ppb. The system has not 
sampled for arsenic since, according to data available from the state, but appears to be active 

and supplying water to 296 people. 
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Map 1. Average Arsenic Concentrations in Community Public 
Water Supplies, 2014-2015  
 

 

 

Residents who rely on private water wells in the same areas may also be exposed to arsenic 

in their drinking water. Map 2 (below) shows domestic and irrigation groundwater wells 
that have detected dissolved arsenic concentrations over 10 pbb since 1985, according to 

sampling data from the Texas Water Development Board.13 Private wells, unlike public 
water systems, are not protected by the federal Safe Drinking Water Act. 
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Map 2. Dissolved arsenic detected in private domestic and 
irrigation water supply wells at levels over 10 ppb 14  

 

The Health Effects of Arsenic 

Arsenic is known to cause cancers of the lung, kidney, bladder, skin, and other organs; and 

any level of exposure carries some risk.15 According to EPA, the risk of developing cancer 
after drinking water containing 10 ppb arsenic over a lifetime is 1 in 2,000.16 This level of 

risk is almost never ‘acceptable’ from a regulatory perspective. The agency usually tries to 
limit lifetime cancer risk to no more than 1 in 10,000, at most. EPA’s risk estimate assumes 

that the cancer risk is linear, meaning if water contains 20 ppb arsenic, those who drink it 
over a long period of time have a 1 in 1,000 chance of developing cancer. People exposed 
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over shorter periods of time have lower risks, but exposure during childhood may have a 
greater impact than exposure during adulthood.17 

And those risk calculations reflected the old thinking. New evidence suggests that the cancer 

risk may be much higher. EPA is currently revising its assessment of cancer risks from 
arsenic to incorporate more recent science. A 2010 draft of the assessment indicated that the 
risk of getting cancer from drinking water containing 10 ppb of arsenic is closer to 1 in 136, 

more than 17 times higher than current assumptions.18  

In adition to causing cancer, arsenic is also a neurotoxin that can harm developing brains at 
levels at or below the allowable limit.19 One recent study in Maine, for example, found 

significant reductions in IQ and other problems in children exposed to arsenic 
concentrations of 5 to 10 ppb.20  Specifically, children in homes with more than 5 ppb 
arsenic in the tap water tested roughly 6 points lower on a full-scale IQ test.21 What is clear 

is that the ‘safe’ level or arsenic is much lower than 10 ppb, and anything above 10  is clearly 
unsafe. 

The history of EPA’s arsenic rule reflects the continuing evolution of scientific knowledge 
about the harms that even low levels of the element can cause.  Back in 1996, Congress 

amended the Safe Drinking Water Act and directed EPA to establish new limits for arsenic 
to replace the old standard of 50 ppb.22  Based on the best available research, EPA proposed 

a limit of 5 ppb in 2000. The agency then revised its proposal, based in part on cost 
considerations, and finalized a new arsenic standard of 10 ppb in 2001.  The EPA 

Administrator at the time, Christine Todd Whitman, explained that "the 10 ppb protects 
public health based on the best available science and ensures that the cost of the standard is 

achievable."23  The new regulations required that public water systems across the U.S. meet 
the new standard by January 23, 2006.24 The law allowed states to grant exemptions until 
January 23, 2015, for some small community water systems that had trouble complying.25 

 

Public Notices Fail to Protect Public Health 

More than a decade after EPA and Texas were supposed to start enforcing the new arsenic 

standard, and despite the health problems that arsenic can cause, public awareness of the 
risks associated with arsenic remains murky. Public water systems are required to comply 

with public notice and reporting requirements established by the Safe Drinking Water Act 
and Texas regulations. These requirements exist to ensure that consumers know what is in 
their water and if they should take precautions. Unfortunately, the citizens of Texas 

routinely receive mixed messages in these notices, if they receive them at all.  

