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ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH  FACT SHEET NO. 401 
INTERPRETATION OF RESULTS FROM BACTERIOLOGICAL TESTING AND 
ANALYSIS OF DRINKING WATER 
This information bulletin has been developed to provide information on the bacteriological 
analysis of drinking water. 

WHO SHOULD TEST THEIR DRINKING WATER? 
Any person providing or using drinking water not sourced from a reticulated licensed water 
supply, irrespective of whether the water comes from a bore, rainwater tank or surface water, 
should from time to time get their water tested. 

WHY TEST DRINKING WATER? 
In simple terms the reason drinking water should be tested is to ensure that it is free of harmful 
bacteria and safe for drinking. 

WHAT BACTERIA SHOULD I TEST FOR? 
The Australian Drinking Water Guidelines 2004 (ADWG) state that the greatest risk to consumer 
health from drinking water is pathogenic microorganisms. These organisms may be in the water 
as a result of human or animal faecal contamination. Testing water for harmful organisms is not 
practical and instead a drinking water sample is tested for a bacterial indicator organism called 
E.coli. E.coli is found in the intestines of animals and humans, and does not originate from 
environmental sources, which makes it a highly specific indicator of faecal contamination in 
drinking water. 

WHERE CAN I GET MY WATER TESTED? 
Water can be tested for bacteriological contamination by any laboratory accredited to do so, 
however to simplify this task, arrangements have been made with the NTG Water Microbiology 
Laboratories at Berrimah and Alice Springs to provide analytical services. They can be contacted 
on the numbers below to arrange the supply of prepared sample bottles and to book times for 
samples to be delivered.  Note that the owner of the water supply will need to meet the costs for 
testing of samples. 

 

Alice Springs – Department of Primary Industries, Fisheries and Mines 
- located at Arid Zone Research Institute, phone (08) 8951 8110 
Darwin – Department of Primary Industries, Fisheries and Mines 
- located at Berrimah Farm, phone (08) 8999 2347 
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WHAT DOES MY BACTERIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF WATER MEAN? 
Most bacteriological analysis for drinking water will provide the numbers of Total Viable Bacteria, 
Total Coliforms and E.coli present in 100 ml of water. 

Total Viable Bacteria have no direct relation to faecal contamination and are not a health risk, 
however they provide an indication of general microbiological content of the water. The ADWG 
does not set a guideline value for Total Viable Bacteria. 

Total Coliforms refer to a large group of bacteria that can be of faecal or non-faecal origin. 
Many of the non-faecal organisms grow naturally in the environment, including water. Total 
Coliforms do not present a direct health risk, but can provide information on the efficiency of 
drinking water disinfection. The ADWG does not set a guideline value for Total Coliforms. 

E.coli present in drinking water means that human or animal faeces have contaminated the 
water. Faeces can harbour a number of other pathogenic, or disease causing, organisms. The 
guideline value for E.coli, set in the ADWG, to ensure that drinking water is safe to consume is 
zero. 

WHAT SHOULD I DO IF MY DRINKING WATER CONTAINS E.COLI? 
If your drinking water sample is positive for E.coli it is recommended, as a precautionary 
measure, that water used for drinking and oral hygiene is boiled and cooled prior to use, or that 
bottled water is used for that purpose, until your drinking water is free of E.coli  

Detection of E.coli in your drinking water indicates the water should be treated to ensure it is 
safe for human consumption. A range of treatment processes are suitable for drinking water, 
including filtration, UV and chlorine disinfection. For details on the disinfection of water tanks with 
chlorine see Fact Sheet – Disinfection of Water Tanks.  

 

CONTACTS FOR ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH 
Email: envirohealth@nt.gov.au 

 Darwin Urban Darwin Rural Katherine Katherine West Health Board

Ph. 8922 7377 8922 7481 8973 9062 8971 9315 

  8922 7483 8973 9061  

Fax. 8922 7036 8922 7036 8973 9063 8972 1233 

 East Arnhem Barkly Alice Springs Tiwi Islands 

Ph. 8987 0440 8962 4302 8955 6122 8922 8198 

 8987 0441    

Fax. 8987 0444 8962 4420 8952 5927 8922 7979 
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