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Bridging the GAPs: Approaches for 
Treating Irrigation Water On-Farm 
The goal of this series of modules on 
water treatment is to equip growers 
with the knowledge to successfully 
implement water treatment systems 
on their farms. Fruit and vegetable 
growers are continually assessing 
their operations to determine where 
they can limit risk and increase 
productivity. As a result, many have 
expressed interest in learning more 
about how on-farm preharvest water 
treatment systems work and how they 
may fit within their current setup. 
These four modules help growers to: 1) understand the background for water treatment; 2) learn 
about different approaches to treating water on-farm; 3) how to implement these systems to meet 
requirements of the Produce Safety Rule; and 4) how to verify that the system is operating as 
intended. 
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Discuss that target foodborne pathogens are many times driven by previous 
outbreaks, STEC and Salmonella are common bacterial targets, but protozoa, such as 
Cyclospora may also increase in importance

If using a study which utilizes indicator organisms, it is important that a strong 
correlation is shown between the indicator organism reduction and target foodborne 
pathogen(s) 





Water quality can significantly impact efficacy of treatments. When reviewing 
scientific literature, it is important to find studies that utilize water that has similar 
properties to your irrigation water.





Collect data as frequently as it is feasible given the size of the system and the 
resources that you have.  Some continuous monitoring equipment may be used just 
for purposes of on-farm studies when starting a new system. This information can 
help you understand the variability within your irrigation system and help you 
establish appropriate operating limits and monitoring frequencies.

On farm-validation may also include microbial analysis demonstrating reduction of an 
indicator organism (such as generic E. coli or coliforms) in untreated and treated 
water.  When utilizing the formula above, you can calculate % reduction. Some water 
sources will have very low populations of generic E. coli and % reduction of coliforms 
may be a more appropriate approach when calculating % reduction on farm.



Collect data as frequently as it is feasible given the size of the system and the 
resources that you have.  Some continuous monitoring equipment may be used just 
for purposes of on-farm studies when starting a new system. This information can 
help you understand the variability within your irrigation system and help you 
establish appropriate operating limits and monitoring frequencies.

By demonstrating reduction of indicator organisms, this will help demonstrate proper 
on-farm implementation of treatment systems.





























Continuous monitoring, as the name implies, is going to provide constant feedback 
on your monitoring system and is more accurate. 
Periodic monitoring will provide a snapshot in time of your monitoring system. The 
frequency will vary based on the standard operating procedure developed by each 
farm.





















How many people have a refrigerator?
How many people have a thermometer?
Well, then how do you know your refrigerator is below 40F? If it is the mountains 
turn blue on your beer because your beer is as cold as the Rockies, that is not 
verification- you need a thermometer!
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