What You Can’t See in the Water

Most of us know pollution when we see it. Trash in a ditch. Oil on a stream. Algae covering a lake. Nitrate pollution isn’t like that.

In many cases, water with elevated nitrate levels looks perfectly clean. You can’t see it, smell it or taste it, and that’s one reason it’s incredibly important to pay attention.

As a member of the Izaak Walton League of America, I’ve spent a lot of time enjoying our local waterways. Clean water is something many of us take for granted, until there is a problem.

That’s why the Izaak Walton League is so invested in nitrate pollution awareness. The goal isn’t to point fingers, but to help people learn more about what’s happening in the watersheds we all depend on for wildlife habitat to recreation to clean drinking water.

For decades, researchers have studied the health impacts associated with elevated nitrate levels in drinking water. The current federal drinking water standard was established in part to prevent Blue Baby Syndrome, a serious condition that can affect infants. In recent years, communities across the country have continued to grapple with elevated nitrate levels in drinking water, as nitrate consumption even below the drinking water standard has been linked to increased risks of colorectal cancer, thyroid disease and neural tube birth defects.

The first step in solving any problem is understanding it. Programs like Nitrate Watch allow individuals to monitor local waterways and gather information about water quality in their communities. That information is then uploaded online to the Clean Water Hub, where anyone can view the data collected by community scientists. The more we know, the better decisions we can make about protecting our resources.

I encourage folks to not only learn about nitrate pollution, but to work with their legislators to find solutions to this crisis. What we do know can help us protect our water for future generations.
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