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ALERT 101
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What is a Water Quality Alert?
• A report generated by the SDWIS data system when a PWS:

• Reports a positive coliform detection

• Exceeds the MCL for DBPs, RADs, & IOCs

• Exceeds ½ the MCL for Nitrate

• Detects of VOCs or SOCs

• Exceeds the AL for L&C

• Reports a WQP excursion
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Types of Alerts
• Coliform (Total Coliform and E. coli)

• Lead & Copper

• LCR Excursion (i.e., WQP Minimum)

• DBPs

• RADs

• IOCs (e.g.: Arsenic, Nitrate, Fluoride, Sodium, etc.)

• VOCs

• SOCs
5
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Most Common Alerts

6

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

# 
of

 A
le

rts

2025 2024



7

What do I NEED to do when I get an Alert?
• Investigate all Alerts for regulated contaminants PE 50-4(b)(5).

• Acute MCL alerts (E. coli, Nitrate, Arsenic):
• Immediately consult w/ PWS operators.
• Ensure follow-up sampling, public notices, & corrective actions.
• Submit Contact Report within 2 business days.

• All other alerts:
• Promptly consult w/ PWS operators.
• Ensure follow-up sampling, public notices, & corrective actions.
• Submit Contact Report within 6 business days.

• Alert response is a performance measure via PE50-(18)(b).
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Responding to an Alert

Review & learn the alert yourself.

Then contact & notify the system. 
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Review the Alert Yourself
• Learn the context  =  prepare to assist. 

• System Info. – Type (CWS, NTNC, etc.) & source (GW/SW).

• Compliance Status – Recent system alerts, violations, & advisories.

• Alert Info. – contaminant, level reported, & sampling location.

• Contaminant Info. – Current monitoring schedule, MCL, public health 
impacts, & applicable regulations/rules. 

• Next Steps – Required sampling, PN requirements, corrective actions, & 
RTC criteria. 

• Resources – Templates, Website Links, Certified/Accredited Labs List, etc.
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Other Resources
• Public Notice Templates

• Certified Labs Information
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Responding to Chemical Detection Handout
• “What to Do With Results Greater Than Zero (Detections)”
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Contact the System about the Alert
• Notify

• Outline Next Steps
Advisory / Sampling Required / Monitoring Schedule ∆ / PN

• Reveal RTC Criteria

• Document 
• Provide Resources

• Write Contact Report

• Follow-up (as needed)
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Tips

1. Lead w/ clarity & break down the “reg 
speak".

2. Frame guidance around shared goal.
3. Set clear expectations: clarify the “must” 

vs. the “should”.
4. Set them up for success.
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Guess that ALERT: Category

• Contaminant Hint

• Regulatory Hint

• Alert Response Hint

• What type of ALERT does this describe? 
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1. Guess that ALERT: Food & Drink
• Contaminant can naturally occur in soil/rock or be introduced 

during water treatment—and it may be welcomed on french fries. 

• There is no MCL but EPA has an Advisory Level of 20 mg/L.

• Can affect taste & raise a few eyebrows for folks on 
special/restricted diets. 

• What type of ALERT does this describe? 
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Responding to a Sodium ALERT
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Email System

Contact Report

Email Health Department
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2. Guess that ALERT: Pop Culture
• Not necessarily a specific contaminant. 

• If a system fails to meet minimum WQP levels more than 9 times in a 6-month 
monitoring period, the regulator could start singing these tunes : 

• Look What You Made DMCE Do… Issue a Treatment Technique Violation.

• You Are Never Ever Getting Back to Compliance (at least during this 6-month 
monitoring period).

• Blank Space, Baby… And You can Write Your Tier 2 PN Every 3 Months. 

• You can NOT shake it off—you’ve got to do two rounds of 6-month tap L&C 
sampling.

• What type of ALERT does this describe? 
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Responding to a LCR Excursion ALERT
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• Verify understanding of WQP minimums & their role in effective CCTX.

• Remind that no more than 9 excursions are permitted per each 6-month 
monitoring period.

• Inform a TT violation will be issued.

• Explain the Tier 2 PN requirement & provide template.

• Notify that tap LCR monitoring will revert to the original number of samples 
every 6 months (i.e., two 6-month rounds).

