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Why study well water? 
 
Water is one of life’s most important natural resources. In addition to washing, cooking, and 
bathing in the water that comes out of our taps, the average American directly drinks about a 
quart of water each day. In short, we are intimately connected with our water supply. We are just 
beginning to understand what is in our water from a biological perspective. As part of a 
comprehensive program to understand the microbiology of human environments (homes, office 
buildings, etc) nation-wide, our lab is working to identify the microbiology of drinking water in 
order to promote public health and well-being.  
 
Groundwater supplies on average about 18% of Colorado’s water, but we know very little about 
the microbiology of ground water. Certain parts of the state rely more heavily on groundwater: 
for example, nearly one-fourth of the water used in Weld County comes from ground water. A 
major goal of this study is to determine the microbiology of well water that comes from people’s 
taps. A great resource to learn more about CO groundwater is the Colorado Geologic Survey's 
GroundwaterAtlas. 
 

Colorado map showing amount of water used by county and the percent obtained from surface and 
ground water sources. Figure from Colorado Geologic Survey Ground Water Atlas. 
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How did this study begin? 
 
During a previous survey of drinking water from various cities and towns across North America, 
we determined that different microbes inhabit drinking water that comes from surface or ground 
water sources. This result is interesting from an ecological perspective. Our lab is currently 
surveying the microbes of municipal tap waters across the Front Range of Colorado. Well water 
sampling will allow us to compare the microbiology of water collected from the same 
communities. 
 
 
How will this study be carried out? 
 
Volunteer participation is essential for this project, as all samples are collected from local well 
owners all over the Front Range. Sampling is relatively simple and involves collecting tap water 
from well owners for basic chemical and microbiological analyses, at no cost to the owner. We will 
characterize the microbes using highly informative DNA sequencing methods. This information 

Map showing the South Platte river basin alluvial aquifers and the locations of wells. 
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can then be compared to the microbiota found in other well and municipal waters and we can 
relate the microbiota to our suite of chemical measurements. Volunteers will be provided with a 
report of our findings. 
 
 
Are the microbes in my drinking water safe? 
 
Almost surely yes! A typical liter of drinking water contains anywhere from 1-100 million bacteria. 
Drinking water standards are high and outbreaks of acute waterborne disease are rare. While 
much remains to be understood regarding the connection between the microbes in our drinking 
water and human health, previous surveys have found little cause for concern to the average 
person. 
 
 
Can I help? 
 
Absolutely! If you live along the Colorado Front Range and you use well water, please contact Lee 
Stanish at lee.stanish@colorado.edu and we would be happy to sample your well water at no cost. 
Or you can reach out to your community to get neighborhood well owners involved.  


