COLOUR OF DRINKING WATER

WHAT COLOUR IS WATER?
Have you ever gotten a glass of water from your tap and the water is milky

white or hazy?

Massachusetts Water Resources Authority

COLOUR OF DRINKING WATER
Air bubbles and pressure in water lines can make your drinking water look

cloudy....for a few seconds

Milky white or hazy water is almost always caused by air in the water. This can
be confirmed by filling a clear glass with water and setting it on a counter. If the
white colour is due to air, the water will begin to clear, within a minute, starting
first at the bottom of the glass. This natural phenomenon is caused by dissolved
air in the water that is released when the tap is opened. When you relieve the
pressure by opening the tap and filing your glass with water, the air is now free

to escape from the water, giving it a milky appearance for a few minutes.

Apart from the above natural phenomenon, colour in drinking water can be
caused by dissolved and suspended materials. A brown shade, most often,

comes from rust in the water pipes.
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PURE WATER AND COLOUR?

For practical purposes, if you fill a glass from your tap, water looks colourless. The
water is in fact not colourless, even “pure” water is not colourless, but has a

slight blue tint to if, best seen when looking through a long column of water.

Drinking water will never be completely “pure”, meaning it will always contain
dissolved materials, and may even contain suspended materials. Water
tfreatment processes removes suspended and excess dissolved materials,
ensuring that when we open our taps, the water looks colourless. Pure water
(such as distilled or deionized water from which all minerals have been
removed), will taste “flat”. Safe drinking water contains only enough dissolved

minerals to ensure that it is beneficial for human health.

COLOUR AND WATER IN THE ENVIRONMENT

Colour in water in the environment, can be imparted in two ways: by dissolved
or suspended materials. An example of dissolved substances is tannin, which is
caused by organic matter coming from leaves, roots, and plant remains. When
organic plant material is slowly broken down, the dissolved organic acids that is
formed, can dissolve in the water. If you filter the water, the colour will remain.
Organic material can impart a brown-yellow colour to environmental water
(picture on the left below). Water treatment process may not remove all this
colour and your drinking water, as a consequence, might have a brown-yellow

colour.
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Color caused by dissolved matter: tannins Color caused by suspended material: sediment

Most of the colour in environmental water, however, comes from suspended
material (pictured above on the right). Algae and suspended sediment particles
(soil particles) are very common particulate matter that cause natural waters to
become coloured. Suspended matter can be filtered out of even very dirty-
looking water. If the water is put into a glass and left to setftle for a number of
days, most of the material will settle to the bottom. Blue water is thus water with
low concentrations of dissolved or suspended materials. Dissolved organic
matter, such as humus, peat or decaying plant matter, could impart a yellow or
brown colour. Water rich in phytoplankton and algae, usually appears green. Soil

runoff produces a variety of yellow, red, brown and grey colours.

Tannin and colour in drinking water

Tannins — also known as fulvic or humic acid — are natural organic material that
can be the byproducts of nature’s fermentation process, be created as water
passes through peaty soil and decaying vegetation. Water treatment processes

will remove most of the tannin.

Drinking water that still contains tannin, might have a faint yellow to tea-like
colour. Tannins may also cause water to have a musty or earthy odour. Tannins —
also known as fulvic or humic acid — are more common in surface water supplies
and shallow wells than in deep wells. Water in marshy, low-lying, or coastal areas
is also more susceptible to tannins. Tannins are considered an aesthetic problem.
While they may make water unappealing to drink and stain laundry, they present

no health hazard.
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