Clean Cars, Green Lawns in a Drought versus Increased Health Risks by Colleen Jordan

This month’s column is offered jointly with Bill Robinson, Director, Division 4, Upper San Gabriel Valley Municipal Water District, West Covina, California.


There are just too many questions and open-ended discussions regarding the potential dangers of the substances in treated sewer water to blithely wave our hands and dismiss the concerns of Shores residents, the US Environmental Protection Agency and members of the pharmaceutical and medical fields. 

Title 22 drinking water regulations protect drinking water. The US Food and Drug Administration regulates the quality of bottled water. For drinking water, US EPA regulates 87 synthetic chemicals and the State Department of Health Services includes 49 more synthetic chemicals on the list, adding up to a mere 136 regulated chemicals in drinking water. Now Redwood City is considering where to discharge treated sewage effluent in planning for future drought conditions.

The chemical and pharmaceutical industries have synthesized 80,000 to 100,000 chemicals since WWII, many unstudied and hence unregulated vis-à-vis human health, that ultimately end up in our sewer water.  Plus, sewer water contains hundreds of detectable unregulated chemicals in extremely small quantities called endocrine disrupters. The EPA has acknowledged the seriousness of this problem with its Endocrine Disrupter Screening and Testing Program and Committee (EDSTAC), and is slowly coming to terms with this issue.  Dozens of drugs and pharmaceuticals and personal care products persist in the environment for many years.  How can we allow this environmental cocktail on our front lawn?  No government health authority can prove yet that it is safe for children and pregnant women.

The medical industry is very concerned today about the fate and effect of antibiotics, which escape treatment as they ride the water through sewage treatment and water recycling “industrial processes”.  And industrial polluters like to point out that the amount of toxins we are exposed to is small in the low parts per billion, yet the fatty tissue of women's breasts can accumulate toxins over time, and combinations of toxins may be dangerously synergistic.  We all accumulate toxins in the fatty tissue of our bodies as we age.  Even organs less renowned for fat content collect these chemicals. The liver, for example, is surprisingly high in fat.  So is bone marrow, the target organ for the onerous chemical benzene (which passes easily into the air from soil and water). And, amazingly enough, because nerve cells are swathed in a fatty coating, so are our brains.  Cause and effect is difficult to determine because there may be a lag time of over 20 years before a serious medical condition may occur.  Moreover, our liver detoxifies and discharges the water-soluble portions of the toxins we consume and the resulting waste ends up at the local sewage treatment plant. 

We are becoming a nation of unbalanced hormones. Why else would the incidence of thyroid, breast, prostate, testicular and uterus problems be increasing at such a fast rate?  Immunity and fertility problems are also on the rise, and most M.D.s can testify to all these trends.  Something we are consuming is the cause - in the environment, in the air we breathe or the food and water we consume.  Why would we want to increase our odds of developing these problems by allowing so many unregulated chemicals on our lawns, getting onto our skin, and evaporating into the air we breathe?

The developing embryo is particularly vulnerable to the onslaught of pollutants. Xenohormone (man-made hormones) exposure during embryo life damages ovarian follicles and leads to follicle failure later in life. The near epidemic of infertility among young women today is most likely due to damage sustained by the ovaries from pollutants while they were in the womb. This type of exposure and its effect on a woman's reproductive organs, which is well documented by animal studies, causes not only infertility but also chronic estrogen dominance. Over a long time this will create a cycle of what physicians call pre-menopause syndrome, which includes a host of medical conditions too technical to name. A rising tide raises all ships. This situation is not normal, but many community health problems are increasing. The change is so long term and gradual that we may fail to notice that we are in the midst of an epidemic in slow motion. Just compare the kinds of disease conditions we experienced circa 1950 to what we are experiencing today. 

And Redwood City proposes to increase our health risks for this?  To avoid brown lawns and dirty cars every 10 years or more when there is a drought?  The risks of such close proximity to tens of thousands of unregulated chemicals is just way too high a price for such innocuous inconveniences.

Before Redwood City exposes its Redwood Shores residents to the increased risks of unregulated chemicals on our property, we should have proof from the US EPA and the State Department of Health Services that what is being proposed is protective of public health – and this will require several years of intensive scientific study.  

