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Washington Suburban Sanitary Commission

Starting at the source

In 2002 and 2004, WSSC conducted source water assess-
ments in cooperation with the Maryland Department of
the Environment (MDE) evaluating the vulnerability of
our two drinking water sources (Potomac and Patuxent
to contamination. The reports are available for public re-
view at the main branches of the Montgomery and Prince
George's County Libraries, or by contacting MDE at
410-537-3714.

Source water from rivers and reservoirs generally picks
up contaminants before it reaches water treatment plants.
As water travels over the land surface or through the ground
on its way to the water body, it dissolves naturally occur-
ring minerals and vegetation/organic matter. It can also
pick up pesticides, herbicides, and other synthetic/volatile
organic chemicals from agricultural land, golf courses, or
residential and urban lands. Sewage treatment plants and
septic systems, as well as animal waste from pets, agricul-
tural livestock, and wildlife, may be sources of microbial
contaminants. The salts and byproducts from winter road
treatments may also be present in source water.

Potential sources of contamination in the Potomac River
watershed include urban and agricultural land uses, and
potential spills from highways and petroleum pipelines.
Contaminants of particular concern include natural organ-
ic matter and disinfection by-product (DBP) precursors,
pathogenic microorganisms (Cryptosporidium, Giardia,
fecal coliform), taste and odor-causing compounds, am-
monia, sediment/turbidity, and algae.

Potential sources of contamination in the Patuxent
Reservoirs watershed include transportation, petroleum
pipelines, agriculture, on-site septic systems, developed
areas, and minor permitted discharges. Phosphorus is the
primary contaminant of concern for this watershed. Tur-
bidity, DBP precursors, iron, manganese, and pathogenic
microorganisms are also concerns.

WSSC works with local agencies to protect the Potomac
and Patuxent drinking water supplies, playing key roles in
the Potomac Drinking Water Source Protection Partnership
and the Patuxent Reservoirs Watershed Protection Group.
Partnering with customers and neighbors is crucial to
our efforts. If you are interested in learning more about
how you can protect your drinking water supplies, please
contact us at 301-206-8100.
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Where does my water come from?

Two rivers, the Patuxent and Potomac, are the sources of
all the water we filter and process. The source water treated
at the Patuxent Water Filtration Plant (WFP) is held in two
reservoirs— Triadelphia and Rocky Gorge—and is pumped
to the plant. The Potomac WFP draws water directly from
the Potomac River. The map shows the approximate service
areas of both plants. As indicated, some areas receive blended
water, processed at both the Patuxent and Potomac WFPs.

Is my water hard or soft?

Potomac water tends to be hard (averaging about 120-130
milligrams per liter). Patuxent water is soft (averaging
about 60-65 milligrams per liter). Hard water contains
more dissolved calcium and magnesium.

An Informational Statement

from EPA on Lead

If present, elevated levels of lead can cause serious health
problems, especially for pregnant women and young chil-
dren. Lead in drinking water is primarily from materials
and components associated with service lines and home
plumbing. WSSC is responsible for providing high-quality
drinking water, but cannot control the variety of materials
used in plumbing components.

When your water has been sitting for several hours, you
can minimize the potential for lead exposure by flushing
your tap for 30 seconds to 2 minutes before using water
for drinking or cooking. If you are concerned about lead
in your water, you may wish to have your water tested.
Information on lead in drinking water, testing methods,
and steps you can take to minimize exposure is available
from the Safe Drinking Water Hotline or at
Www.epa.gov/safewater/lead.




