Testing for optical brighteners can be a simple and effective way of determining if water is being impacted by sewage effluents coming from private homes.  Optical brighteners are used in common household items such as laundry detergent, make-up, and some shampoos and conditioners.  When optical brighteners are detected in local water bodies, this can be a good indicator that effluent from the neighboring households may be impacting water quality.

There are several different methods that can be used to detect optical brighteners in local waterbodies.  While some methods can be very complex, requiring expensive monitoring equipment, other methods can be very simple, using items that you can find at the local hardware store and a black light.

One of the more simple methods is placing fabric made from unbleached cotton in the water that you suspect to be contaminated with household effluent. Unbleached cotton, when placed under a black light will not fluoresce.  However, cotton that has been exposed to optical brighteners will fluoresce when placed under a black light.  
In order to use this method water needs to pass directly through unbleached cotton.  To make sure this occurs, it may be beneficial to attach the unbleached cotton cloth to the end of a piece of 2 inch PVC pipe.  This will allow the water to pass through the pipe and the unbleached cotton (See Figure 1).  To get the best results the device should be deployed for several days to a week.  Since some people only do laundry a couple times a week you may miss your window if your device is only deployed for one day.
Once you have retrieved your device you can remove the unbleached cotton cloth from the end of the pipe.  You will then need to take the unbleached cotton into a dark room and place it under a black light.  If optical brighteners are present the cloth will fluoresce under the black light (See Figure 2).  

While this is a good way to determine if optical brighteners are present in local water bodies, it may not be the most effective way of quantifying the amount of optical brighteners present in the water.  To better determine concentrations it may be beneficial to use additional monitoring equipment such as flourimeters.  

Figure 1 (monitoring apparatus)
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Figure 2 (Positive results next to an unused piece of unbleached cotton cloth)
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---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Jeff,

I have attached a short article on the method of monitoring we used for the field drain study.  Let me know if this is what you had in mind.

Thanks,

Jim

Jim Bowcutt

Utah State NPS Coordinator

Department of Environmental Quality

Utah Division of Water Quality

(801)536-4336

