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(Prepared by the Government of New Zealand) 

In 1960 the New Zealand Department of Health adopted the WHO International 
standards for drinking-water for use in New Zealand. Since then, surveillance of the 
quality of water supplies has been based on the WHO standards, the latest (third) 
edition of which was published in 1971. 

In 1980, WHO undertook a major revision of the standards. The new Guidelines 
for Drinking-water quality were published earlier this year and are intended to provide 
the basis for the development of national standards. · 

Early in 1982, a committee of the New Zealand Board of Health supported the 
preparation of New Zealand standards, to be based on the WHO Guidelines. The 
standards were prepared by Mr R. Harcourt, a former assistant director in the 
Department of Health. Various interested groups were given the opportunity to 
comment on the first draft, which was finalized towards the end of 1983. Publication 
was then delayed pending receipt of the final WHO Guidelines. 

The New Zealand Standards for Drinking-Water Quality will provide nationally 
recognized criteria for wholesome drinking-water, as referred to in various pieces of 
legislation. The standards will be used by local authorities for assessing the quality of 
water supplied and for developing appropriate monitoring and sampling programmes. 
The standards will also be used by the Department of Health in its surveillance of the 
country's water supplies. 

In adapting the WHO Guidelines to New Zealand conditions, one of the objectives 
was to condense the document by omitting much of the explanatory material and any 
criteria which are irrelevant to New Zealand, i.e. substances which are unlikely to be 
present in New Zealand drinking-water. These changes include the deletion of carbon 
tetrachloride, 1 ,2-dichloroethane, 1,1-dichloroethene, chlorobenzenes, heptachlor and 
heptachlor epoxide. Substances added include three widely used herbicides (diquat, 
paraquat and 2,4,5-T) and boron, whiCh is present in some geothermal waters. 
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The benefits of this approach include obtaining a wider audience by producing a 
lower-cost and more accessible document. Copies will be distributed to all 238 local 
authorities, 20 regional water boards, 26 hospital boards and various government 
departments. Additional copies will be available for purchase by the above 
organizations or the public. 

A significant change involved the use of 2-tier guideline values for aesthetic 
parameters in Table 4. The approach used sets a lower level, which is the "highest 
desirable" level and an upper "excessive" level. For example, the WHO guideline value 
for iron is 0.3 mg/1; however, discoloration and staining can occur at lower levels 
than this. The New Zealand standards have selected a highest desirable level for iron 
of 0.1 gjm3 and an excessive level of 1.0 gjm3. This carries on the layout of the 
1971 International Standards, which users in New Zealand have always found 
satisfactory. 

In addition, changes have been made to the guideline values in Table 4, as shown 
below: 

Constituent or 
characteristic 

Aluminum 

Chloride 

Colour 

Copper 

Hardness 

Iron 

Manganese 

pH range 

Sodium 

Solids-total 
dissolved 

Sulfate 

Turbidity 

Unit 

gjm3 

gjm3 

TCU 

gjm3 

g/m3 
(as CaC03) 

gjm3 

g/m3 

gjm3 

gjm3 

gjm3 

NTU 

NEW ZELAND 
STANDARDS 

Highest 
desirable Excessive 

0.05 0.2 

100 250 

5 30 

0.05 1.0 

80 200 

0.1 1.0 

0.05 0.5 

7.4 to 7.0 to 
8.5 8.5 

100 200 

500 1000 

50 400 

5 

WHO 
GUIDELINES 

0.2 

250 

15 

1.0 

500 

0.3 

0.1 

6.5-
8.5 

200 

1000 

400 

5 
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New Zealand is fortunate in having a generous rainfaH, low level of 
industrialization and absence of trans-frontier pollution • . With an abundance of good 
quality water resources, single guideline values such as 400 mg/1 for sulfate or 1000 
mg/ 1 for total dissolved solids were higher than necessary. 

The use of SI units throughout the New Zealand standards should be noted. This 
change was made for several reasons: 

(1) Water treatment plant · operators use Sl units when calculating chemical 
doses for water treatment. 

(2) The major water treatment laboratories in New Zealand use SI units. 

(3) . SI units (e.g. g/m3 and mgjm3) are more easily visualized than mg/ 1 or 
tJg/1. 

The forthcoming publication of the New Zealand Standards for Drinking-Water 
Quality provides an opportunity to repeat some of the basic public health principles 
which are essential to a satisfactory water supply. The 1980 grading of public water 
supplies showed that 87% of the nation's population is served by a reticulated water 
supply, and 93.6% of those served receive water from a satisfactory system. The new 
standards will help maintain and improve this record. 

Recommendations 

It is recommended: 

(1) that the Committee receive this report; 

(2) that the Committee advise Member States that the . New Zealand Standards 
for Drinking-Water Quality have been developed from the WHO Guidelines 
and that copies are available to Member States through the Department of 
Health. 
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