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Your Drinking Water Results – What Do They Mean?
A simple guide to understanding your water test report

Test Explanation Recommended Range / Maximum 
Allowable Concentration (MAC)

Water Acidity (pH) pH tells us whether your water is acidic or alkaline.
• Low pH may cause corrosion and blue staining especially on 
copper pipes.
• High pH may contribute to limescale.

Recommended range: 6.5 – 9.5 pH units 

Hard Water & 
Limescale (also 
Langelier Index 
(L.I.))

Hard water contains natural minerals (calcium & magnesium) and is 
very common in Ireland
• Not harmful to health
• May cause scale in kettles, showers and pipes

Soft water: < 100mg/l 
Moderately hard: 151-200 mg/l 
Very hard water: 301-500 mg/l
L.I.: ‘-1’ and lower: corrosion 
‘+1’ and higher: limescale issues

Coloured or Cloudy 
Water (High colour 
or turbidity)

Water may appear coloured or cloudy due to:
• Natural peat influence
• Silt or sediment
• Iron or manganese

No recommended value; appearance 
should be acceptable to consumer

Metals (Iron, 
Manganese, 
Copper, Zinc)

• Iron – red/brown staining on sanitary ware
• Manganese – black staining on sanitary ware
• Copper – blue staining (often from pipes) 
• Zinc – metallic taste at high levels. 

Iron MAC value: 200ug/l
Manganese MAC value: 50ug/l
Copper MAC value: 2000 ug/l
Zinc Levels > 1000ug/l are undesirable

Metals (Lead & 
Arsenic)

These metals should be kept as low as possible.
• Lead usually comes from old pipework
• Arsenic can occur naturally in some areas
Long-term exposure may pose health risks, especially lead in young 
children. Arsenic can cause acute gastrointestinal symptoms and 
long-term, can increase cancer risk

Lead MAC value: 10ug/l
Arsenic MAC value: 10ug/l

Metal: Aluminium  • Naturally occurring or could be due to industrial run off
• Can cause neurological effects
• Children and elderly are particularly vulnerable

MAC value: 200ug/l

Metal: Cadmium • Can occur from erosion, also use phosphate fertilizer and 
corrosion of galvanized pipe

• Long term can cause kidney damage, fragile bones, increased 
cancer risk

MAC value: 5ug/l

Metal: Antimony • Natural leaching from antimony- rich rocks, or from metal pipe 
corrosion or mining e.g. sliver

• Acute effects can cause gastrointestinal issues, with chronic 
effects of liver/kidney damage, cardiovascular issues, cancer risk

MAC value: 10ug/l

Nitrates & Nitrites • Often linked to agricultural run-off or effluent.
High nitrate levels are particularly important for infants

Nitrate MAC value: 50 mg/L 
Nitrite MAC value: 0.50 mg/l

Ammonium • High levels can be due to contamination from agriculture or 
industry or sewage systems

MAC value: 0.50mg/l

Sodium / Chloride • Can be naturally occurring in ground-waters / sea water. 
• High levels are indicative of contamination from seawater/ 

pollution from sewage effluent 

MAC value for Chloride: 250mg/l. 
MAC value for Sodium: 200mg/l

Total and Faecal 
Coliforms

• Should be absent from drinking water. 
• Can lead to stomach upsets. 

MAC value: 0 cfu/100ml.

Enterococci • Should be absent from drinking water. 
• Found in the intestines of humans and animals.
• People with weakened immune systems are particularly 

susceptible to Enterococci infection

MAC value: 0 cfu/100ml.

Regulatory reference: Maximum Allowable Concentrations (MACs) as per S.I. No. 99 of 2023 – EU Drinking Water Regulations.
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Common Issues & Possible Solutions

If treatment is required, always consult a qualified water treatment specialist.

Corrosion (Low pH)
• Install a pH correction (neutraliser) system
• Replace affected copper pipework

Limescale (Hard Water)
• Install a water softener
• Keep one untreated tap for drinking water as softened water can be high in sodium

High colour or turbidity
• Install filters to remove silt if present

High Nitrates
• Install a Reverse Osmosis (RO) system for drinking water

High Nitrites and Ammonium
• Investigate contamination source and remove/prevent the source e.g. effluent 

Metals: Iron or Manganese
• Install oxidation / filtration system

Lead
• Replace old lead pipework (permanent solution)

Copper
• Replace copper pipe work and consider pH treatment of water (if necessary)

High Sodium / Chloride / Metals: Aluminium, Arsenic, Cadmium, Antimony
• Installation of RO system may reduce levels

Bacteria (Coliforms / Enterococci)
Short-term contamination:
• Disinfect well (chlorination)
• Retest after 10 -14 days
For more information on disinfecting your well go to: EPA: FAQs how do I disinfect my well.

Persistent contamination:
• Install UV disinfection system 

For more information about your well: Private-wells-protection-leaflet

https://www.epa.ie/resources/faqs/drinking-water/
https://www.epa.ie/media/epa-2020/environment-amp-you/drinking-water/Private-wells-protection-leaflet.pdf%20

