
Yakima County Nitrate Program Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Eligibility

Who is eligible for this program?

You are eligible if you live in a home located in the Lower Yakima Groundwater Management Area (LYV GWMA), and your drinking water comes from a private or shared well. 
What is nitrate?

Nitrate is a chemical found in fertilizers, manure, agricultural runoff, dairy lagoons, and liquid waste discharged from septic tanks. Nitrate also naturally occurs at safe levels in vegetables. Rain or irrigation can carry nitrate down through the soil into groundwater. Your drinking water may contain nitrate if your well draws from this groundwater.
 

Can nitrate affect adults?
Most adults are not at risk from nitrates. However, some health conditions can make people more susceptible to health problems from nitrate in drinking water. Pregnant women are at an increased risk for methemoglobinemia because pregnancy increases the oxygen demand of the body. Do not drink water with nitrate levels above 10 milligrams per liter (mg/L) if you are pregnant or trying to become pregnant. 
Additional health conditions that increase the risk for methemoglobinemia in adults are:

· Low levels of stomach acids

· Anemia, cardiovascular disease, lung disease, acidosis, or sepsis

· Certain genetic conditions 
Can nitrate affect babies?

Ingesting high levels of nitrate reduces the ability of red blood cells to carry oxygen. These red blood cells rapidly return to normal in most adults and children, but not in babies. Babies who drink formula mixed with water containing high levels of nitrate (or eat foods made with nitrate-contaminated water) may develop a serious health condition due to the resulting lack of oxygen. This condition is called methemoglobinemia, which is often called “blue baby syndrome.” Diarrhea can make blue baby syndrome worse.
How can I be considered eligible for free bottled water delivery?

To be eligible for free bottled water, you must show that nitrate in your drinking water is greater than              10 mg/L. Please start by testing your water with the enclosed test strip. Then circle your results on the test card and return the completed test card in the self-addressed stamped envelope. If the results indicate your water is above 10 mg/L, you will receive a call from the Yakima Health District to discuss bottled water delivery.
How can I be considered eligible for a free treatment system?  
To be considered for a free system, the homeowner must request a free certified lab test from us or obtain their own certified lab test at their own expense and submit the results to us. If the results indicate nitrate levels greater than 10 mg/L, the homeowner will be contacted about installing a free system.
I’m a renter. Do I qualify for this program?
You qualify for free bottled water if your nitrate test strip results indicate your drinking water is above             10 mg/L. You will receive a call from the Yakima Health District to discuss bottled water delivery. We will also contact the homeowner about scheduling a certified well water test and installing a free treatment system.

Water Quality Testing - Q&A

Why should I test my water?

If you are on a private shallow well and have a household member considered a high public health risk, it is a good idea to test your water for nitrate. It is a colorless, odorless, and tasteless chemical that is only detectable by chemical testing. It is also a good idea to test for coliform.

How do I have my water tested?

Homeowners are invited to call us at 1-866-886-7117 to schedule a free water test at their residence. Renters are encouraged to test their water with the enclosed test strip and return the results to us. If the results indicate the water is above 10 mg/L, we will notify the property owner and encourage them to schedule a free certified test and explain their treatment options.
How much does the water test cost?
We are offering this program free of charge for those who qualify.

What do my test results mean?
Nitrate results above 10 mg/L are above the Maximum Contaminant Level (MCL) and is considered a hazard.

Program Q&A

Why are you offering this program?

The funding is made possible by the State Legislature, Senators Nikki Torres and Mark Schoesler, and Representative Bryan Sandlin in response to high nitrate levels that have been found in private wells in the Lower Yakima Basin. 
This program will address immediate high nitrate concerns by offering free bottled water to qualifying households until a free point-of-use system can be installed in the home or until nitrate levels drop below      10 mg/L. Education related to nitrate contamination and protecting one’s family from contamination will also be offered, as well as assistance in obtaining effective in-home point-of-use water treatment, and other types of technical assistance associated with the operation and maintenance of in-home treatment devices. The program is administered through the Washington State Department of Health (DOH). There is a second program, also administered by DOH, that will offer several services including but not limited to drinking water, well testing, and in-home treatment systems that will begin later in 2024. 
Screening Criteria
How will you decide who gets these treatment systems?

To be eligible to have a water treatment system installed and maintained at no cost, your drinking water must have a nitrate level greater than the Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) drinking water standard of 10 mg/L, and the homeowner must obtain a certified well test and agree to the system’s installation.
This program is first come, first served. All other things being equal, a higher priority will be given to qualifying households based on the order in which requests for free bottled water and/or treatment systems are received by Yakima County Public Services. 

How many treatment systems are available through this program?

Up to 700 will be available at no cost.
What is the deadline to participate?

Requests will be accepted throughout 2024.
If I am eligible, when will I hear from you?
We will respond within ten business days of receiving your completed test card.
What costs does the program cover? What costs will I have to pay?

You pay nothing. The program covers bottled water until a point-of-use treatment system can be installed. The treatment system and one year of maintenance are also free of charge. Funding for ongoing maintenance after the first year is being pursued.

