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Recycled water debate rages on
By Suzanne Zalev, STAFF WRITER
Tuesday, June 10, 2003 - REDWOOD CITY -- The evidence is in, but the verdict is still out, on whether the city will spend $43 million on a recycled water project. And how City Council members weigh the information presented Monday by four scientists could affect every major proposed development in the city's pipeline, from housing to hospitals. 

Two experts chosen by the Safewater Coalition, which opposes using recycled water for landscape irrigation, described why they think there's not enough evidence to guarantee that nobody will get sick. A city-commissioned study found no reported cases of illness from recycled water used for irrigation, but Martin Atkinson-Barr, a molecular biologist and physicist, said some chronic illnesses take 10 to 30 years to develop. 

And two experts chosen by the city said the water, which would be delivered via a dual piping system, is not a health risk because people won't be ingesting it. Even if a small amount is ingested, for example, by a child playing on the grass and then putting his hands in his mouth, "the chemical exposure will be essentially nil," said David Spath, chief of the state Department of Health Services' Division of Drinking Water and Environmental Management. 

Redwood City exceeds its allocation of Hetch Hetchy water by about 1,100 acre-feet per year and is looking at recycled water as a possible way to increase supply. If a drought occurs, the city may have to sharply reduce water use. And state law precludes the city -- which needs an extra 2,500 housing units by 2006, according to the Association of Bay Area Governments -- from approving large housing developments unless there is an adequate water supply. 

Both the proposed 1,930-unit Marina Shores Village and the 600 apartments proposed for the Century Park 12 site would be affected. The water supply issues could also jeopardize Kaiser Permanente's plans to expand Redwood City Medical Center, and possibly affect a proposal to rebuild and relocate seismically unsafe Sequoia Hospital. Representatives from Marina Shores developer Glenborough Pauls and both hospitals attended Monday's meeting. 

The council is slated to decide in July whether to approve a project that would add an extra 2,000 acre-feet a year to the city's water supply. Several council members have said they will base their decisions on whether they are convinced recycled water is safe. 

Paul Lofholm, a pharmacy professor at the University of California, San Francisco, said that water quality is just as important -- or more -- as quantity. He said there is a long list of chemicals and compounds without established toxicity levels, and as a health practitioner, he thinks it doesn't make sense to expose people to "subtle yet persistent" risks. 

"There are too many unknown health risks from contaminants" to recommend that anybody be unnecessarily exposed to recycled water, Lofholm told the council, adding he thinks the city should look to other water sources. 

Atkinson-Barr said the recycled water disinfection process is similar to the way in which the stomach processes food. An organism that survives the digestion process and winds up in the wastewater will survive the treatment plant, he said. 

Recycled water has been used to irrigate food crops for years, Spath said, and a study on parasites found no residual organisms on the food. While there is a "myriad" of chemicals that may be in recycled water, he said he believes the regulations result in production of recycled water that is safe. However, he recommends against people having direct contact with it, and said measures can be taken to prevent accidental consumption. 

Joseph Cotruvo, a consultant who has worked for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and with the World Health Organization on drinking-water safety issues, said whether the water is safe for drinking is not the issue. Recycled water is appropriate for its intended use -- irrigation, he said, and the issue is whether the technology is appropriate and will be well-managed. 

Monday's study session marked the end of a public comment period on the health and safety issues. Staff writer Suzanne Zalev covers Redwood City and East Palo Alto. She can be reached at 306-2427 

