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About Discoloured Water 
 
Why is my water dirty or discoloured? 
Your dirty or discoloured water probably results from a change in the rate of flow of water in 
the system. This can cause sediment in the water pipes to loosen and be released into the 
water. The rate of flow may vary due to water main breaks, firefighting, water main cleaning, 
or increased water use during hot weather. 
 
What causes dirty or discoloured water? 
Shoal Lake, our water source since 1919, contains algae, sediment and minerals which occur 
naturally in lake water. Before our new drinking water treatment plant started operating in 
December 2009, the material would settle on the bottom of the water pipes in the distribution 
system and form a lining inside the pipes. Although the drinking water treatment plant 
removes algae and sediment from the water, the buildup is still present in the water pipes.  
Whenever there is a change in the flow of water, the deposits may be disturbed, resulting in 
dirty or discoloured water.  
 
Why am I getting discoloured water on more than one occasion? 
You are more likely to get discoloured water in the summer due to the higher demands on the 
water distribution system at peak times and the higher temperature of the water. Summer 
water use is higher than winter water use, due to warm weather and seasonal activities, such 
as: 
 residential use in refilling pools, and watering gardens, flower beds and lawns, 
 the use of fire hydrants for construction and landscaping, and 
 installation of new water pipe. 
 
What are you doing to address discoloured water? 
We are taking every measure possible, including: 
 minimizing operations which might change the flow of water in the water distribution 

system (e.g., operating valves), 
 cleaning a section of the city’s water mains every year to preserve the high quality of 

water and remove the buildup of deposits and sediment in our water pipes, 
 continuing our extensive water quality monitoring and testing program,  
 reviewing the chemistry of the water,  
 looking for possible large unknown water leaks,  
 identifying unauthorized water use, and  
 arranging for an analysis of sections of water pipes.  
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Is discoloured water safe? 
Winnipeg’s water is tested each step of the way, from Shoal Lake to the tap, to ensure safe, 
high-quality drinking water. Drinking discoloured water should not make you sick, even if it 
does not smell, taste, or look pleasant. Although the discoloured water is not aesthetically 
pleasing, Winnipeg’s testing program shows that the water is safe. Our water continues to 
comply with the Operating Licence issued by the Provincial Office of Drinking Water, with 
Manitoba regulations, and with Guidelines for Canadian Drinking Water Quality. 
 
What should I do if my water is discoloured? 
We recommend that you not use discoloured water for any purposes that require clean water, 
such as preparing food and beverages, or laundry.  If your water is discoloured: 
 Turn on a cold water tap and let the water run for a few minutes. It is best to use a bathtub 

tap as there is no screen to catch any sediment. You can collect this water and use it to 
water your plants. 

 Catch some water in a light-coloured cup. If the water isn’t clear, wait 30 minutes and try 
again. Discoloured water usually doesn't last long. If your water still isn't clear after two to 
three hours, contact 311. 

 
What action do you take when I contact 311 and report discoloured 
water? 
We will look at our operations to see if there is an explanation for the discoloured water in 
your neighbourhood (e.g., water main break).  If there is a high number of reports of 
discoloured water in a neighbourhood, we will flush the water mains in the area (i.e., open the 
fire hydrants and drain the water into the street).  This will usually solve the problem.  
 

Billing 
 

Can I get reimbursed for running my tap to clear the discoloured water? 
No, because the cost is low and the discoloured water can be used for other purposes (e.g., 
watering plants or the lawn). A typical residential tap running for 10 minutes will use 
approximately 60 - 80 litres of water. This will add 21-28 cents to the utility bill. The water is 
usually clear after running the tap for a few minutes. 
 

More information 
 

For more information on Winnipeg’s drinking water: 
 visit our website at winnipeg.ca/waterandwaste/water 
 contact our 311 Centre, open 24 hours every day, by email at 311@winnipeg.ca or by 

phone at 311 
 


