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Safe Drinking Water Program 

The safety of pubtic drinking water depends 
on compliance with national regulationswhich 
specify maximum contaminant levels. 

The Environmental Protection Agency’s ef- 
forts to insure this safety on the Navajo Indian 
Reservation have not been effective because 
of its lack of overall supervision and standard 
sampling and training procedures and inade- 
quate monitoring. 

GAO found some water systems on the reser- 
vation with contaminants in excess of permis- 
sible levels. The Administrator needs to insure 
compliance with drinking water standards. 
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COMPTROLLER GENERAL OF THE UNITED STATES 

WASHINGTON, D.C. m 

B-199856 

The Hqnorable Morris K. Udall, Chairman 
Committee on Interior and Insular 

Affairs 

The Honorable Henry Waxman, Chairman 
Subcommittee on Health and the 

Environment 
Committee on Interstate and Foreign 

Commerce 
House of Representatives 

As requested in your June 5, 1979, letter, and after 
subsequent talks with your offices, we reviewed the Environ- 
mental Protection Agency's implementation of the drinking 
water program in conjunction with the Indian Health Service 
on the Navajo Indian Reservation. We also reviewed the 
water sampling and laboratory analysis practices used on the 
reservation and tested selected water supplies (mostly wells). 
In addition, we reviewed the Department of the Interior's role 
in the program on the reservation. 

This report discusses the need for better planning and 
coordination of the program and standardization of sampling 
and training procedures. It also recommends ways to improve 
the program. 

At your request, we did not obtain agency comments, 
but the matters covered in the report were discussed with 
program officials. Their views are included in the report 
where appropriate. 

Also as requested, unless you publicly announce its 
contents earlier, we will not distribute the report to the 
agencies involved and other interested parties until 30 
days after the date of the report. 

Comptroller General 
of the United States 





REPORT BY THE EPA NEEDS TO IMPROVE THE 
COMPTROLLER GENERAL NAVAJO INDIAN SAFE DRINKING 
OF THE UNITED STATES WATER PROGRAM 

DIGEST ------ 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has not 
effectively implemented a drinking water program 
on the Navajo Reservation. EPA needs to develop 
an overall supervision plan and an accurate and 
complete inventory of public water systems on 
the reservation. In addition, it needs to improve 
its monitoring of required program activities 
such as recordkeeping, reporting, sampling, 
public notification and correction of public 
water system violations to insure compliance 
with the national interim primary drinking 
water regulations. 

OVERALL PLAN NEEDED TO 
IMPLEMENT PROGRAM 

EPA requires States to have public water system 
supervision plans. But EPA's region IX in San 
Francisco which has the primacy role for the 
Safe Drinking Water Program on the Navajo 
Reservation has not developed an overall pro- 
gram plan to implement the program. (See PP. 
2 and 12.) 

Because there is no overall plan or supervision, 
confusion exists and misunderstandings have 
resulted over the roles and responsibilities of 
water suppliers and organizations in carrying out 
the drinking water program. (See p. 12.) For 
example, as late as November 1979, 2 years after 
the June 1977 effective date of the national 
interim primary drinking water regulations, EPA 
officials met with the Indian Health Service (IHS), 
the water suppliers, and representatives of the 
Navajo Tribe to clarify the roles and responsi- 
bilities of the various organizations. Although 
this meeting and an EPA reorganization of its 
drinking water activities on the reservation were 
helpful, GAO continues to believe that greater 
efforts and a formal plan which clearly identi- 
fies the roles and responsibilities of each 
organization are needed. (See pp. 15 and 25.) 
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IHS estimates that about 3,500 wells or other 
water sources are on the reservation. EPA had 
identified 201 public water systems in November 
1979 but no individual organization actually 
knows how many sources exist or how many meet 
the Safe Drinking Water Act criteria. Poor 
records and inconsistent or nonexistent 
identification systems make it difficult to 
inventory and locate water sources. (See 
p. 17.) For example: 

--Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and the Navajo 
Tribal Utility Authority records do not agree 
with EPA's inventory. EPA's inventory 
identified 5 water systems as BIA's that 
BIA does not operate. The Utility Authority 
identified 21 water systems it operates but 
EPA's inventory only lists 12. (See p. 17.) 

--GAO identified several wells which may be 
public water supplies, according to the 
criteria, but have not been identified as 
such. (See p. 17.) 

LITTLE ASSURANCE THAT REQUIRED 
ACTIVITIES ARE BEING CONDUCTED 

Although EPA requires public water suppliers 
to establish and maintain records and make 
reports under the drinking water program, 
few water suppliers actually maintain these 
records and make reports. Consequently, EPA 
has little assurance that required activi- 
ties--periodic sampling and analysis, 
customer notification of violations, and 
corrective actions on violations--are 
performed and drinking water standards are 
met. (See p. 20.) For example: 

--GAO's review of 34 public water systems' 
records on the reservation showed 
that few of the records required by 
EPA were being maintained by water sup- 
pliers. (See p. 21.) 

