
I reland      ’ s  E nvironment           2 0 0 886

of 10/100 ml is regarded as an 

indication of gross contamination. 

Faecal coliform counts in excess 

of 10/100 ml were recorded at 50 

(37%) monitoring locations.

Figure 6.8 indicates that there has 

been an increase in the number of 

samples with zero faecal coliforms 

between 1995 and 2006, and there 

has been a slight decrease in the 

percentage of samples in each of 

the other categories during the same 

period.

Map 6.5 indicates that the 

groundwater monitoring locations 

in Karst limestone areas show the 

greatest degree of microbiological 

pollution. The highest faecal coliform 

counts were recorded in groundwater 

springs. This reflects the vulnerable 

nature of the more dynamic flow 

systems to pollution and the lack of 

attenuation capacity in extremely 

vulnerable areas with shallow soil or 

subsoil. Many private supplies are 

untreated and the factors influencing 

the water quality are unknown, 

or are beyond the control of the 

owner of the supply. Therefore, 

general improvements in well design, 

knowledge of source protection and 

good land use practice are essential 

if the risks to these supplies are to be 

reduced and improvements in water 

quality are to be seen.

Cryptosporidium is a microscopic 

protozoan parasite that can be 

present in faecal material. The first 

recorded outbreak of cryptosporidium 

in Ireland associated with a public 

water supply occurred in April 

2002 (EPA, 2008b); there have 

been a number of cryptosporidium 

outbreaks since this date. The cyst 

is resistant to conventional water 

supply disinfection, e.g. chlorination. 

Outbreaks of cryptosporidium (EPA, 

2008b) have been shown to be 

associated with elevated levels of 

turbidity. Improvements in drinking 

water treatment works design (to 

reduce turbidity) and the introduction 

of ultraviolet treatment systems 

reduce the risk to human health from 

cryptosporidium in drinking water. An 

overall better understanding of the 

physical characteristics of the land 

in the areas surrounding the water 

supply, in particular the groundwater 

vulnerability and knowledge of 

where the source water for the water 

supply is coming from, would reduce 

the risk of contamination in the 

first instance, as measures could be 

taken to reduce the anthropogenic 

pressures on these areas.

Any indication of faecal 

contamination of drinking water 

must be regarded as a matter 

of serious concern and the 

circumstances promptly investigated. 

This matter has been addressed 

in detail in the annual reports on 

drinking water quality published by 

the EPA (e.g. EPA, 2008a).

Groundwater Levels

Historically, both the EPA and the 

Geological Survey of Ireland (GSI) 

have monitored groundwater levels 

at a number of monitoring locations 

nationally. The WFD groundwater-

level network has been developed to 

take account of short- and long-term 

variations in groundwater recharge 

and the impacts of abstractions and 

discharges on groundwater levels.

Generally, widespread abstraction 

pressures on groundwater are not 

significant in Ireland and the WFD 

groundwater level network will be 

used to observe natural fluctuations 

(e.g. Figure 6.9) in groundwater level 

within productive aquifers, ultimately 

providing information that will help 

improve the conceptual understanding 

of the groundwater system.

Figure 6.8 Faecal Coliforms in Groundwater 
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