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Customer Service

Avoiding Pink Stain Pain

by William J. Soucie and Bill Schuler

CU.stomers often complain about pink “stains” on wet surfaces
in the bathroom, laundry room, or kitchen sink. Central
Lake County Joint Action Water Agency in Lake Bluff, 111,
developed an investigative approach to identify the organisms
that occasionally appear and cause stains and consternation in

our community’s homes. We also followed up with a series of

Most pink staining reported by customers
is caused by a pink biofilm. Biofilm is typically
composed of many different microorganisms and
bacteria held together by biological polymers that
improve the ability of bacteria to adhere to and
proliferate on wet surfaces. Most often found
in shades of yellow or brown, biofilms can be
many colors, including pink, orange, salmon,
or coral. Because they thrive in the presence of
water and the most minute trace of nutrients,
biofilms are found virtually everywhere there is
water, including water mains, humidifiers, dental
water units, ice makers, and pharmaceutical water
purification systems.

In the northern United States, where winters
are cold and heated indoor air can have less
moisture than the Sahara Desert, biofilm staining
complaints usually can be isolated to poorly
maintained humidifiers. Summers are different.
Warm and humid conditions encourage biofilm
development. Toilet bowls, faucets, sinks, tubs,
showerheads, shower curtains, laundry tubs, and
plastic surfaces in washing machines all present
damp surfaces on which biofilms may incubate.
The proximity of biofilms to tap water often leads
a customer to question water quality.

Investigating a Clean Home

Last summer CLCJAWA received a customer
complaint about pink staining on a showerhead,
around a tub drain, and in
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the laundry machine in a
new home. The homeowner
was particularly concerned
because, despite maintaining
an immaculate residence,
she could not permanently
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eliminate the pink staining.

countermeasures for frustrated homeowners.

We usually satisfy similar customer concerns by
verifying that the home’s tap water is coliform free
and explaining the typical cause of pink staining.
In this case, a satisfactory coliform sample, a copy
of “What’s This Pink Stuff in My Bathroom?”
(Opflow, November 2000, Question of the
Month), and a discussion about the issue did not
completely allay the homeowner’s concerns about
the pink discoloration. So we decided to prove the
discoloration was from the suspected culprit, the
bacterium Serratia marcescens.

Historically, most experts have blamed pink
staining on S. marcescens, which is described in
the Opflow column as thriving “on moisture,
dust, and phosphates. ... The conditions for the
survival of S. marcescens are minimal, and the
bacteria may even feed upon itself in the absence
of other nutrients.” Additionally, S. marcescens
staining is common after the bacteria-laden dust
accompanying construction activities settles on
generally moist surfaces.

A flaky salmon-pink biofilm on the showerhead
in the customer’s home was sampled. Much like
taking a throat culture, a sterile cotton swab was
used to remove some of the bacteria from the film.
And, just like the human throat, a showerhead
surface contains numerous kinds of bacteria. Pink
spots inside the washing machine’s fabric softener
dispenser were also swabbed. A light pink stain
in the white finish around the tub drain was
observed but not sampled, because no film was
visible. In addition to sampling stained surfaces,
hot and cold water samples were collected from
the otherwise clean laundry sink faucet.

Laboratory Analyses

Our laboratory conducted coliform testing
and heterotrophic bacteria counts (HPCs) on
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