Summary of Sept. 16, 2002 Public Info. Forum

The Safewater Coalition has raised some health and safety concerns regarding recycled water that was shared by 700 other residents. Our concerns have led to a robust public information forum on September 16th which 14 panelists were present to provide their inputs.  

Three of these experts were invited by Safewater Coalition to disclose health issues.  They are: Dr. Timothy Berger, MD., a highly regarded physician as well as a professor of clinical dermatology at UC San Francisco.  Paul Lofholm, the chairman of the California Pharmacists Association.  Stephan Volker, an environmental attorney and the founding member of the Sierra Club’s Legal Defense Fund now known as Earth Justice.  Mr. Volker is a national expert in several specialized fields of environmental law including water rights, water pollution, and environmental review.  We would like to thank Council Members who worked hard to try to keep the discussion fair and balanced on the panel.

To recap, Dr. Berger started off by saying there are many issues about recycled water that scientists still don’t know and that “Things can happen when you’re not expecting it.”  He spoke briefly about a report on an outbreak of a rare infectious disease via water-borne pathogen among golfers and nearby residents of a golf course in Australia irrigated with recycled water.  He also mentioned that he would like to have a choice as to how recycled water would be used in residential areas.  He was uncomfortable with a mandate.

Our second expert, Paul Lofholm, also shared his concerns on recycled water usage in residential areas such as our front yards, playgrounds, and schoolyards.  He expressed concerns about trace amounts of drugs, lubricants, detergents, fragrances, pesticides, and other household products that still remained in our recycled water.  “Those unregulated chemicals simply aren’t addressed by the DHS which Bob Hultquist directs,” Mr. Lofholm said.  “The Department of Health Services has not addressed those in specific ways, these are things children, pregnant women, and those with immune deficiencies shouldn’t be exposed to.” These factors combined with the heavy load of antibiotics in our treated wastewater are extremely worrisome to him because that may lead to antibiotic resistant bacteria in our environment.

There are also many other scientists who support Paul Lofholm’s above statements.  Scientists like Christian Daughton, United States EPA and Bill Robinson, Director of Municipal Water District down in L.A. In a recent testimony, Bill Robinson clearly stated that,  “Scientists have just begun substantial scientific research around, medication, PPCPS (e.g. KY Jelly, Antibiotics, Contraceptives and detergents) found in our treated wastewater.  These unregulated chemicals compounds may have significant impacts upon the human endocrine and immune systems, and may act as genetic molecular toxins during the development of human embryo.  If toxicologists still do not understand the danger from exposure to multitudes of microcontaminants and these unregulated chemicals all at the same time, then how can your treatment plant tells you that treatment to State regulated standards will be enough to protect your kids in your front lawns, and school yards?”  

Both Jim Bewley from SBSA and Bob Hultquist from DHS acknowledged awareness of these “unregulated chemicals”, but they are not testing and removing them since the law does not yet require these standards and they have no proof of the danger.  So, they keep telling us that the recycled water is almost as safe as drinking water.  

Finally, attorney Stephan Volker, commented on a recent lawsuit surrounding recycled water contaminating ground water in the City of San Jose.  Mr. Volker said that the Great Oaks Water Company, a water provider in San Jose, filed a suit against the city of San Jose because its recycled water contained high concentrations of carcinogen materials and was seeping into the ground water the company was using.  This carcinogen is called NDMA.  “Even low concentrations of NDMA represents a significant human health risk,” stated in one of NDMA articles.

In wastewater treatment plants, NDMA and unregulated chemicals are not removed since this water is only meant for irrigation and not drinking. Especially when our current treatment plant, SBSA is just using the conventional treatment method, Chlorine with media- filtration.  To even begin to remove some of these contaminants, they would need to include advanced treatment processes such as combining reverse osmosis and UV light into their design plans.

So, the next time someone tells you that the health risks are trivial, just tell them that the Science is out there!  Medications or drugs can be administered through the skin such as the Nicotine patch, Contraceptive patch, Testosterone patch, Estrogen patch and many other medicated Skin patches.  Therefore even skin contact with the chemical contaminated water or grass may have significant health effects in the long run. The current regulations--Title 22-- Etc., we have now are not adequate and the California Department of Health Services is now in the process of working out draft regulation vis-à-vis recycled water so we will know more in a couple years. 

Therefore, we should be careful and apply the “precautionary principal” in light of limited data of chemical contamination. I hope our Council Members will take our concerns seriously and show responsibility not to make a mistake that someone 10 to 20 years from now will have to deal with.  We don’t need another Love Canal.  Keep Recycled Water away from residential areas permanently!

We, the “concerned residents” would once again like to ask Council Members not to implement and force recycled water in our residential areas and instead consider more active indoor and outdoor water conservation programs.  

