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[bookmark: _Toc233194493][bookmark: _Toc234582723]Purpose
This guidance provides information to assist water suppliers to comply with the Safe Drinking Water Act 2003 (the Act) and Safe Drinking Water Regulations 2025 (the Regulations) in relation to drinking water quality standards and related requirements.
Section 17(1) of the Act requires a water supplier to ensure that all drinking water supplied to another person complies with the drinking water quality standards specified in the Regulations. Part 4 of the Regulations prescribes the drinking water quality standards for the purposes of section 17(1) of the Act, and requirements for the frequency of collecting, and the analysis of, drinking water samples, and for giving a written summary of analysis results to the Secretary. Part 4 also enables the Secretary to determine the frequency for collecting drinking water samples.
This guidance should be read in conjunction with the Act and the Regulations.
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Regulation 16 prescribes drinking water quality standards, which include the health-based drinking water quality standards and the aesthetic drinking water quality standards. 
Health-based drinking water quality standards in regulation 16(2) refer to Escherichia coli (E. coli), chemical or physical characteristics specified in Table 10.6 of the Australian Drinking Water Guidelines (ADWG), and microbial, chemical or physical characteristics other than E. coli or those specified in Table 10.6 of the ADWG that may pose a risk to human health. The health-based drinking water quality standards apply from 6 July 2025.
Aesthetic drinking water quality standards in regulations 16(3) and 16(4) include turbidity, which applies from 6 July 2025. Aesthetic standards for a chemical or physical characteristic specified in Schedule 2 apply from 6 January 2028; further guidance related to these aesthetic standards will be provided in due course.
Under regulation 17, a water supplier must collect samples of drinking water from each location specified in its water sampling program at least as often as the frequency specified in that program, or, where a determination under regulation 18 applies, at least as often as the frequency specified in that determination. The Secretary may make a regulation 18 determination specifying the frequency at which samples of drinking water must be collected for a particular sample characteristic in a water sampling area. For more information about water sampling areas, see Guidance – water sampling areas <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes>.
The water sampling program supports monitoring of compliance with the drinking water quality standards. Under regulation 14(1), a water supplier must develop a program for collecting and analysing water samples from drinking water and regulated water supplied by the water supplier to the public. 
The water sampling program must specify the sampling locations, collection frequencies, characteristics to be tested and testing frequencies. See Guidance – water sampling program <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes> for more information.
Under regulation 19, a water supplier must ensure that each sample of drinking water collected from each location specified in its water sampling program is analysed by an accredited testing organisation for each characteristic specified in the water sampling program and at the testing frequency specified in the water sampling program.
Accredited testing organisation, defined in the Regulations, means an organisation that holds accreditation from the National Association of Testing Authorities Australia (NATA) in relation to testing potable water for characteristics specified in a water supplier’s water sampling program. 
Under regulation 20, a water supplier must give a written summary of results to the Secretary within 10 days of receiving analysis results that indicate that:
a) A sample characteristic of the water contravenes a drinking water quality standard; or 
b) In the reasonable opinion of the water supplier, the level of a characteristic measured in the water may pose a risk to public health or result in widespread public complaint. 
Regulation 20 also includes further requirements for written summaries of certain analysis results relating to aesthetic characteristics. These requirements are addressed later in this guidance.
[bookmark: _Toc233194495][bookmark: _Toc234582725]Drinking water quality standards overview
Drinking water quality standards are prescribed under regulation 16 for the purposes of section 17(1) of the Act, and water suppliers must ensure that all drinking water supplied to another person complies with these standards.
The drinking water quality standards set requirements for the quality of drinking water that must be met to protect human health and support the aesthetic quality of drinking water. The standards are structured around two key categories: health-based drinking water quality standards and aesthetic drinking water quality standards.
These standards form a core part of the broader risk management framework for managing drinking water quality from catchment to tap. The standards cover microbial, chemical and physical characteristics and provide benchmarks for assessing the safety and aesthetic acceptability of drinking water supplied.
Where drinking water does not comply, or is not likely to comply, with the drinking water quality standards, the Act requires water suppliers to notify the Secretary under section 18.
A water supplier may apply to the Minister for Health to be exempted from compliance with a drinking water quality standard prescribed under regulation 16, for the purposes of section 20 of the Act. 
	Section 18: Notification required for actual or likely non-compliant drinking water
Section 17(1) of the Act requires water suppliers to ensure that all drinking water supplied complies with the quality standards specified in the Regulations. Regulation 16 outlines the drinking water quality standards for the purposes of section 17. Under section 18, a water supplier must notify the Secretary in writing if it becomes aware that the drinking water it is supplying to another person does not comply, or is not likely to comply, with any relevant water quality standard and must do so within 10 days after it becomes aware of the non-compliance or likely non-compliance. 
For more information on section 18, refer to Guidance – notification and reporting requirements <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes>.