Nitrate Treatment Options

The two most common types for treating nitrate are the Point-of-Use (POU) filter system and the                Point-of-Entry (POE) filter system.

The basic difference is that POU filter systems treat water at a single tap, normally at a kitchen sink, and POE filter systems treat water used throughout the house, normally installed with plumbing just before it enters the house so that treated water is available throughout the house.

This program is offering Reverse Osmosis point-of-use systems.
Reverse Osmosis Unit - Reverse Osmosis (R-O) is the most economical method of removing 90 percent to 99 percent of all contaminants. The pore structure of R-O membranes is much tighter than ultrafiltration (UF) membranes. R-O membranes are capable of rejecting practically all particles, bacteria, and organics greater than 300 daltons molecular weight (including pyrogens). In fact, R-O technology is used by most leading water bottling plants.

Important: All POU and POE filter systems or treatment units need maintenance to operate effectively. If they are not maintained properly, contaminants may accumulate in the units and make your water worse. In addition, some vendors may make claims about their effectiveness that are not based on science. The EPA does not test or certify treatment units, but two organizations that do are the National Sanitation Foundation also known as NSF International, and the Underwriters Laboratory.

Bottled Drinking Water - If installing a nitrate treatment system is not an option for you, you may consider continuing the bottled water program through the Yakima Health District until certified testing indicates that nitrates in the well have dropped below EPA’s threshold.
Fact Sheet on Reverse Osmosis (R-O) – Treatment Considerations, (Limitations, Costs, Operation, and Maintenance)

What are the limitations of a reverse osmosis (R-O) treatment system?

Reverse osmosis treatment systems are affected by the quality of the raw water entering the system. Hardness, iron level, total dissolved solids, pH, temperature, and pressure all affect how well a system performs and the cost of maintaining a system.  

R-O treatment systems are not appropriate for treating water contaminated by coliform bacteria. If bacteria are found in the water, then the contractor will install an ultraviolet light ahead of the treatment system to inactivate the bacteria. 
What are the maintenance requirements of a R-O treatment system?

Filters must be changed regularly. The time between changes will vary depending on the volume of water used and the quality of the incoming water. On average, filters will need to be changed once a year and the membrane should be replaced every two to four years. 

Water tests are also recommended to ensure the system is functioning properly. The system installer will check the system once a year at no charge to see if it is functioning properly. You may also periodically test for nitrate by purchasing and using nitrate test strips similar to what was included in the letter from Yakima County.
What are the costs? 

None for the treatment system. The program covers initial installation costs and one year of maintenance costs. Funding is being pursued to continue maintenance beyond the first year.
Electricity to pump the water and in some cases to operate an ultraviolet light are the only operating costs. Because R-O treatment systems waste approximately two gallons for every gallon produced, your well pump will need to operate slightly longer. 

The system will require periodic maintenance to be effective. A free one-year maintenance program is being offered by this program, with funding being pursued beyond the first year. Alternatively, the homeowner can purchase the filters and membrane and perform the basic maintenance themselves. Installations with hard water, high iron, or total dissolved solids may require more frequent filter changes resulting in higher maintenance costs. 
Maintenance costs for a treatment system are generally significantly less than the cost of bottled water.  
What is a reverse osmosis (R-O) system? How does it work?
Reverse Osmosis is a high-efficiency filtering treatment system. It is the most common treatment technology used by premium bottled water companies and has been used as a home water purification system as early as the 1970s. It is effective in eliminating or substantially reducing a very wide array of contaminants, and of all technologies used to treat drinking water in residential applications, it has the greatest range of contaminant removal. 
Reverse Osmosis (R-O) System - Where is it installed? What type of maintenance is required?

RO is normally installed under a kitchen sink as shown in the figure below.  
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Source: North Dakota State University

A Typical Home R-O System Includes: (1) particle filter, (2) reverse osmosis membrane unit, (3) pressurized treated-water storage container, (4) carbon absorption post-filter, and (5) separate treated-water tap.
I am a renter. Can I have the system installed, or will my landlord (homeowner) do it?

Renters can have a system installed only with the homeowner's permission.

Who pays for the ongoing costs of the system? 

One year of free maintenance of the system is included in this program. Ongoing funding is being pursued.
Does the system protect me from all the "bad stuff" in my water supply?

The nitrate treatment system will treat most contaminants, but not all. The water sample will identify nitrate and coliform present in your water. The system installer can provide advice if there are other contaminants other than nitrate present in your water source. 

What happens if I have high nitrate and do not do anything about it?

The good news is most healthy people are not at risk from nitrate. However, please review "Can Nitrate Affect Adults,” and “Can Nitrate Affect Babies?” 
If I have questions, who can I talk to?

For the Nitrate Treatment Program, contact the Yakima County Public Services Nitrate Hotline 
at 1-866-886-7117. For health concerns or questions, contact the Yakima Health District Help Desk 
at 509-249-6508. Or visit our website at www.YakimaCounty.us/GWMA 
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