Each year, community water systems are required to publish and distribute to customers a 
Consumer Confidence Report that summarizes water sampling results from the previous 
year, highlights any violations, and lists what is being done to correct the problem. The Safe 

Drinking Water Act also requires community water supplies to issue public notices when 
water quality tests reveal that water has arsenic over 10 ppb.  
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Sometimes community water suppliers fail to inform consumers that their water is 
contaminated. For example, some residents of a mobile home community on the Gulf 

Coast, Cindy Park in Nueces County, Texas, were unaware of the arsenic in their water for 
several years, until they found out in 2011.26 Water from this community system exceeded 

10 ppb arsenic for at least 6 years before this date, according to sampling results from the 
TCEQ.  Other systems, like those serving Lubbuck County’s Whorton Mobile Home Park, 

Hidden Tree Ranch, and Pecan Grove Mobile Home Park; the City of Andrews, in west 
Texas; and the community of Bruni, east of Laredo, have been issued violations related to 
public notice and reporting over the past two years, according to TCEQ’s online records.27 

In addition to annual reports that document drinking water quality, water systems are 

required to issue and post public notices when water has arsenic over 10 ppb, generally on a 
quarterly basis. Both EPA and TCEQ require local utilities or communities to include the 

following statement about the risks posed by arsenic: “Some people who drink water 

containing arsenic in excess of the MCL (10 parts per billion) over many years could 
experience skin damage or problems with their circulatory system, and may have an 

increased risk of getting cancer.”28 This statement fails to advise consumers about risks to 
sensitive populations, such as children, who are more susceptible to the impacts of arsenic 

exposure. For the sake of contrast, here is how the state of Michigan explains the risks 
associated with arsenic: 

The way arsenic affects our bodies is not fully understood. Long-term exposure to low 
levels of inorganic arsenic in drinking water is known to cause human health problems 
including: cancer, thickening and discoloration of the skin, problems with blood vessels, 

high blood pressure, heart disease, nerve effects including numbness and/or pain, and 
interference with some important cell functions. Short-term exposure to very high levels 
of arsenic may cause stomach pain, nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, headaches, weakness, 
and even death; but, groundwater in Michigan has not been shown to have this high a 
level of arsenic. There is some evidence that suggests that long-term exposure to low 

levels (≥0.005 milligrams/liter (mg/L)) of arsenic from drinking water may result in 

lower IQ scores in children. 29 

Is Water Contaminated with Arsenic Safe to Drink? 

Regardless of how specific risks are explained, consumers most want to know whether it is 
safe to keep using water that is contaminated with arsenic. The EPA allows states to decide 

whether or not to advise residents to find alternative sources of drinking water when the 

local water supply violates the limit in the Safe Drinking Water Act. In contrast to other 
states, Texas requires public notices from water systems to include the phrases “this is not 

an emergency,” and “you do not need to use an alternative water supply.”30  Perhaps that 
language makes sense when an arsenic violation is rare and does not recur. But it should be 

unacceptable for systems that have violated the health-based standard for arsenic for a long 
period of time. After years of drinking water that contains over 10 ppb of arsenic, consumers 

should be advised to use another water supply due to the long-term risks of exposure to the 
toxin, especially when children may be exposed.  
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Other states and public health experts are more straightforward with their advice about 
drinking water containing over 10 ppb of arsenic, at least for private well owners. Private 

well water is not regulated under the Safe Drinking Water Act,31 unlike water in public 
drinking water systems. Regardless of the source of drinking water—a private well or a 

public supply—the health risks associated with arsenic are the same. Table 3 higlights some 
of the language used by other states and the U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services. 

Table 3. Advice to Private Well Owners About Arsenic 

in Drinking Water 

Agency Advice to private well owners 

U.S. Department of Health 

and Human Services 

(ATSDR) 

