
Amsterdam, 3 November 2026

OPEN LETTER

Request to include nitrate in drinking water
quality guidelines review (5th edition)
To the World Health Organization Secretariat and the Guideline Development Group for Drinking
Water,

We, the undersigned coalition of environmental and health organizations, request that the WHO
include nitrate in its upcoming review of the Guidelines for Drinking-water Quality (5th Edition).

Background and evolving science
The foundational logic of the current WHO maximum acceptable level for nitrate in drinking
water (50 mg/L as nitrate or 11.3 mg/L as nitrate-nitrogen) dates back to 1958. This benchmark
was established primarily to protect infants from acute methemoglobinemia (“blue baby
syndrome”). While this protection remains essential, the maximum acceptable level has not been
updated in response to robust epidemiological evidence linking chronic, low-level nitrate
exposure to long-term human health risks – most notably colorectal cancer and adverse birth
outcomes, including pre-term birth and low birth weight.
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Recent large-scale population studies demonstrate that these health risks manifest at
concentrations significantly below the current 50 mg/L limit.  Recognizing this evolving science,
a member state government (Denmark) has this year pledged to lower its national nitrate limits
following an independent expert panel review.  This regulatory shift creates a misalignment
between global guidelines and national health policies.
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Globally, surface water models indicate that hundreds of millions are exposed to elevated nitrate
levels.v This widespread risk reflects the reality that human activity has severely transgressed the
global planetary boundary for nitrogen , making source-level control a critical imperative for
both public and planetary health.
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The case for “co-benefit amplification” in the prioritization of contaminants for review
Because removing nitrate at treatment plants is both energy-intensive and cost-prohibitive for
many communities, contamination must be addressed at its source. Establishing stricter global
guidelines for nitrate could act as an upstream lever to curb intensive livestock practices and
synthetic fertilizer use, yielding compounding co-benefits:
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Public health: Upstream source protection could also reduce other types of pollution from
agricultural runoff – including pesticides, antibiotics, and pathogens  – thereby reducing the
need for treatment, which could mitigate the formation of harmful disinfection byproducts
(DBPs).
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Climate resilience: Decreasing synthetic nitrogen application and herd density directly cuts
greenhouse gas emissions (including nitrous oxide and methane) ; ecological farming
methods improve soil moisture retention and aquifer resilience against severe drought.
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Ecosystems: Limiting nutrient runoff reduces freshwater eutrophication and aquatic dead
zones ; encouraging a transition to ecological farming methods supports biodiversity.xii xiii

Nutrition: Standard shifts signal a necessary broader transition toward plant-rich diets,
addressing non-communicable diseases such as cardiovascular conditions and obesity while
lowering the environmental footprint of food systems.xiv

Recommendations
As the global authority setting drinking water benchmarks, the WHO’s guidance profoundly
shapes national legislation and health outcomes worldwide. We respectfully request that the
WHO Secretariat and Guideline Development Group:

1.Formally include nitrate on the priority list of chemical contaminants for full evaluation in the
5th Edition of the Guidelines for Drinking-water Quality.

2.Conduct a comprehensive systematic review of epidemiological evidence regarding long-
term, low-dose exposure to nitrate, with particular focus on oncological and reproductive
outcomes.

3.Adopt a holistic risk framework that considers source-water protection and systemic co-
benefits within the WHO Water Safety Planning framework.

4.Promote equitable implementation by calling for international support for low- and middle-
income countries to ensure chemical safety efforts complement, rather than displace, vital
investments in microbial safety and basic sanitation.
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