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Residents argue against mandating recycled water

By Suzanne Zalev, STAFF WRITER

REDWOOD CITY -- While a plan to bring almost 2,000 acre-feet a year of recycled water to the city is on hold until a study is completed, opposition to the project is flowing freely. 

Several Redwood Shores homeowners associations have voted to oppose a proposal to make use of recycled water mandatory for customers with separate landscape irrigation meters. On Monday, their representatives and other residents urged the City Council not to force them to use water they say may be unsafe. 

In the summer, hundreds of children run around in the field and through the sprinkler behind Karen Pace's home. The president of the Stratford Bay Homeowners Association asked whether the city would need to ban children from playing in the sprinklers. She added that the city would put itself at risk of liability if someone gets sick. 

Phil Nettle, president of the Shorebird Homeowners Association, said there's insufficient scientific information to prove that recycled water is safe. No one knows the long-term effects of exposure, he told the council. 

Councilwoman Colleen Jordan, who lives in Redwood Shores, said the eight homeowners associations that oppose the plan represent 1,200 families. Another 750 or so people signed a petition that was submitted to the council on Monday, and Jordan said that in all, those people account for about 40 percent of the 5,000 homes in Redwood Shores. 

Redwood City currently exceeds its Hetch Hetchy water allocation by about 1,000 acre-feet a year, and, to bring the city in line with this limit, city officials had proposed building an extensive recycled water system that would bring purple pipes to Redwood Shores and the greater Bayfront area in two phases. Industrial users and customers with separate meters for landscape irrigation would have been required to use recycled water for those purposes -- a rule designed to ensure there were enough recycled water customers to make the plan viable. 

But now, the city is looking into whether building the entire system in one phase would create enough demand to make a mandatory use requirement unnecessary. City officials initially had been told that such a requirement was necessary to qualify for a state grant, but Vice Mayor Jeff Ira, who chairs the council's Utilities Committee, said the state has said this is no longer a condition for funding. 

And no project is going to be approved by the City Council unless the council members are convinced it's safe, Ira said. 

"Everything but the health risk is irrelevant," he said, adding that if the council is convinced there is no risk, it will then need to determine if the project -- estimated to cost about $37 million -- is feasible. 

The council is not scheduled to take action on the project -- studies are under way and Ira said a report is expected in February. But resident Ray Wang said he's concerned because the city keeps taking small steps on the project. 

Ira said that if the city goes ahead with the project on some scale, it would be fiscally irresponsible not to apply for a grant. The city is first in line if the council approves a project. 

Councilman Ira Ruskin, a member of the Utilities Committee, said the steps the city has taken don't mean it is moving one step at a time toward mandating use of recycled water. 

"From my point of view, we are doing exactly what you asked for," Ruskin said. 

