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Description of Common Water Tests
Test
Temperature

Description
Temperature is important to water quality. It is measured using a
thermometer. Scientists and most of the world other than the United
States measure temperature in degrees Celsius. The scale is based on a
100 equal units between the freezing point of pure water (0°C) and the
boiling point of pure water (100°C). Temperature affects the amount of
dissolved oxygen in water and the rate of photosynthesis in plants.

pH

pH is a measurement of acidity. It is measured on a scale of 0 (pure
acid) to 14 (pure alkaline). Healthy pond water is about 7.0 (neutral) and
ranges from 6.0 (slightly acid) to 8.0 (slightly alkaline). Extremes in the
pH of pond water cause disease, stress, and even death in plant and
animal life. Runoff from the surrounding environment whether parking
lots or farm fields can change the pH level of a pond. Acid rain is rain
that is more acidic than normal because of pollution from factories, cars,
and volcanoes. High levels of acid in water results in decreased levels of
oxygen and a lack of oxygen in the water means aquatic animals cannot
breathe.

Nitrate

Nitrate is a nutrient needed to build protein in plants and animals and
acts as fertilizer for algae. Runoff from fertilized grass causes nitrate
levels to rise and high levels can lead to accumulation of algae.
Decomposition of dead plants and animals release nitrates into the water
and thus increase plant growth and decay. Excessive nitrate levels
increase decay and promote bacterial decomposition, which also results
in decreased amounts of oxygen in the water.

Dissolved Oxygen

Dissolved oxygen is the amount of oxygen dissolved in water and hence
available to support aquatic life. It is an indicator of the health of water
to sustain an aquatic ecosystem. Typically it is a warm weather concern.
Cold water can hold more dissolved oxygen than warm water. Excessive
amounts of rotting plants can cause a decrease of oxygen in water.

Additionally, algae take up oxygen at night, and an algae bloom will
reduce the dissolved oxygen in a pond.
Clarity

The clarity of water decreases as the amount of algae and sediment
increases. A Secchi disc can be used to measure clarity of water. A
Secchi disc is a 20cm diameter black and white plastic disc on a rope
that is lowered by hand into the pond until it disappears. The length of
the rope from the water surface to the disc when the disc disappears is
the Secchi length. By slightly lowing and raising the disc multiple times
at the point where the disc disappears, a stable reading is obtained. The
Secchi depth is an approximate measurement and is used primarily for
its simplicity. A Secchi disc costs approximately $30 and is available
through many science supply companies.

