
Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs) 
in Drinking Water

Many volatile organic compounds (VOCs) are human-made chemicals. 
They easily evaporate into the air and can also get into drinking water.

Examples of VOCs are trichloroethylene (TCE), tetrachloroethylene (PCE) 
and benzene. Some examples of products that contain VOCs are:

•	 Products used in cleaning, degreasing and dry cleaning.
•	 Fuels like gasoline and heating oil.
•	 Chemicals used in plastics, paints and adhesives.

Tap into the facts about VOCs to learn if you should consider testing your 
drinking water to protect your health. 

How VOCs get into drinking water
VOCs can get into drinking water sources when products containing VOCs are used and spilled onto the ground. Common 
sources of VOC contamination of the groundwater are:

•	 Leaks or spills from underground tanks and 
pipelines. 

•	 Improper disposal of industrial or household 
chemicals.

•	 Runoff from landfills, waste sites or manufacturing 
areas. 

•	 Use of VOC-containing products near private wells. 

Other common VOCs in drinking water are disinfection by-products, like Total Trihalomethanes (TTHMs) and haloacetic 
acids (HAA5). Chlorine is added to some public water supplies to disinfect the water by killing bacteria and viruses. 
However, chlorine can form disinfection by-products when reacting to organic materials in water. Public water supplies 
monitor disinfection by-products and test regularly to make sure they meet safe drinking water standards. 

Problems with VOCs in drinking water
•	 Health effects depend on the type of VOC, how much exposure you have and how long you have been exposed. 

If you have questions about specific VOCs, you can call the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services 
(MDHHS) at 800-648-6942. 

•	 Not all VOCs can be smelled at levels where they can cause harm and not all VOCs that you can smell will cause 
harm.



For more information

List of local health departments 
Eh.Michigan.gov/MiHealthDepartment

Michigan Department of Health and 
Human Services
800-648-6942
Michigan.gov/CareforMiDrinkingWater

Michigan Department of Environment, 
Great Lakes, and Energy
Michigan.gov/DrinkingWater
Michigan.gov/WaterWellConstruction

Laboratory Services 
Michigan.gov/EGLElab and choose “Certifications.”
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How to find out if VOCs are in your drinking water
Step 1: Know where your water comes from. 
•	 Learn about the different water supply types to determine where your water comes from at                                        

Michigan.gov/CareforMiDrinkingWater.
•	 Because of the many different VOCs there are, the levels of chemicals in your area may vary depending on where you 

live within your county. To find out more about groundwater VOCs in your area, contact your local health department. 
A list of local health departments can be found at Eh.Michigan.gov/MiHealthDepartment. 

•	 Those on a public water supply can also visit the MiTracking Data Portal at                                                 
Eh.Michigan.gov/MiTrackingPublicWater to learn more about TTHMs and HAA5 in their public water supply.

Step 2: Contact your local health department or certified drinking water lab to test your drinking water.
•	 If you are on a public water supply, the water coming into your home may be regularly tested for certain                   

contaminants. Those on public water supply should check for results with their local water supply.
•	 Public water supplies test for and closely monitor disinfection by-products like TTHMs and HAA5. If you have 

questions about disinfection by-products in your public water supply, you should contact your water supplier. 
•	 If you have a private residential well, water testing is your responsibility. Your local health department may offer 

drinking water testing, or you can contact a certified private drinking water analysis laboratory directly. The cost for a 
test may vary between labs and the contaminants you choose to test for. Visit Eh.Michigan.gov/DW5tips and click “Test 
your water” to learn more about your options.

Step 3: Understand a test result for VOCs in drinking water. 
•	 You can call MDHHS at 800-648-6942 to review your water test results with a staff member. They can help you           

understand any potential risks and advise on next steps based on your results. 

Things you can do to reduce your exposure to VOCs in drinking water
•	 When selecting a drinking water filter or water treatment system for VOCs, it is important to consider the type of 

VOCs present in your water and the filtration method that will be most effective. 
•	 You can call MDHHS to discuss your water test results and filtration methods that might work for your home. 

How VOCs in drinking water can affect indoor air
VOCs easily evaporate into air. If they are in your drinking water, they may also release into the air during everyday water 
use like:

•	 Showering or bathing.
•	 Running faucets.
•	 Washing dishes or laundry.

This means you may also breathe in VOCs while inside your home, increasing the potential for health risks over time. To 
reduce VOCs in indoor air, ventilate bathrooms and kitchens during water use by opening windows and using fans.
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