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environmental health

P ublic utility laboratories (PULs) serve a critical 
role within the public health system as “en-
vironmental sentinel laboratories.” Similar to 

hospital laboratories, they serve on the frontline for 
detecting threats caused by chemical and biological 
agents of public health concern. 
 PULs provide analytical support to local drink-
ing water or wastewater treatment plants. During an 
emergency, the sustained integrity of these services 
remains critical to the protection of public health and 
the maintenance of economic stability. 
 Day to day, PULs conduct chemical and biological 
analysis to ensure regulatory compliance with state 
and federal legislation such as the Clean Water Act 
(CWA) or Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA). To this end, 
PULs safeguard public health by ensuring the quality 
of both drinking water, as well as wastewater effluent 
discharged to the environment. 
 PULs look for the presence of a variety of chemi-
cal and biological contaminants, including some 
pesticides, metals & biological pathogens. Depending 
on size and capability, PULs can differentiate between 
natural variation and the onset of an actual contami-
nation event in order to alert public health authori-
ties. Upon contaminant detection, a water utility may 
issue a “Do Not Drink” order to prevent customers 
from ingesting the water. 
 A principal public health impact of PULs involves 
effective environmental health communication. 
Mandated in 1998, the US Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (EPA) requires that most community 
water systems provide customers with an annual 
water quality report. Also referred to as Consumer 

Confidence Reports or CCRs, these reports provide 
residents with comprehensive information about the 
quality of their drinking water supply, including the 
levels of any contaminants found. 
 Alarmingly, many PULs fail to see their connec-
tion to public health. Many PULs identify themselves 
from a utility-only perspective, common to other 
public works services such as electricity and sewage.
 APHL plans to actively change this perception. 
The Environmental Laboratory Subcom-
mittee has made it a major priority to 
reach out to public utility laboratories.  
The subcommittee will develop a  
strategy to address the needs of PULs, 
including but not limited to: 

 •  Giving PULs representation on the  
Environmental Laboratory Subcommittee, 

 •  Development of PUL-related content for  
communication vehicles, and 

 •  Offering PUL-focused programming or training. 

 By reaching out to PULs directly, as well as 
through parent associations such as the American 
Water Works Association and the Water Environment 
Federation, APHL strives to engage these potential 
members and spread awareness of their distinct role 
in the public health arena. 
 APHL looks forward to an effective and mutually 
beneficial partnership with public utility laboratories. 
If interested in participating in these outreach  
efforts, contact Megan Latshaw, PhD, at  
megan.latshaw@aphl.org. u
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