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Information for private well owners 

Know Your Well Water Quality – Barium  

What is barium? 

Barium is a silvery-white metal, found naturally in certain types of soil and rocks, such as 
limestone. Barium and barium compounds are used for a variety of medical and industrial 
purposes.  Common uses of barium include medical testing (e.g., barium swallow), as part of 
drilling muds in oil and gas wells, and in fireworks.   

How can barium get into well water? 

The amount of barium that gets into your well depends on factors such as:  

• levels of barium present in rocks and soils and the form in which it is found,  

• the extent to which groundwater is able to leach barium from rocks and soil, and 

• additional sources of barium coming from human activities near the well.  

Can barium affect me or my family’s health? 

Most people are exposed to small amounts of barium every day through the food they eat and 
the water they drink. Some forms of barium, such as the barium sulfate used in medical testing 
are relatively insoluble and are not well absorbed into the bloodstream.  Barium chloride and 
barium carbonate, on the other hand, are well absorbed after eating or drinking it. If your body 
absorbs too much barium adverse effects on your health can occur. Vomiting, diarrhea, 
abdominal cramps, difficulty breathing, numbness of the face and muscle weakness may occur 
from too much barium.  Barium can also produce muscle paralysis and changes in heart 
rhythm. Barium can reduce your potassium levels; this may be the way it produces many of its 
toxic effects.   

Are there standards for barium in drinking water? 

Ontario’s drinking water standard for barium is one milligram per litre (1 mg/L).  The US 
Environmental Protection Agency drinking water standard is two milligrams per litre (2 mg/L).   

How do I know how much barium is in my well water? 

In drinking water, barium has no taste or odour.  It can only be detected through chemical 
testing.  

You must get your well water tested by an accredited laboratory to find out how much barium 
is in your well water. A list of laboratories licensed to perform drinking water tests in Ontario is 
available at: https://www.ontario.ca/page/list-licensed-laboratories.  The laboratory can provide 
you with a sample bottle and instructions on how to take a sample.   

Ensure you follow up with the lab to obtain your results.  
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Test your well for barium: 

• At least once to determine if barium is in your well water. 

• Every 3 to 5 years in areas known to have elevated levels.  See the question below: 

“How do I know if barium levels have been found in private well water supplies in my 

community?” 

• If you have a treatment system to remove barium from your water, test the treated water 

annually to ensure it is working properly. 

What should I do if barium is found in my drinking water? 

You are responsible for ensuring your well water is safe to drink. If your well water has levels 
of barium above the Ontario standard of 1 mg/L you may want to take action to reduce barium 
in water you use for drinking and for preparing food. This can be done by: 

• using an alternate source of water such as bottled water or a public water system; or,  

• installing a treatment system to remove barium. For treatment options, you should 

consult with a knowledgeable water treatment professional.  

For more information, contact your local public health unit.  Contact information is available at 
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/common/system/services/phu/locations.aspx. 

How is barium removed from drinking water? 

The most common water treatment devices for reducing the barium content of drinking water 
are ion exchange systems (water softeners), reverse osmosis or distillation treatment systems. 
The effectiveness of the treatment device should be verified by sampling the treated water 
periodically. Note, conventional water softeners can increase the sodium content of water, so 
this might not be a good treatment option for people on sodium-restricted diets as high levels 
of sodium can create potential cardiovascular problems for people at risk.  

How can I find out if barium has been found in private well water supplies in my 
community? 

Occurrences of barium in well water can vary widely from one well to the next, even within a 
relatively small area.  Where available, groundwater monitoring information could provide 
information on the presence of barium in the area.   

More information on groundwater monitoring in Ontario may be found on the following 
websites:  

• https://www.ontario.ca/environment-and-energy/map-provincial-groundwater-

monitoring-network  

• http://www.mndm.gov.on.ca/en/mines-and-minerals/applications/ogsearth/ambient-

groundwater-geochemistry  
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