
Variances and Exemptions:
A Quick Reference Guide

For additional information:
• Call the Safe Drinking

Water Hotline at 1-800-
426-4791.

• Visit the EPA Web site at
www.epa.gov/safewater.

• Contact your State’s
drinking water
representatives.
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Example Application Process: General Variances

PWS determines it won’t be able to comply 

with NPDWR by compliance date and 

requests variance from the State

State and PWS work together to determine 

if the system is eligible for a variance

and hold a public hearing

State issues variance, including schedule 

for compliance and implementation, on

condition that system install BAT, TT, or 

other treatment means that EPA finds is

available

State informs EPA of all variances issued

for NPDWR

Unless EPA revokes variance, system may operate 

under variance

PWS implements compliance strategy 

and schedule defined by State-issued 

variance, meeting all implementation 

milestones and informing customers as 

directed

PWS COMPLIES WITH NPDWR

PWS must comply 

with NPDWR by 

compliance date

Not Revoked

Granted

Revoked

State informs PWS of variance decision 
within 90 days of receiving the request

State may revise

variance (no later

than the effective

date of EPA's 

revocation) based on 

EPA review and 

re-submit
Denied
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Example Application Process: Small System Variances

Small PWS serving < 10,000 determines it 

won’t be able to comply with NPDWR by 

compliance date and requests a small 

system variance from the State

State and PWS work together to determine 

if the system is eligible for a small system

variance, issue public notice, and hold 

public hearing

State issues small system variance, including 

schedule for compliance and implementation, 

on the condition that system install an SSVT

State informs EPA of all proposed 

small system variances

For systems between 3,301 and 10,000, EPA 

must approve the variance.  For smaller systems,

unless EPA overturns variance, system may 

operate under variance

PWS COMPLIES WITH VARIANCE

Not Revoked

GrantedPWS must comply with 

NPDWR by compliance 

date or apply for an

 exemption

State informs PWS of small system variance 

decision 

Denied

PWS implements compliance strategy and

schedule defined by State-issued variance,

meeting all implementation milestones and

 informing customers as directed

Revoked
State may revise

variance (no later 

than the effective 

date of EPA's 

revocation) based on 

EPA review and 

re-submit

EPA identifies SSVT when promulgating  

NPDWR

State reviews variance at least once every

5 years after the compliance date 

established in the variance to ensure that 

system is still eligible and in compliance 

with the variance

No SSVT

System may

apply for general

variance or 

exemption
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Example Application Process: Exemptions

PWS determines it won’t be able to comply 

with NPDWR by compliance date and requests 

an exemption from the State

State and PWS work together to determine 

if the system is eligible for an exemption 

and hold a public hearing

State sets a compliance schedule  

(taking into account extensions) and 

appropriate control measures for PWS

PWS implements compliance strategy

and schedule defined by State-issued 

exemption, meeting all implementation 

milestones and informing customers 

as required

State must decide whether to extend exemption 

(if applicable) by determining whether PWS is taking 

all practicable steps to stay on compliance schedule

PWS continues to implement compliance 

strategy, meeting all state milestones and 

informing customers as directed

PWS COMPLIES WITH NPDWR

PWS must comply with 

NPDWR by compliance date

or apply for a variance

Extended

Granted

Denied

State informs PWS of exemption decision

within 90 days of receiving the request

PWS must comply 

with NPDWR

Denied
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