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AAuussttrraalliiaann  WWaatteerr  QQuuaalliittyy  CCeennttrree    
RRAAIINNWWAATTEERR  TTEESSTTIINNGG  --FFOORR  PPRRIIVVAATTEE  UUSSEE  

IInnffoorrmmaattiioonn  SShheeeett 
 
Rainwater, as it falls on house roofs, is largely free of contamination, either bacterial 
or chemical. During collection and storage however, there is a potential for this to 
change. Rainwater tanks are not as secure as drinking water provided to households by 
SA Water. Because of this many people are concerned about the quality of their 
rainwater, especially when it is to be used for drinking or cooking. The Department of 
Health however do not recommend routine testing of rainwater collected in domestic 
tanks. Public water supplies are tested frequently but it is not feasible for private 
owners to constantly test their rainwater. Although water may appear clear on the day 
it is collected it may become contaminated in the following hour/day/week in a number 
of different ways, meaning by the time you get the result it may no longer reflect the 
quality of the water currently in the tank.  
 
The AWQC, together with the Department of Health recommend that if you have a 
general concern about the quality of your rainwater (rather than a specific cause for 
concern) it is better to follow tips provided by the Environmental Health Branch of the 
Department of Health about how to maintain a clean water supply than to have your 
water tested. 
 
The Department of Health can be contacted by phone on 8226 7100, fax 8226 7102, 
mail PO Box 6, Rundle Mall Adelaide 5000 or on the web at 
http://www.health.sa.gov.au/pehs/topics/public-health-factsheets.htm and then select 
the required factsheet. 
 
The AWQC however does offer two groups of tests should you choose to proceed. 
Results can be compared to the values contained in the Australian Drinking Water 
Guidelines-2004 (http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/eh19syn.htm)  
 
Microbiological tests 
 
Water in rainwater tanks can sometimes be contaminated by micro-organisms from 
human or animal faeces. Bird and possum droppings are the most common. There are two 
tests that can be done (E.coli and Coliforms) to show if your tank has been 
contaminated in this way. 
 
The most important part of the microbiological test is how the sample of water is 
collected. In order for the test to be accurate the samples need to be collected by 
AWQC Sampling Staff only. The samples are collected by first flaming the tap, 
collecting the water in a sterile bottle, refrigerating immediately and during transport 
and testing within 12 hours. Samples not meeting these requirements will not be 
analysed. 
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Chemical tests 
 
Chemical contaminants can be present in airborne dust. Sources include car exhaust 
fumes and agricultural/industrial chemical emissions. Lead based paints or flashing used 
on some older roofs may also flake off. All these contaminants can be washed from 
roofs into rainwater tanks. The common chemical contaminants in rainwater are iron, 
lead, zinc and copper. Acidity or pH and salinity are also tested to provide an idea of 
the general water quality.  
 
At least 1 litre of water is required to carry out these tests. The bottle must be rinsed 
at least three times with the rainwater before finally filling with the sample to be 
tested. If your rainwater is piped into the house collect the sample from an internal 
tap, if not, collect the sample from the tank directly. 
 
 
To proceed with testing 
 

If only chemical testing is required please return the application form with your 
labelled sample to the AWQC Customer Service Unit, Angas Street Loading Bay, 250 
Victoria Square, Adelaide. 
 

If microbiological testing or both microbiological and chemical testing is required 
return the application form to AWQC, Attn Customer Service Unit, PO Box 1751, 
Adelaide  SA  5001 and we will contact you to arrange sampling. 
 
 
Important disclaimer 
 
While all advice and recommendations are made in good faith, the AWQC does not 
accept any liability or responsibility for the actions taken by an individual as a result of 
information provided. You should satisfy yourself that any information you rely on from 
any source is appropriate for your own particular circumstances. 
 
 
Result Interpretation and Further Information 
 
Result interpretation and “Use of rainwater tanks” can be purchased from the South 
Australian Department of Health on 8226 7100. 
 
 
 
 

 
 