• Document communications in Contact Report.
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3. Guess that ALERT: History
• Gained attention in the 1940’s for causing infant methemoglobinemia—aka 

“blue baby syndrome.”

• Crossing the Delaware was bold—but exceeding the 10 mg/L MCL; that’s a 
health risk we must declare with a confirmation sample within 24 hours..

• This one’s no tea party—exceed the MCL and a violation is served, hot and 
steeped w/ a Tier 1 PN & quarterly sampling.

• When levels march past 5 mg/L (1/2  the MCL), it is quarterly sampling & 
the town crier/journalist must warn everyone in the annual CCR.

• What type of ALERT does this describe? 
21
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Responding to a Nitrate ALERT  (>10 mg/L)
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• Highlight health concerns
• Infants < 6 months susceptibility

• Direct collection of confirmation sample

• Inform a MCL violation will be issued

• Explain the Tier 1 PN requirement & provide template.

• Notify of quarterly sampling schedule.

• Document communications in Contact Report.
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Responding to a Nitrate ALERT  (>5 mg/L)
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• Highlight health concerns.

• Notify of quarterly sampling 
schedule.

• Info. Statement in CCR

• Document communications 
in Contact Report.
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4. Guess that ALERT: Geography/Travel
• No passport needed—just TOC & free chlorine! Born in Treatment Plant Republic, these 

contaminants roam the Distribution Empire

• MCLs: 0.08 mg/L, 0.06 mg/L, 0.01 mg/L and 1.0 mg/L—coordinates to trouble.

• Follow the LRAA Trail—a scenic, four-quarter Stage 2 calculated journey. If you find 
yourself above the MCL, pull over for a Tier 2 PN pitstop—violation ahead and time to 
draft a written corrective action plan! 

• OEL: = “Outta Expected Levels”—X marks the spot... and it smells a bit too treated to be 
treasure.

• OEL > MCL = no time for pretty postcards, time to report on chlorine, organics, & 
treatment tweaks within 90 days.

• What type of ALERT does this describe? 
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• Review LRAA

• Inform a MCL violation will be issued.

• Explain the Tier 2 PN requirement & provide template.

• Explain Written Corrective Action Report requirement.

• Notify of quarterly sampling schedule.

• Document communications in Contact Report.

Responding to a DBP ALERT (>MCL)
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Responding to a DBP ALERT (>MCL)
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• Review OEL 

• Explain OEL report 
requirement.

• Document communications 
in Contact Report.

Responding to a DBP ALERT (>OEL)
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BONUS ROUND
Each of the 4 rounds in “Guess That Alert!” focused on a 
different type of water quality alert. 
What 4-letter acronym below represents those 4 alert 
types?

A.  SNLC
B.  NELD
C.  SLND
D.  I have no idea. 
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BONUS ROUND: S.L.N.D.

S.L.N.D. – Sodium. L&CExcurison. Nitrate. DBP.

S.L.N.D. – Signal. Learn. Notify. Document.
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Breakout Session Activity
• Signal: You received an alert email that Timbers Island, a groundwater 

system in Goalpost County serving 2,025 had a routine coliform sample 
come back TC+/EC- at Site Diego #21.

• As a group discuss the ideal response:
• What do you need to learn?
• What do you need to notify the system’s operator of?
• Which documentation or resources, if any, must be submitted or 

posted, or would be helpful to share?
• Draft a sample contact report or share your ALERT response tips.
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Breakout Session Recap
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Final Take Home Messages
• SLND

• Responding to alerts isn’t just about 
reacting—it's about assisting & directing 
with clarity, consistency, & confidence.

• Effectively navigating your responsibilities 
requires:
• Proactive mindset. 
• Solid understanding of regulatory requirements.
• Clear & timely communication.
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Questions & Contact Information

General DWS Program Contact Information
Email: info.drinkingwater@odhsoha.oregon.gov

Phone: 971-673-0405
Fax: 971-673-0694
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My Contact Information: 

Phone: 503-278-1531

Nicole.H.Alfafara@oha.oregon.gov

mailto:info.drinkingwater@odhsoha.oregon.gov
mailto:Nicole.H.Alfafara@oha.oregon.gov
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