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What are Coliform Bacteria?

• Also commonly known as "indicator organisms",

coliform refers to a wide variety of bacteria that can

be found throughout the environment.

• This means that these organisms can be found in

soil, water surfaces, vegetations as well as on the

skin or intestinal tract of warm-blooded organisms

such as humans.



What are Coliform Bacteria?

• Although some are pathogenic (capable of causing

diseases - mild to life threatening diseases) most of

them are harmless. Regardless, detec0on of

coliform (indicator organisms) indicates the

presence of poten0al disease causing bacteria not

only in water, but also in given foods and drinks

(milk etc).



Types of Coliform Bacteria

• Divided into three main groups which include:

• Total coliform bacteria
• Fecal coliform bacteria
• E. coli





Total coliform bacteria

• This group is largely composed of harmless, closely
related bacteria. Apart from human and animal
waste, total coliform bacteria can be found in such
environments as water, vegetaDon and soil where
they live freely.
• While they are generally harmless, the presence or

detecDon of this group of bacteria in drinking water
or water source that supply drinking water is
important because they are indicaDve of possible
contaminaDon.



Total coliform bacteria

• If detected in a water sample, this suggests that
disease causing coliform may also be present and
thus the need to treat the water source or
determine the source of contamination
(environmental contamination etc).
Thermotolerant coliforms are good examples of
total coliform bacteria. These are coliform that are
capable of fermenting lactose at 45 degrees.



Total coliform bacteria

• DetecDon of total coliform does not necessarily 
mean that disease causing bacteria are present in 
water
• TesDng the presence of total coliform bacteria 

basically involves growing them in lactose media at 
about 35 degrees



Fecal Coliform Bacteria

• Fecal coliform bacteria (FC) are a subgroup of the

total coliform bacteria that can be found in the

intestines and feces of warm blooded animals

(human beings, pigs, cows, dogs, pigs etc). E. coli is

an example that typically resides in the intestinal

tract of warm-blooded animals and thus the

animal's fecal matter.



Fecal Coliform Bacteria

• Compared to total coliform bacteria, which are

largely harmless, the fecal are composed of both

pathogenic and non-pathogenic bacteria. As such,

their detec0on in a sample of drinking water is an

indica0on that the water is contaminated by

sewage.



Fecal Coliform Bacteria

• The presence of these bacteria is also very

important because the source of the bacteria is

well known compared to the source of total

coliform bacteria (TC). Here, therefore, it becomes

easier to locate and fix the source of the problem

and treat the water more effectively in order to

prevent possible diseases associated.



E. Coli (Coliform)

• E. coli is a sub-group of fecal coliform bacteria and

is largely composed of E. coli (Escherichia coli).

Compared to others, E. coli are almost exclusively

found in the intesDnes of warm-blooded animals

where they are able to live and reproduce.



E. Coli (Coliform)

• Although they are mostly harmless in the host's
intestines, there are strains of E. coli (e.g. E.coli
0157:H7) that can cause serious illnesses. Detection of
these organisms in water is indicative of fecal
contamination (recent contamination in most cases)
as well as possible presence of other pathogenic
organisms that may include viruses. In such cases,
water is contaminated by sewage or animal feces.



What happens if total coliform 
bacteria are confirmed in my water?
• If total coliform bacteria are confirmed (at least 2 

samples with coliform bacteria present) in your 
drinking water, your water system should be 
inspected to find and eliminate any possible 
sources of contamina0on. Once the source is 
idenDfied, it can usually be resolved by making 
system repairs, flushing, and adding chlorine for a 
short period of Dme. The state Health Department 
works with water systems and uDlity managers to 
help resolve such problems.



What happens if fecal coliform 
bacteria or E. coli are confirmed in my 
water?
• Confirmation of fecal coliform bacteria or E. coli in 

a water system indicates recent fecal 
contamination, which may pose an immediate 
health risk to anyone consuming the water. It will 
be issued within 24 hours to alert all water users 
that there is a health risk associated with the 
water supply. In most cases, the use of boiled or 
bottled water will be recommended for drinking 
and cooking. The notice will inform customers of 
actions being taken to correct the problem, and 
when the problem will likely be resolved.






































