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Irrigation is commonly used in produce production to reduce the economic impact of drought and
conserve water. As a grower, it is important to consider that if irrigation water comes in contact with the
harvestable portion of the crop, there is a possibility of contamination. Below are a few things to consider
when it comes to irrigation water, water used for crop sprays, and water used during and after harvest.
Water that comes in direct contact with the harvestable portion of the crop should be tested for generic E.
coli using a routine water sampling schedule.

WATER SOURCES
& THEIR RISKS 

WATER QUALITY
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WATER SAMPLING

Generally, municipal water is considered safe, and
testing may not be needed unless you have some
reason to believe the water is unsafe. 

Wells can come in many different forms and carry
different levels of risk. A shallow well could allow
for contaminants to seep through the ground
layer into the water source. A deeper well that is
properly sealed and uphill from runoff is likely to
be safer.

Surface water is considered the most risky since it
is open to the environment, exposed to runoff
from many different places, and could be a host
to wild animals.

No matter the water source, testing is the only
way to truly determine how safe a water source is. 

TYPES OF IRRIGATION 
& THEIR RISKS

Generally, drip irrigation has a lower risk of
contamination compared to overhead irrigation
because the water does not directly contact
the harvestable portion of the crop. For root
crops like onions and carrots, the method of
irrigation would not matter because the water
is directly contacting the crop.

SURFACE WATER WELL WATER

OVERHEAD IRRIGATION

DRIP IRRIGATION
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Prior to collecting your sample, contact your lab and let them know that
you are sending a water sample that day.

Take your water sample close to the time of year that you will begin
using the water, but before you start using the water. If you are using the
water year-round, pick a time that makes sense for your operation.

Obtain a water sample bottle and instructions from the lab you will be
sending the sample to. Each type of test and lab instructions can be a
little bit different, so follow the instructions provided by the laboratory
you will be using.

Wash hands before taking a sample. If you have single-use gloves, it is a
great idea to wear them.

Be sure to record the water source location, date and time that the
water sample was collected, and who collected the water sample. 

Take care not to contaminate the inside of the sample bottle. Everyone
has bacteria on their hands, even after washing, and those bacteria can
change the results of your test.

Some sample bottles have powder or a tablet in the bottom. Take care not
to empty this out. 

If you are taking a sample from a faucet, wipe the inside and outside of
the rim of the faucet with alcohol or concentrated bleach, then let the
water run for several minutes to flush the lines. Then turn the water
down, uncap the bottle, fill the bottle, immediately replace the cap, and
then turn off the water. Be careful not to overfill the bottle. Immediately
place the cap on the bottle. 

If you are taking a sample from a surface water source, like a pond,
carefully dip the container into the pond and immediately replace the
cap. It is best to take the sample close to where the water uptake is
located. Using a long pole like a grabber or painting pole may be helpful.

Place the bottle in a cooler on ice or with ice packs to transport it to
the lab. The ice will prevent bacteria from multiplying in your sample and
give you a more accurate test result.
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HOW DO YOU COLLECT A WATER SAMPLE?
Taking a water sample is not as easy as it might seem. Collecting the sample in the wrong place, at the
wrong time, or in the wrong way can affect the results. Here are some tips on collecting a water sample
that will help you get the most accurate result.
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Water Sampling Instructions - University of Georgia Extension
https://extension.uga.edu/content/dam/extension-county-offices/bartow-county/anr/watersampling.pdf

Sampling Irrigation Water for Blueberry Production - University of Georgia Extension
https://secure.caes.uga.edu/extension/publications/files/pdf/C%201104_1.PDF

Northwest Horticulture Council Frequently Asked Questions about Water and the
Good Agricultural Practices & Good Handling Practices Programs - USDA Agricultural Marketing Service
https://nwhort.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/AMS-Cherry-Water-FAQs-USDA-GAPs-05.07.15.pdf

Produce Safety Rule (21 CFR 112) Equivalent Testing Methodology for Agricultural Water - US Food and Drug Administration
https://www.fda.gov/media/107656/download

Sampling Instructions: Total Coliform and Escherichia coli in Crop Protection and Irrigation Water - University of Georgia Extension
http://aesl.ces.uga.edu/forms/SSF-003TCECIrrigation.pdf

Disinfecting Your Well Water: Shock Chlorination - University of Georgia and Fort Valley State University Extension
https://secure.caes.uga.edu/extension/publications/files/pdf/C%20858-4_1.PDF

Irrigation Water Sample Collection Best Practices To Ensure On-farm Food Safety - Louisiana State University Ag Center
https://www.lsuagcenter.com/~/media/system/8/e/2/e/8e2ed6a0caf7c90715aadbea4be70c9b/pub3600onfarmfoodsafetyirrigationwatersamplecollection
finalpdf.pdf

Microbial Water Quality Profile. University of Arkansas Extension. https://www.uaex.uada.edu/farm-ranch/crops-commercial-
horticulture/horticulture/arkansas-produce-safety/microbial-water-profile.aspx

3Authors: Joshua Dawson, E’licia Chaverest, Janice Hall, Billy Mitchell, Camila Rodrigues & Kristin Woods
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WATER SAMPLING

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

When you see “absent” on a water test it
means that the lab did not find any
microorganisms. If you see “present”, then
they found microorganisms, but we don’t
know how many.

When you see <1, it means that the test that the lab ran did not detect microorganisms, but the test is not able to detect
microorganisms if there are fewer than 1 in the sample. This is a typical detection limit for generic E. coli testing. A result of
<1 would mean that this is good quality water that could be used for any production uses. When you see <1 or a specific
number on the test result, it means that the lab ran a quantitative test that tells you the specific number of microorganisms
in the sample.

CFU stands for "colony forming unit" and
represents the number of microorganisms in
the sample.

MPM stands for "most probable number" and
is an estimate of the level of microorganisms
in the sample based on dilutions. 

EXAMPLE WATER TEST REPORT
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