--BIA was the only water supplier that had 
a tracking system for determining if 
samples were submitted in accordance with 
EPA's sampling requirements. But, even 
BIA was not performing the required 
sampling. (See p. 21.) 
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--EPA does not receive all sampling results as 
required and there is little consistency in 
the manner and formats in which sampling 
results are reported. (See p. 22.) 

--Little documentation exists to show that 
consumers are notified of excessive 
contaminants in public water systems. 
Therefore, GAO could not determine if 
consumers were notified as required, in 
all instances where contaminants had 
been detected. (See p. 23.) 

IMPACT OF INADEQUATE SAMPLING 
PROCEDURES AND LABORATORY ANALYSIS 

Poor field sampling procedures can significantly 
affect water quality determinations. Reservation 
sampling procedures have not been standardized 
and actual procedures used are often inconsistent 
with those recommended by authoritative sources. 
Also, many sampling technicians had little, if any, 
training in sampling procedures. (See p. 27.) 

The remote location of wells and water systems 
on the Navajo Reservation hampers water sample 
collection and analysis. Since bacteria and 
organic samples must reach the laboratories 
within 30 and 24 hours, respectively, extra 
effort and resources are required to meet these 
requirements. Some samples have been rejected 
by the laboratories because they were not 
received within the required period of time. 
(See p. 31.) 

GAO found a wide range of variances in 
analyses of reservation drinking water samples 
certified laboratories made. (See p. 32.) 
The variances can be caused by the precision 
of laboratory equipment, the analytical 
method used, and technicians' capability. 
Despite laboratory quality controls and 
EPA's certification and performance evalua- 
tion programs, some large variances were found 
in analyses between and within laboratories 
that analyzed GAO samples. (See p. 32.) 

CONTAMINATED DRINKING 
WATER SUPPLIES 

GAO found levels of radionuclide contamination 
in 6 of 32 drinking water wells to be in excess 
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of allowable EPA levels. These findings 
generally confirm the results of EPA's 
sampling efforts. For four of the six wells, 
although the radionuclide levels were in excess 
of the allowable levels, EPA did not consider 
the levels to be an immediate danger and 
recommended continued monitoring of the wells. 
(See p. 48.) 

For two wells, the radionuclide levels were 
substantially in excess of the allowable 
levels. The use of these two wells for 
drinking water purposes was discontinued. 
(See p. 49.) 

GAO sampling results for bacteria and chemical 
(organic and inorganic) contaminants disclosed 
seven instances of bacteria and four instances 
of inorganic--fluoride, barium and selenium-- 
contamination in excess of the maximum 
contaminant levels. Water suppliers on the 
Reservation told GAO that they have taken or 
plan to take corrective action for contaminated 
drinking water supplies, such as installing 
treatment systems and drilling new wells. 
(See p. 49.) 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Administrator, Environmental Protection 
Agency I should direct region IX to: 

,-Develop a drinking water program plan for 
the Navajo Reservation, which (1) clearly 
identifies the roles and responsibilities 
of.each organization involved in water 
supply activities, (2) includes provisions 
for developing an accurate water supply 
inventory, and (3) is developed in cooperation 
with Navajo Tribal officials. (See p. 25.) 

--Develop a followup system for the Navajo 
Reservation to insure that the water 
suppliers comply with recordkeeping, sampling, 
reporting, consumer notification, and 
corrective action requirements. (See p. 25.) 

--Develop and mandate the use of standardized 
field sampling procedures for the reservation, 
taking into consideration the unique reservation 
circumstances, such as long transportation 
times. (See p. 46.) 
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--Establish minimum training standards for 
reservation water sampling technicians 
and support such standards with training 
programs, materials, and technical 
assistance. (See p. 46.) 

EPA headquarters drinking water officials 
endorsed the need for additional guidance 
on field water sampling procedures and 
additional training, but did not agree that 
an overall program plan for implementing 
the drinking water program on the reserva- 
tion is needed. Also, these officials 
disagreed that the Navajo Tribal Council 
and Chairman should be involved in EPA's 
implementation of the Safe Drinking Water 
Act on the reservation. They did state, 
however, that they would discuss these 
matters further with EPA regional officials 
responsible for the Navajo Reservation 
drinking water program. 

IHS headquarters environmental health 
officials agreed that an overall reserva- 
tion drinking water program plan would be 
helpful. They also agreed that the program 
should be operated in cooperation with the 
Navajo Tribal Council and Chairman. 

GAO believes that EPA program officials' 
disagreement with the need for a formal 
program plan says in effect that EPA does 
not need to follow the same good management 
practices it imposes on States assuming 
primacy. Also, IHS which has had extensive 
dealings with Indian reservations, agrees 
with GAO on the need for a formal plan 
and to have the Navajo Tribal Council and 
Chairman involved in the drinking water 
program. 
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