[bookmark: _Toc233194496][bookmark: _Toc234582726]Overview of health-based standards
The health-based drinking water quality standards in the Regulations comprise the standard for E. coli in regulation 16(2)(a), the health-based guideline values in Table 10.6 of the ADWG (see regulation 16(2)(b)), and the broader risk-based standard specified in regulation 16(2)(c). The E. coli standard is consistent with the ADWG guideline that E. coli should not be detected in any 100 mL sample of drinking water. The broader risk-based standard applies to other microbial, chemical or physical characteristics not otherwise covered by regulation 16(2)(a) or (b), where the amount of the characteristic would pose a risk to human health, whether on its own or in combination with other characteristics.
[bookmark: _Toc233194497][bookmark: _Toc234582727]Overview of aesthetic standards
The aesthetic drinking water quality standards in the Regulations comprise turbidity (see regulation 16(3)), which applies from 6 July 2025, and other aesthetic standards for pH (see regulation 16(4)(a)), dissolved oxygen (see regulation 16(4)(b)) and a chemical or physical characteristic specified in Schedule 2 (see regulation 16(4)(c)) that come into effect from 6 January 2028; further guidance related to these aesthetic standards with delayed commencement will be provided in due course.
[bookmark: _Toc233194498][bookmark: _Toc234582728]Health-based drinking water quality standards
[bookmark: _Toc233194499][bookmark: _Toc234582729]Escherichia coli – regulation 16(2)(a)
The drinking water quality standard under regulation 16(2)(a) is that the drinking water does not contain E. coli.
E. coli is an indicator of faecal contamination, and any detection of E. coli in a drinking water sample indicates that there may be a risk to human health. For the purposes of this guidance, every E. coli detection in a sample of drinking water should be treated as giving rise to reasonable grounds to believe or suspect known or suspected contamination for the purposes of section 22 of the Act, and must be reported to the Secretary immediately.
	Section 22: Officer to report known or suspected contamination
Under section 22 of the Act, an officer of a water supplier, water storage manager or council must immediately report to the Secretary where they believe or suspect, on reasonable grounds, that drinking water supplied, or to be supplied, may:
(a) be the cause of illness; or
(b) be the means by which illness is being, has been or will be transmitted; or
(c) contain any pathogen, substance, chemical or blue-green algae toxin, whether alone or in combination, at levels that may pose a risk to human health; or
(d) cause widespread public complaint.
For more information on section 22, refer to Guidance – notification and reporting requirements <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes>.
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The ADWG state that water suppliers should take all reasonable actions to meet the guideline for E. coli, which is that E. coli should not be detected in a minimum 100 mL sample of drinking water. 
A source of faecal contamination may not always be immediately identifiable. Nevertheless, if a drinking water sample is found to contain E. coli, the response to each detection should be rigorous and informed by the approach set out in the ADWG:
Actions should be taken urgently to identify and rectify any barrier breaches and ensure that all the barriers are working continually and the system is safe. This should include checking disinfectant residuals. 
Further samples should be collected to confirm the presence of E. coli and determine possible sources and distribution. This should include a repeat sample from the point where the non-compliant sample was collected and, as appropriate, an upstream sample (e.g., a service reservoir or system entry point) and a downstream or adjacent sample (e.g., a nearby sampling location). 
An investigation should be initiated immediately to identify the underlying cause(s) of any barrier breaches or unexplained results and put in place corrective actions to prevent future faecal contamination and detection of E. coli. 
Further sampling should be undertaken to verify that the corrective actions have been effective. 
All actions taken in relation to the detection should be documented. 
If any of the repeat samples returns a positive result for E. coli, the response needs to be escalated. Depending on the circumstances, the escalation may involve:
· Additional water treatment, including increased disinfection and spot dosing with chlorine
· Provision of an alternative water supply
· Issuing of a boil-water advisory. 
Additional, more widespread monitoring of the supply system should also be undertaken to determine the extent of contamination.
If E. coli is detected in a drinking water sample collected as part of the water supplier’s water sampling program developed for the purposes of its RMP, a section 18 notification is also required within 10 days of becoming aware of the non-compliance with the relevant water quality standard. A written summary of relevant analysis results must also be provided to the Secretary within 10 days after the water supplier receives those results, in accordance with regulation 20.
[bookmark: _Toc233194501][bookmark: _Toc234582731]Drinking water that exceeds ADWG health-based guideline values – regulation 16(2)(b)