“Residents should install a treatment system that effectively 

removes arsenic, find an alternative source of drinking water, or 

use bottled water for drinking and cooking if their home drinking 

water comes from wells in which the arsenic level exceeds 10 µg/L 

(ppb).”32 

Michigan Department of 

Environmental Quality 

“If the arsenic in your water exceeds 0.010 mg/L (10 ppb), the DEQ 

recommends that you do not use your well water for drinking or 

cooking.”33 

Florida Department of 

Health 

“Levels of arsenic less than the drinking water standard are not 

likely to cause illness. Drinking water with levels slightly above the 

standard for a short time period does not significantly increase the 

risk of illness. However, because health risks increase as the levels 

of a chemical (or how long a person drinks it) increases, it is best to 

drink water that meets standards.”34 

Wisconsin Department of 

Natural Resources & 

Department of Health 

Services 

“If  your arsenic level is more than 10 ppb, the Wisconsin 

Department of Health Services recommends that you stop using 

your water for drinking or food preparation.”35 

Washington State 

Department of Health 

“We recommend that water used for drinking or food preparation 

contain no more than 10 ppb arsenic. While reducing arsenic below 

10 ppb can lower your chance of developing health effects, it is not 

low enough to completely eliminate that risk. If your water contains 

between 10 ppb and 50 ppb arsenic, your chance of developing 

health problems increases. We recommend you not drink water 

containing these levels or use it for food preparaƟon over the long 

term. In either case, you will need to balance the health risks, costs, 

and convenience when deciding whether or not to conƟnue to use 

your water supply. If your water contains more than 50 ppb 

arsenic, we recommend you stop using it immediately for drinking 

and food preparaton.”36 

Maine Department of Health 

and Human Services 

“If your result is between 10 and 50 ug/L (ppb) or 0.01 and 0.05 

mg/L  

• Don't drink your water or use it to make drinks like coffee, tea, 

juice, or infant formula.  

• You can use your water to cook and other uses.  

If your result is above 50 ug/L (ppb) or 0.05 mg/L 
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Agency Advice to private well owners 

• Don't drink your water or use it to make drinks like coffee, tea, 

juice, or infant formula.  

• Don't use your water to make soups and stews, or to cook dried 

foods such as rice, beans, oatmeal and pasta. These foods absorb a 

lot of water during cooking.  

• You can use your water for other uses such as brushing teeth, 

bathing, washing dishes, and watering the garden… 

In most cases, you can protect yourself if you stop drinking water 

with too much arsenic in it.”37 

Minnesota Department of 

Health 

“Based on the MCL for public water systems, the Minnesota 

Department of Health (MDH) recommends that water containing 

more than 10 micrograms per liter of arsenic (10 ppb) not be 

consumed over the long term.”38 

 

Removing Arsenic from Drinking Water 

In Texas, plans to modify public water treatment systems must be approved by the TCEQ. 
Sometimes the first option for small water systems is to dilute contaminated water by 

blending it with uncontaminated water, assuming a cleaner water supply is available. Water 
systems can also build treatment systems to remove arsenic. These systems can employ a 

range of technologies including filtration and precipitation, adsorption media like ferric 
oxide and activated alumina, ion exchange, and reverse osmosis.39  Some methods to 
remove arsenic can also effectively remove other contaminants, like iron and dissolved 

solids. Treatment is not guaranteed to reduce arsenic to levels below 10 ppb, and costs must 
be considered, especially for small community water systems with limited financial 

resources.  

In-home water treatment is another alternative, and is often recommended for people who 
rely on private groundwater wells. Public water supplies can also provide these treatment 
systems to individual homes instead of, or in addition to, system-wide treatment. Some in-

home treatment options include iron oxide filter systems, reverse osmosis, and anion 
exchange.40 Each of these can be scaled to treat all water entering a home or at specific 

points within a home. However, people relying solely on in-home treatment systems should 
get their tap water tested to ensure that the systems are reducing arsenic and other 

contaminants to safe levels. Residents should also be careful to use only the treated water 

for drinking and cooking. Boiling water will not remove arsenic. 

Many small community water systems have taken or are currently taking steps to clean up 
their water and protect consumers. Some have gone as far as closing down and evicting 

long-time tenants of properties with contaminated water, as the Greenwood Mobile Home 
Park in Midland County did in 2014.41 The City of Andrews, near Odessa in West Texas, 
received a $380,000 grant from EPA in 2012 to build a new water filtration plant, and city  

officials said the project was finally completed in December 2015.42 The City of Smyer in 
West Texas provides treated water to citizens from a tap at City Hall, according to its 

website.43 Some towns, like the City of Opdyke West, also in West Texas, and Birome, 
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south of Dallas, have received funding to construct treatment systems from the Texas Water 
Development Board, which offers money for improving water supplies.  

Building filtration or alternative water supply systems can be difficult because government 

funding is often scarce and hard to secure in Texas and elsewhere.  Many of these 
communities in Texas with contaminated water are in remote locations, and connecting to  
cleaner water supplies maintained by larger cities or counties can be expensive.  

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The water contamination crisis in Flint, Michigan, threw a national spotlight on problems 
with drinking water systems that extend far beyond one state and that are more profound 
than just pipes.  A central failure in Flint was that the state government had information 
about contamination of drinking water, but did not warn the public.  In Texas, the pollutant 
of greatest concern in the 65 communites discussed in this report is different – arsenic, 
instead of lead -- and the source of the problem is different.  In Texas, the arsenic is 
naturally occurring; while in Michigan, the catastrophe was man-made, with the state and 
city trying to save money by switching to a source of water, the Flint River, that corroded 
the plumbing, releasing high levels of lead from pipes and solder. 

