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Foreword

Contamination of groundwater is the focus of public attention nationwide—it is be-
ing detected with increasing frequency, it has been detected in every State and often near
heavily populated areas, and it is linked to adverse health, economic, environmental, and
social impacts. At the same time, groundwater is being increasingly relied on for many
types of uses and currently supplies the Nation with one-half of its drinking water. The
sense of public urgency is reflected in the hearings and debates of the 98th Congress to
reauthorize major environmental laws including the Resource Conservation and Recovery
Act, the Safe Drinking Water Act, the Clean Water Act, and the Comprehensive Envi-
ronmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act ( "Superfund" ).

The objective of the OTA study, as requested by the Senate Committee on Environ-
ment and Public Works, is to assess the current status of the Nation’s knowledge about
and experience in dealing with groundwater contamination problems. Overall, the study
shows that much information is available about sources of contamination, impacts, and
technologies to guide national policy. In particular, the analysis indicates that, despite the
establishment and expansion of numerous Federal and State programs in recent years,
these efforts have a narrow focus from a groundwater perspective and, consequently, are
limited in their ability to protect groundwater quality.

The study itself focuses on existing contamination problems because of the absence
of a coherent technical foundation for understanding—i.e., integrating, analyzing, and
interpreting —information about the problems caused by groundwater contamination from
a national policy perspective. At the same time, OTA recognized that the prevention of
future contamination would also need to be explicitly considered in order to develop a
policy framework for comprehensive resource protection; for example, as experience with
hazardous wastes has shown, the cost to clean up contamination can be enormously greater
than the cost to prevent contamination. Thus, the structure of the study evolved around
the concept of protecting groundwater quality —comprised of activities to detect, correct,
and prevent groundwater contamination—even though the details focus on the detection
and correction of existing problems.

Many individual topics related to groundwater contamination, such as prevention
alternatives, the effects of specific sources on groundwater contamination, and the effec-
tiveness of specific laws and programs have been explored in greater detail in other OTA
studies. Interested readers are referred to, among others, Assessment of Technologies for
Determining Cancer Risks From the Environment (June 1981), Use of Models for Water
Resources Management, Planning, and Policy (August 1982), Technologies and Man-
agement Strategies for Hazardous Waste Control (March 1983), The Information Con-
tent of Premanufacture Notices—A Background Paper (April 1983), Water-Related Tech-
nologies for Sustainable Agriculture in U.S. Arid and Semiarid Lands (October 1983),
Managing Commercial High-Level Radioactive Waste (in press), Cleanup of Uncontrolled
Hazardous Waste Sites Under Superfund (in progress), and Hazardous Materials Trans-
portation: Technology Issues (in progress).

The viewpoints of the private sector, environmental groups, academia, the technical
community, and public interest organizations were sought in conducting the study. In
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addition, over two dozen Federal agencies and offices were contacted for the analysis of
Federal laws and programs, and each of the States responded to the OTA State survey.
OTA thanks the numerous people—advisory panel members, reviewers, advisors, and
consultants— who gave so generously of their time and expertise in support of the study.
As with all OTA studies, the content of the report is the sole responsibility of OTA.
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