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Glossary of Water Quality Terms 

 

Alkalinity Indicator of how resistant water is to changes in pH. Low alkalinity levels lead to larger swings in pH whereas higher alkalinity helps to ensure more 
stable pH over time.  
 
Bacteria Levels Indicators of water safety, especially for drinking water and recreational activities like swimming. Specific bacteria like E. coli and groups of 
bacteria such as ñcoliformsò are monitored because these best indicate potential harm to humans.  

Chloride Important for tracking potential road salt-related impacts on freshwater life. Elevated chloride levels can be toxic to aquatic organisms.  

Calcium is related to impacts of acid rain (now dramatically reduced), removal of vegetation and especially deforestation, and climate change. Calcium is declining 
in many lakes and is important as a building block for many aquatic organisms. Decreasing calcium harms certain species. 

Dissolved Organic Carbon (DOC) is a measure of the ñtea-stainò in lakes. DOC affects nutrient interactions and sunlight penetration into water.  

Dissolved Oxygen (DO) Essential for fish and other aquatic creatures to survive. Dissolved oxygen is sensitive to water temperature and can drop dramatically 
following algae blooms. Dissolved oxygen levels impact the health of the lakeôs ecosystem.  

Electrical Conductivity is a simple and cost-effective indicator of water hardness and the levels of ions (salts) present.  

Emerging Contaminants are newer, synthetic substances that are more recently considered concerning for aquatic health and for which there is less scientific 
understanding. Examples include microplastics, medications and ñforever chemicalsò such as perfluorinated organic compounds. Monitoring them helps track 
potential environmental risks in lakes.  

Metals have varied roles in lakes - some can harm aquatic life (most heavy metals, such as lead and mercury), while others, such as calcium, are essential 
nutrients. Monitoring metals helps understand their impact on water health. Fireworks contribute to contamination by heavy metals.  

pH A measure of how acidic or alkaline water is. Ranges from 0 to 14, with 0-6 being acidic, 8+ being alkaline and 7 being neutral. pH levels are an important 
water quality parameter than can affect lake issues ranging from shell development in invertebrates to heavy metal solubility.  

Phosphorus A vital nutrient that, when concentrations are high, can trigger algae growth, leading to diminished water clarity and potentially harmful effects on 
aquatic life. Monitoring phosphorus levels is crucial to maintaining a healthy lake environment.  

Phytoplankton are free-floating, microscopic algae that, like plants, grow via sunlight. Theyôre essential for a healthy ecosystem because they are a food source 
at the base of lake food webs. 

Turbidity is an indicator of the cloudiness of water, which is usually related to suspended particles. Higher turbidity often indicates lower-quality water.  

Water Clarity reflects how clear the water is. Monitoring lake clarity is an easy and inexpensive way to help indicate potential issues impacting a lakeôs health. 
Water clarity is measured in meters, using Secchi disks, which are lowered into the water until no longer visible.  

Water Temperature influences the amount of dissolved oxygen, which aquatic life breathe in lake water, with colder water able to retain more oxygen than warmer 
water. Changes in temperature due to climate shifts can affect the types of life in the lake. 
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