But in both Michigan and Texas, the state governments compounded the water 
contamination problems – and allowed people’s exposure to damaging toxins to continue -- 
by not communicating clearly with consumers. 

Deciding how best to explain health risks to the public is admittedly a challenging task.  But 
there is enough evidence to reach the following conclusions: 

1) Texas should update the language in its public notices so consumers clearly know 
when to safeguard their health by avoiding contaminated drinking water. Citizens 
should be told to find alternative drinking water sources, especially when children 
may be exposed and when arsenic contamination has persisted for a long period of 
time.  

2) EPA is currently conducting a new review of arsenic toxicity, and it should conclude 

that work and revise its mandatory language for public notice of arsenic violations. 
This mandatory language should include a statement about the potential health risks 

of childhood exposure.  
 

3) Public notices should inform consumers of options for treating contaminated water 

at home, e.g., through filter systems that have proven to be effective.  Conversely, the 
public should be told what doesn’t work. For example, while Texas advisories warn 

that boiling water won’t reduce nitrate concentrations, it includes no such warning 
for arsenic, which also cannot be boiled away. 
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4) Both EPA and Texas should provide more financial and technical assistance to local 
governments and utilities to help them fix long-standing drinking water violations in 

rural and disadvantaged communities.  

The short-term costs of building municipal water treatment systems can be significant, but 
they are dwarfed by the long-term costs of higher cancer risks and brain damage. More 
broadly, our whole system pays a high price when silence or double-talk corrodes the basic 

faith of citizens in their government. 
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Methods 

The Environmental Integrity Project analyzed drinking water sampling data from the Texas 

Commission on Environmental Quality’s (TCEQ) Drinking Water Watch Database. Our 
analysis is limited to community public water supply systems that, over the past two years, 

have supplied consumers with water with a two-year average arsenic concentration 
exceeding 10 ppb.  

Some of these systems sampled at more than one entry point. Due to a lack of information 
about volumes entering distribution systems from each entry point, and information about 

which entry points serve particular neighborhoods, the amount of arsenic in drinking water 
received at any particular home faucet may be uncertain, especially if one entry point 

sample did not exceed 10 ppb while samples from other entry points did. Sampling results 
from entry points do not capture arsenic added or removed from a distribution system due 
to scaling in iron pipes or water tanks.  

We calculated the average arsenic concentration from 2014 and 2015, the long-term average 

concentration based on the available data, and the annual average concentrations for each 
system. This analysis does not identify all community public water systems that are 
currently violating the drinking water standard for arsenic; rather, it identifies systems that 

have supplied arsenic-contaminated drinking water to communities over longer periods of 
time.  
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APPENDIX A: Texas’ Mandatory Language for Public Notices about 

Arsenic Violations 

The following is the language that Texas requires local water ulities to send to customers 
when their drinking water violates standards for arsenic in the Safe Drinking Water Act.44 

 

 

 

 

 

Notice of Drinking Water Arsenic Violation 

Mandatory Public Notification Language 

The Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ) has notified the (2) 

PUBLIC WATER SYSTEM NAME water system that the drinking water being 

supplied to customers had exceeded the Maximum Contaminant Level (MCL) for 

ARSENIC. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (U.S. EPA) has established the 

MCL for ARSENIC at 0.010 mg/L, and has determined that it is a health concern at 

levels above the MCL. Analysis of drinking water in your community for ARSENIC 

indicates a level of (3) ANALYSIS RESULT mg/L. This violation occurred (4) TIME 

PERIOD OF VIOLATION 

This is not an emergency. However, some people who drink water containing arsenic in 

excess of the MCL over many years could experience skin damage or problems with 
their circulatory system, and may have an increased risk of getting cancer. You do not 

need to use an alternative water supply. However, if you have health concerns, you may 
want to talk to your doctor to get more information about how this may affect you. 

Steps to Correct the Problem: 

(5)_______________________________________________________________________ 

Please share this information with all the other people who drink this water, especially 
those who may not have received this notice directly (for example, people in apartments, 
nursing homes, schools, and businesses). You can do this by posting this notice in a 

public place or distributing copies by hand or mail.  

Contact Information:  

(6) PWS WATER REPRESENTATIVE NAME AND PHONE NUMBER 
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