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We all need safe and healthy drinking water.  And the best way to 
protect our drinking water is to protect its sources – surface water 
and groundwater supplies – from pollution.  For the last 35 years, 
since the enactment of the Clean Water Act, America’s waters have 
been protected and the quality and safety of our waters have 
improved.  But now, the oil industry, mining companies, some 
sewage treatment plant operators, developers and other polluting 
industries are trying to weaken these longstanding clean water 
protections.  If these efforts succeed, they will introduce more 
pollution into our drinking water supplies, threaten public health and 
force communities to pay more to treat drinking water. 
 

Protecting headwater streams and wetlands is critical to protecting drinking water quality.  
According to the Environmental Protection Agency, more than 90 percent of source water 
protection areas (areas protected for surface water intakes used for drinking water) contain 
headwater or intermittent streams, streams that flow only part of the year.  Furthermore, the EPA 
estimates that more than 110 million people get their drinking water from public drinking water 
systems which use the intakes in these source water protection areas (as well as other sources). 
 
Historically, federal agencies, in their regulations, have interpreted the protections of the Clean 
Water Act to broadly cover waters of the United States, including many small streams and 
wetlands.  Since 2001, court rulings and administration actions have sought to limit protections 
for small streams and wetlands under the Clean Water Act. 
 
Absent protection of headwater streams, the quality of drinking water sources is at risk.  The 
failure to protect our sources of drinking water imposes an unfair burden on municipal water 
treatment providers, who will be forced to treat dirtier water to provide the public with safe and 
affordable drinking water. 
 
In 2006, the EPA conducted a preliminary estimate of the public drinking water system intakes 
that get water from surface water protection areas in headwater stream and/or seasonal or 
intermittent streams.  Their data (shown on the back of this document) includes the percentage 
of streams that are either start reaches and/or intermittent and ephemeral streams in each state, 
as well as the population in each state served by sources water protection areas that receive 
water from start reaches or intermittent/ephemeral streams. 

Now is the time for Congress to act.  By supporting the restoration of the Clean Water Act 
Congress can help assure communities that their water will be safe from pollution. The 
Restoration Act would simply adopt the existing regulatory definition to confirm that all "waters of 
the United States" are protected under the Act. This would reaffirm and restore critically needed 
protections for the streams, wetlands, and other waters now at risk.  
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