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12. CHEMICAL FACT SHEETS
GUIDELINES FOR DRINKING-WATER QUALITY: FOURTH EDITION 

INCORPORATING THE FIRST AND SECOND ADDENDA

Reason for not establishing 
a guideline value

Taste and odour will in most cases be detectable at concentrations 
below those of health concern, particularly with short-term exposure

Assessment date 2004

Principal reference WHO (2008) Petroleum products in drinking-water

Reason for not establishing 
a guideline value

Not of health concern at levels found in drinking-water

Additional comments An important operational water quality parameter

Assessment date 1993

Principal reference WHO (2007) pH in drinking-water

Exposure to the constituents of petroleum products through drinking-water is 
frequently short term, as the result of an accidental spill or short-term incident. Such 
incidents may lead to high concentrations of total petroleum hydrocarbons. However, 
a number of the most soluble aromatic hydrocarbons will be detectable by taste or 
odour at concentrations below those concentrations of concern for health, particu-
larly for short-term exposure. Substances such as the alkyl benzenes and the alkyl 
naphthalenes have taste and odour thresholds of a few micrograms per litre. In view of 
the above, it is not considered appropriate to set a formal health-based guideline value 
for petroleum products in drinking-water.

In the event of a spill, it may be necessary to carry out a context-specific assess-
ment of the risk to health. The fact that petroleum products are complex mixtures of 
many individual hydrocarbons is a complicating factor in determining the potential 
risks to consumers. The traditional approach of evaluating individual chemicals in 
assessing the risks from drinking-water is therefore largely inappropriate. In order to 
overcome this difficulty, it is more practical to consider a series of hydrocarbon frac-
tions and to determine appropriate tolerable concentrations for those fractions. The 
most widely accepted approach is that developed by the Total Petroleum Hydrocar-
bons Criteria Working Group in the USA, which divided total petroleum hydrocar-
bons into a series of aliphatic and aromatic fractions based on the number of carbon 
atoms and the boiling point, to give equivalent carbon numbers.

This pragmatic approach provides a suitable basis for assessing the potential 
health risks associated with larger-scale contamination of drinking-water by petroleum 
products. The allocation of 10% of each of the reference doses, equivalent to TDIs, for 
the various fractions to drinking-water provides a conservative assessment of the risks. 
Although the approach is based on the analysis of hydrocarbon fractions, most are of 
low solubility, and the most soluble fractions, consisting largely of lower molecular 
weight aromatic hydrocarbons, will be present in the greatest concentration.

pH
No health-based guideline value is proposed for pH. Although pH usually has no dir
ect impact on consumers, it is one of the most important operational water quality 
parameters (see chapter 10).




