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Iowa Department of Natural Resources 
Guidelines for Analyzing Non-potable Waters,  

Including NPDES Compliance and Private Septic Samples, 
For Fecal Coliform and E. coli 

 
 
The following are IDNR sample hold time guidelines for laboratories and NPDES permittees for the 
analysis of non-potable samples (including NPDES compliance and private septic samples) for fecal 
coliform and Escherichia coli (E. coli).   

1. The permittee must make every reasonable attempt to ship or deliver samples to the laboratory in 
a cooler with ice packs within six (6) hours of collection. 
• Samples received by the laboratory within six (6) hours of collection may be held for an 

additional 2 hours at refrigeration temperature before being analyzed.   
• All samples received in the laboratory should be analyzed on the day of receipt.  If the 

laboratory receives the sample late in the day, the sample may be refrigerated overnight as 
long as analysis begins within thirty (30) hours of sample collection. 

• Samples received or analyzed by the laboratory between eight (8) and thirty (30) hours of 
collection must be clearly flagged as “conditional results” and the reason given on the 
analytical report.  Samples received or analyzed between eight and thirty hours will be 
accepted by IDNR for the purposes of compliance sampling. 

• Samples received or analyzed by the laboratory after thirty (30) hours of collection will not be 
accepted by the IDNR as compliance samples. 

2. The laboratory must notified the permittee of any samples that do not meet any of the laboratories’ 
quality assurance and chain-of custody procedures, including the above holding time 
requirements, before analysis.  The permittee may choose to analyze the sample as a 
“noncompliance sample”, discard it, and/or resample.   

3. The permittee is required to report the conditional circumstances (including hold times) of all 
compliance samples to the IDNR. 

 
Note: State and Federal Clean Water Act Regulations require E. coli compliance samples to be 
analyzed by the laboratory within six (6) hours of sampling.  Standard Methods and the Code of 
Federal Regulations (CFR) state that samples taken for analysis of E. coli, for the demonstration of 
compliance with NPDES permit requirements, are to be analyzed within six (6) hours of transport and 
two (2) hours of storage at 1-5oC at the laboratory.  40 CFR allows that samples may be held for 
longer periods only if the permittee or laboratory has data on file to show that, for the specific types of 
samples under study, the analytes are stable for a longer time and the permittee or laboratory has 
received a variance from the Regional Administrator under § 136.3(e).   
 
The IDNR and the State Hygienic Laboratory (SHL) have completed a pilot study that demonstrated 
the stability of the decline rate of E. coli in wastewater.  An experimental design and means of 
statistical analysis was developed to quantify the decline rate of the bacteria.  To obtain a copy of the 
pilot study, or for information on acquiring data to apply for a variance from the holding time 
requirement, contact Joe Zerfas or John Kempf. 
 
 
For questions regarding the guidelines, contact: 
Joe Zerfas, DNR Lab Reporting  joe.zerfas@dnr.iowa.gov       515-725-0343 
Dennis Ostwinkle, DNR Field Office  dennis.ostwinkle@dnr.iowa.gov       319-653-2135 
Courtney Cswercko, DNR NPDES  courtney.cswercko@dnr.iowa.gov         515-281-7206 
John Kempf, SHL    john-kempf@uiowa.edu       319-335-4500 
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