Regulation 16(2)(b) requires that drinking water does not exceed the health-based guideline values for characteristics specified in Table 10.6 of the ADWG. Water suppliers should ensure they have the most up-to-date version of the ADWG to enable analysis results to be assessed against current health-based guideline values specified in Table 10.6, where relevant. 
Most chemical health-based guideline values in Table 10.6 of the ADWG are based on concentrations of characteristics which is the amount of a chemical in drinking water that a person can consume on a daily basis over a lifetime without any appreciable risk to health. For more information on how these values are developed and applied, refer to the ADWG. 
An exceedance of a health-based guideline value specified in Table 10.6 of the ADWG means the drinking water quality standard in regulation 16(2)(b) has not been met. ADWG sections 9.12 and 10.2.2 provide relevant technical guidance for assessing short-term exceedances and responding to monitoring results. These sections may assist in assessing the public health significance of the exceedance and the appropriate operational response, but do not alter notification or reporting obligations under the Act and Regulations.
If analysis results indicate that a drinking water sample exceeds the relevant health-based guideline value specified in Table 10.6 of the ADWG, a section 18 notification is required within 10 days of the water supplier becoming aware of the non-compliance. A written summary of the relevant analysis results must also be given to the Secretary within 10 days after the water supplier receives those results, in accordance with regulation 20. If the result constitutes known or suspected contamination for the purposes of section 22, the matter must be reported to the Secretary immediately. 
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Regulation 16(2)(c) requires that drinking water supplied does not contain any microbial, chemical or physical characteristic not referred to in regulations 16(2)(a) or (b) at an amount that would pose a risk to human health, whether that risk arises from the characteristic alone or in combination with any other characteristics. 
If analysis results indicate that drinking water contains any such characteristic at a level that would pose a risk to human health, a section 18 notification is required within 10 days of the water supplier becoming aware of the non-compliance with the drinking water quality standard. A written summary of the relevant analysis results must also be given to the Secretary within 10 days after the water supplier receives those results, in accordance with regulation 20. If the result constitutes known or suspected contamination for the purposes of section 22, it must be reported to the Secretary immediately.
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Regulation 16(3) specifies that for all samples of drinking water collected from a water sampling area during a period of 12 months and tested for turbidity levels, the 95th percentile of results must not exceed 5 nephelometric turbidity units (NTU). 
Turbidity is a measure of the cloudiness of water and can be used as an indicator of issues in the distribution system. Elevated turbidity can also affect the aesthetic acceptability of drinking water, and turbid or discoloured water may cause customer concerns regarding drinking water safety, which may lead to widespread public complaint.
The turbidity drinking water quality standard supports the assessment of the aesthetic quality of drinking water supplied. Following treatment of surface water, turbidity trend data can become significantly skewed with the majority of observations being very low. Occasional high readings do occur and can indicate filtration or treatment problems, high flows in pipework, pipe failures, new works, or flushing and maintenance activities. 
An officer of a water supplier must report to the Secretary under section 22 of the Act where they believe or suspect, on reasonable grounds, that a turbidity event means drinking water supplied, or to be supplied, may pose a risk to human health or may cause widespread public complaint. More information can be found in Guidance - notification and reporting requirements <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes>.
[bookmark: _Toc233194505]Calculation of the turbidity percentiles 
Statistical measures, such as percentiles, provide a useful basis for the assessment of infrequent events. There are many methods for the calculation of percentiles from a set of observations. The method recommended by the department is the Weibull method (see Figure 1 below), which is adopted by the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST). This method provides a conservative approach to the percentile calculation, is supported by texts addressing water quality monitoring data and reflects the typical nature of observed turbidity data in drinking water systems.
Figure 1: Weibull percentile calculation method
Calculation of the rank of the required sample percentile of a sorted data set:
r = p(n+1), where:
r = rank of the required percentile
p = proportion corresponding to the required percentile
n = number of data points (minimum of 19)
(McBride G, Using Statistical Methods for Water Quality Management, 2005, pg180)
 
