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Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) also provides incentives to encourage producers to adopt 
land retirement and easements to remove land from production to provide habitat for wildlife and 
water quality benefits.25 

Innovative programs like the Source Water Collaborative26 can also support action to reduce nitrogen 
and phosphorus pollution. The Source Water Collaborative is made up of diverse stakeholders 
including regulators, drinking water utility representatives, planners, environmental, and health 
organizations, and others working together to advance drinking water source protection at the local, 
state, and federal levels.

Putting Drinking Water First Has Multiple Benefits 
State non-point pollution programs and voluntary conservation practices for producers alone are 
not enough to tackle our country’s widespread nutrient pollution problem. Water systems still 
largely bear the cost of cleaning up nitrogen and phosphorus pollution after it reaches surface or 
groundwater drinking sources. The cost of removing nitrates from drinking water is more than 
$4.8 billion per year;27 the bulk of this cost is borne by utilities and then passed on to consumers. 
Preventing contamination is a commonsense way to keep pollutants out of drinking water sources 
before the water reaches drinking water treatment plants. It is also a smart way to avoid increased 
costs to customers when contamination and regulation leads to the need to install new treatment 
processes. Water systems and their ratepayers should not be responsible for cleaning up pollution 
that can be prevented before it enters drinking water sources. Regulating nitrates and cyanotoxins 
in drinking water is not sufficient to prevent this shift of burden and will not address the many 
other environmental and economic impacts of nitrogen and phosphorus pollution. Following the 
“do not drink” advisory for the city of Toledo, Ohio, Congress amended the Safe Drinking Water 
Act (SDWA) to require EPA to develop a plan to assess and manage the risks associated with 
toxic algal outbreaks in public water sources.28 EPA has also established drinking water health 
advisories for the cyanotoxins microcystin 
and cylindrospermopsin.29 These policies are 
important, but do not help people who rely on 
private wells to address nitrate pollution, since 
SDWA only regulates public water systems.

In our work, Clean Water Action advocates 
for Putting Drinking Water First, which 
means making decisions about upstream 
activities with a focus on potential drinking 
water impacts downstream. Putting Drinking 
Water First not only results in better drinking 
water protection but leads to better choices 
which can prevent other environmental and 
economic impacts. This is certainly true 
when it comes to excessive nutrients. Curbing 
nitrogen and phosphorus pollution at the 
source will prevent public health risks from 
drinking water and lead to better water quality 
and other community benefits. Aerial view of  algae bloom  in Lake Okeechobee in Florida.
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