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What is Extension?

• A partnership between state, federal, and 
county governments to provide scientific 
knowledge to the public: 

• Agriculture, natural resources, food safety, 
money management, lawn care and 
gardening, 4-H youth development, 
sustainable living, family issues, 

• Classes, consultations, demonstrations, 
field days, and more through county 
Extension offices

• sfyl.ifas.ufl.edu 



What will be covered in this presentation?

• Private well situation in Florida

• Statewide emergency well water testing after Hurricane Irma

• A pilot well water quality education program in Central Florida

• Well water quality education during the pandemic

• Challenges and opportunities 



Private Wells in Florida

• An estimated 2.5 million Floridians (approximately 12% of the 
population) rely on private wells for home consumption.

• Approximately 800,000 private wells. 

• Private well users control the management and protection of their 
wells.

• U.S. EPA safe drinking water regulations do not apply to residential 
private well.



Private Wells in Florida

• Florida Department of Health (FDOH) provides information to well 
users.

• FDOH Wells Surveillance Program identifies and monitors areas 
where contaminated drinking water suspected.

• 185,000 samples taken from 65,780 wells since 2000.

• Limited public data exist on how many well users regularly test 
their water or drink from contaminated wells.



National Science Foundation (NSF) Rapid 
Response Research Grant

• Were private wells contaminated after Hurricane Irma and what 
resources did well users want during recovery?



First Statewide Water Sampling Attempt

• We collected 179 well water samples and shipped to Virginia Tech 
for analysis.

• Microbial

• Total coliform and E. coli.

• Inorganic Analytes

• Nitrate, Lead, Arsenic, Iron, Chloride, Sodium, Manganese, Copper, 
Fluoride, Sulfate, Calcium, and Magnesium. 



Microbial Water Quality Results



Would you participate in well water 
testing again?



Comfort With Well Operation and 
Maintenance

n = 167-176



Florida Well Owner Network (FWON)

• To educate residents about well water quality and quantity, and 
best practices to ensure well maintenance and groundwater 
protection. 

• To facilitate access to well water testing and provide information 
about treatment options if problems are found. 

• To complement efforts by Florida Department of Health and 
Florida Department of Environmental Protection to increase 
awareness among Floridians about best practices regarding wells, 
septic systems, and drinking water quality.



FWON in Marion County, Central Florida

• At least one-third residents 
reply on private wells.

• No baseline well water quality 
data.

• Emergency well water testing 
after Hurricane Irma

• Bacteria rate at 26% (n=19)
Source: Florida Department of Health



What Did We Do?

Monthly seminar

Free water testing

One-on-one result 
interpretation

• 2-year pilot project

• FY 2018-2019 and FY 2019-2020.

• In collaboration with:

• Florida Department of Health in 
Marion County

• State certified water quality testing 
lab



Results: Water Sampling

• 371 people participated in this 
educational program.

• 214 samples collected to test for 
bacteria. 

• 18% samples detected bacterial 
contamination. 

• All of them took the recommendation to 
shock chlorinate through their wells and 
plumbing to kill bacteria. 



Results: Well Information

• 64% don’t know their well system information (e.g., type, depth, 
year the well was constructed).

• 65% well owners have never tested their well water.

• 73% well owners drink the tap water without any treatment.

• 44% have never pumped their septic tanks and 3% only pump the 
tank when there is a problem.



FWON During The Pandemic - Virtual

• FWON has switched from in-person workshops to webinars, 
reaching approximately 500 well users.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://www.peoplematters.in/article/leadership/heres-how-you-can-lead-virtual-teams-effectively-27159
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


FWON During The Pandemic – Hybrid 

• Hernando County
• Webinar + Water Tests for Bacteria
• 32 people attended the webinars; 16 people submitted water samples.
• Bacteria: 1 out of 16 samples detected coliform bacteria.

• Suwannee County 
• Webinar + Water Tests for Bacteria, Lead, and Nitrate
• 10 people attended the webinars; 10 people submitted water samples. 
• Bacteria: 6 out of 10 samples detected coliform bacteria.



Challenges

Funding Testing Research



Looking Forward

• Seek more partnerships (funding and testing)

• Conduct hybrid and in-person workshops and sampling events for 
residents in more counties.

• Create extension materials on private wells and septic systems.

• Develop centralized website to house materials and advertise 
events.



Questions and 
Comments

Dr. Yilin Zhuang

yilinz@ufl.edu 

Dr. Andrea Albertin

albertin@ufl.edu
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