Excel function consistent with NIST method:
=PERCENTILE.EXC (array,k), where:
Array = the set of turbidity observations
k = proportion corresponding to the required percentile (use 0.95 for the 95th percentile)
[bookmark: _Toc233194506][bookmark: _Toc234582735]pH, dissolved oxygen and chemical or physical characteristics specified in Schedule 2 – regulation 16(4)
Guidance relevant to these aesthetic standards, which come into effect from 6 January 2028, will be provided in due course.
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This section provides guidance on calculation and interpretation issues that apply to drinking water quality standards where compliance is determined by measured results and calculated values.
ADWG 2011 Information Sheet 3.3 Statistics - Statistical principles can be considered for designing and interpreting water quality monitoring programs. The adopted method that a water agency utilises should be detailed. 
Drinking water quality testing for E.coli is based on detection and does not apply to any calculation or interpretation guidance. E. coli should not be detected in any 100 mL sample of drinking water.
[bookmark: _Toc233194508]Limit of detection and rounding
Information related to limit of detection and rounding rules is provided to assist with drinking water quality standards compliance. 
For results less than the limit of detection, it is recommended that detection limit values be replaced by L/2 (where L is the limit of detection) as a conservative approach (ADWG 2011, Information Sheet 3.3 Statistics – Statistical principles information sheet). Other more conservative methods, such as adopting the detection limit without the less-than qualifier, are also permissible. The method adopted by the water supplier should be detailed.
For rounding rules, rounding of calculated values can lead to confusion if the extent of rounding increases or decreases the significance of the values. Calculations (such as arithmetic averages) should be completed with the original data values prior to any rounding. The calculated value should ideally not have more than the lowest number of significant figures from the data set. A calculated value should not be afforded more than 1 order of significance greater than that of the original result. Rounding is not a valid method to determine compliance with drinking water quality standards or other health guideline values (ISO80000-1:2009). Where greater accuracy in sample results is required, this should be addressed with the analysing laboratory to increase the accuracy or improve the level of detection.
[bookmark: _Toc233194509][bookmark: _Toc234582737]Frequency, analysis and reporting
[bookmark: _Toc233194510][bookmark: _Toc234582738]Frequency of collecting drinking water samples – regulation 17
Regulation 17 requires water suppliers to collect samples of drinking water from each location in their water sampling program at least as frequently as:
· The frequency specified in a Secretary's determination under regulation 18, where one applies to that sample characteristic; and
· The frequency specified in the water sampling program in all other cases.
A water supplier may collect samples more frequently than the frequency specified in its water sampling program or in a regulation 18 determination, provided the applicable minimum frequency is met and any relevant analysis, reporting and RMP obligations are complied with.
Regulation 14(2)(b) sets minimum collection frequency requirements for four characteristics (see Table 1 below) that are also subject to drinking water quality standards and must be addressed in each water supplier’s water sampling program for each water sampling area. 
Further information on requirements for a water sampling program can be found in Guidance – Water Sampling Program <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes>. Failure to collect samples at least as often as the frequency specified in the water sampling program, or an applicable regulation 18 determination, is an offence under the Regulations and carries a penalty of 20 penalty units.

