
“Nothing in the field 

of water purification 

came into use as 

rapidly and as widely, 

once it got a good 

start, as chlorination.”

— American Water 
Works Association 
(1948)

1680	 Microorganisms revealed: Dutch scientist Antony van Leeuwenhoek improves 
the design of the primitive microscope, revealing a world of life forms invisible to 
the naked eye. 

1774	 Chlorine discovered: Swedish chemist Carl Wilhelm Scheele observes a 
greenish gas when he combines hydrochloric acid with manganese dioxide. He 
does not realize that he has discovered chlorine. 

1810	 Chlorine identified as chemical element: British scientist Sir Humphrey Davey 
identifies the gas noted by Scheele as a distinct chemical element and names it 
“chlorine.” 

1854	 John Snow and the Broad Street Pump: Dr. John Snow identifies the source of 
a cholera epidemic in London’s Soho district as contaminated drinking water. 
Snow removes the handle from the Broad Street pump, ending the epidemic and 
demonstrating that public water supplies can be a source of disease.	

1870s	 Germ theory verified: Scientists Louis Pasteur, Robert Koch and Joseph Lister 
verify the Germ Theory of Disease, which states that microorganisms are 
responsible for the transmission of disease. 

1888	 Chlorination system patented: The first American patent on chlorination of 
water is granted to Albert R. Leeds, chemistry professor at Stevens Institute of 
Technology, Hoboken, New Jersey.	

1902	 Water chlorination (Belgium): The world’s first permanent drinking water 
chlorination plant is operated in Middelkerke, Belgium. 

1908	 “Chick’s Law of Disinfection”: British scientist Harriet Chick identifies the 
relationship between germ kill and contact time with a disinfectant. “Chick’s 
Law” remains the foundation for evaluating disinfection efficacy.

1908	 First U.S. cities chlorinate water: Chlorine is added first to Bubbly Creek water, 
serving the Chicago stockyards. Soon after, the Jersey City Water Company 
begins chlorinating municipal drinking water drawn from the Boonton Reservoir.

1914	 First U.S. drinking water standards: U.S. Public Health Service sets the first 
standard regulating bacterial levels in drinking water. 

1918	 More than 1,000 cities chlorinate water: Three billion gallons of U.S. drinking 
water is treated with chlorine every day, improving public health in over 1,000 
American cities. 	

1919	 A method for controlled chlorination: Maryland State Department of Health 
sanitary engineer Abel Wolman and chemist Linn Enslow demonstrate a method 
for the controlled chlorination of municipal drinking water, transforming water 
treatment.

1941	 Chlorination use grows: Chlorine disinfection is used by 85 percent of U.S. 
water treatment systems.	

1974	 SDWA enacted: The Safe Drinking Water Act authorizes the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) to set standards for any contaminant in public water 
systems that adversely affect public health.

1989	 Residual chlorination required: EPA’s Surface Water Treatment Rule includes a 
requirement for a residual chlorine level in drinking water distribution systems.

2008	 Continued reliance on proven disinfectant: The vast majority of U.S. systems 
continue to use chlorine disinfectants to help provide safe drinking water and 
protect public health.
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