Table 1 – Minimum collection frequency for drinking water samples
	Characteristic
	Minimum collection frequency
	Drinking water quality standard

	Escherichia coli (E. coli)
	One sample per week
	The drinking water must not contain E. coli

	Total Trihalomethanes (TTHMs)
	One sample per month
	Per Table 10.6 in the ADWG: Less than or equal to 0.25 milligrams per litre of drinking water.

	Turbidity
	One sample per week
	The 95th percentile of results for samples in any 12-month period must be less than or equal to 5.0 NTU

	pH
	One sample per month
	The average pH in any 12-month period is at least 6.5 and must not exceed 9.2*

	*This standard comes into operation on 6 January 2028



[bookmark: _Toc233194511][bookmark: _Toc234582739]Secretary may determine frequency for collecting drinking water samples – regulation 18
The Secretary may, under regulation 18(1), make a determination that specifies the frequency at which samples of drinking water must be collected in a water sampling area for a specified sample characteristic. A determination may be made on application by a water supplier or on the Secretary’s own initiative. 
A determination made under regulation 18(1) must include the following:
a) The water supplier to which the determination applies; 
b) The water sampling area to which the determination applies; 
c) How frequently water samples are to be collected from the water sampling area;
d) The sample characteristic to which the determination applies; 
e) The period of the determination, including the date it commences. 
Under regulation 18(2)(a) a water supplier can make an application to the Secretary to vary the frequency for collecting drinking water samples using the application form (see Application to vary the frequency for collecting drinking water samples). An application may be made with reference to the minimum collection frequency requirements specified in regulation 14(2)(b).
In deciding whether to make a determination under regulation 18(1), the Secretary may have regard to factors specified in regulation 18(3), such as the number of people supplied from the water sampling area (including variation in that number), whether the proposed collection frequency would adequately represent the drinking water supplied from the water sampling area during the relevant period, the use of treatment chemicals, and any other relevant matters.
Regulation 18(5) specifies that a determination issued under regulation 18(1) must be published in the Government Gazette.
[bookmark: _Toc233194512][bookmark: _Toc234582740]Analysis of drinking water samples – regulation 19
Regulation 19 requires all samples of drinking water collected from each location specified in the water supplier’s water sampling program to be analysed by an accredited testing organisation for each characteristic specified in that program and at the testing frequency specified in that program. An accredited testing organisation means an organisation that holds accreditation from NATA in relation to testing potable water for characteristics specified in a water supplier’s water sampling program. 
NATA accreditation must cover the specific characteristics being tested under the water supplier's water sampling program.
Where field analysis (e.g., measurement of temperature or free chlorine residual) is relied on to satisfy regulation 19, the water supplier should ensure that the analysis is performed under an applicable NATA accreditation, whether the analysis is conducted directly or by a contractor engaged on the water supplier’s behalf.
Failure to comply with this regulation is an offence and carries a penalty of 20 penalty units.  
[bookmark: _Toc233194513][bookmark: _Toc234582741]Requirement to give analysis results to Secretary – regulation 20
Regulation 20 establishes obligations on water suppliers to report analysis results to the Secretary where those results indicate a contravention of a drinking water quality standard or, in the reasonable opinion of the water supplier, the level of a characteristic measured in the water may pose a risk to public health or may result in widespread public complaint.
The reporting requirements under regulation 20 may support an assessment of non-compliance or likely non-compliance with the drinking water quality standards that must be notified under section 18 of the Act, where section 18 applies. Analysis results reported under regulation 20 may also be relevant to matters reported under section 22 of the Act, such as widespread public complaint. Additional guidance relevant to making a report under regulation 20 and section 22, or a notification under section 18, can be found in Guidance – notification and reporting requirements <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes>.
Under regulation 20, within 10 days after a water supplier receives analysis results, it must give a written summary of the results to the Secretary if those results indicate that:
a) A sample characteristic of the water contravenes a drinking water quality standard; or 
b) In the reasonable opinion of the water supplier, the level of a characteristic measured in the water may pose a risk to public health or result in widespread public complaint.
Failure to comply with this requirement is an offence and carries a penalty of 20 penalty units.
Under regulation 20(2), the written summary of analysis results must specify:
a) The measurements of the sample characteristic or other parameter; and 
b) Previous measurements of the sample characteristic or other parameter; and 
c) Any related results of other samples from the water supplier that have been analysed by an accredited testing organisation; and 
d) The actions that the water supplier has taken, or proposes to take, in response to the contravention or risk.
Water suppliers can complete the Regulation 20 – Reporting sample analysis results form <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes> to make a report under regulation 20. 
[bookmark: _Toc233194514][bookmark: _Toc234582742]Further written summaries for aesthetic characteristics – regulation 20(3) and 20(4)
Guidance on the additional written summary requirements for certain aesthetic characteristics under regulation 20(3) and 20(4), which apply from 6 January 2028, will be provided in due course.

Public availability of monitoring results – section 23 of the Act
Section 23 of the Act requires a water supplier to make available for inspection by the public the results of any water quality monitoring program that it conducts on drinking water supplied by it within 7 days after those results are compiled. This requirement includes, but is not limited to, results from the water supplier’s water sampling program included, or referred to by, its RMP.
A water supplier must not publish information in purported compliance with section 23 that it knows is false or misleading in a material detail without including details of the defect in the information.
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· Application to vary the frequency for collecting drinking water samples
· Guidance – applying for exemptions to drinking water quality standards
· Guidance – water sampling program
· Guidance – notifications and reporting requirements
· NHMRC, NRMMC (2011) Australian Drinking Water Guidelines Paper 6, National Water Quality Management Strategy, National Health and Medical Research Council, National Resource Management Ministerial Council, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra.
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