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Recycled water might go region-wide

Watchdog agency calls for conservation.
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BELMONT -- The Bay Area Water Supply and Conservation Agency is about to step into hot water as it looks at taking a leading role in promoting recycled water use in the Bay Area. 

But the agency created to quell a regional dispute over the Hetch Hetchy water system is unafraid to wade into new controversy. 

A controversy surrounding the use of recycled water -- essentially treated and reclaimed wastewater -- has already boiled over in Redwood City, where residents have fought its use on suburban parks and school fields for more than a year. 

Still immersed in the local struggle, Redwood City councilmember Ira Ruskin is ready to plunge into possible regional use of recycled water. 

"It is important to look at every method of water conservation on region-wide basis," said Ruskin, who serves as BASCWA's chair. "I don't fear any opposition. All who oppose it are welcome to state their views." 

The BASCWA board met in Belmont Oct. 16 to hear a report about the possibility of joining the Bay Area Regional Water Recycling Program, which was formed in 1990s but lost federal funding three years ago. 

The recycling program is now being resuscitated by local water agencies. BASCWA's executive director, Art Jensen, has been invited to sit on the agency's executive board. 

No decision has yet been made, but since "conservation" is in the agency's title, BASCWA is likely to favor recycling technologies. 

BASCWA's main goal is to monitor the repair of the San Francisco-owned Hetch Hetchy water system. The aging pipe and reservoir system funnels water down from the Sierras, supplying drinking water to 2.4 million Bay Area residents, most of whom live outside of San Francisco. 

The pipeline crosses three earthquake fault lines, and the looming danger to the water supply prompted Peninsula politicians to pressure San Francisco to fix the system soon. 

San Francisco originally opposed the legislation sponsored by former Peninsula Assembly member Lou Papan that called for the formation of BASCWA, but now the city also has a seat on the board. 

Nearly half the BASCWA members represent Peninsula water interests, including Ruskin. 

Part of BASCWA's mission is also to look for ways to decrease reliance on the Hetch Hetchy system, and water recycling can help at least with non-potable water uses. 

Redwood Shores resident Christina Lai, founder of Safewater Coalition, is afraid that in its quest for conservation, BASCWA will try to force cities to use recycled water. 

The Safewater Coalition, which claims 10,000 supporters, opposes the use of treated wastewater on parks, school fields and other places where children play. 

Lai argues that children can still be exposed to pathogens or pharmaceuticals that may still linger in the treated water, even if they do not drink it. 

"The opposing view is that nothing is completely sterile, there are no guarantees, but residents have to ask themselves whether they want to take that risk on your child," she said. 

"It should be up to individual citizens whether they want to take that risk," Lai added. 

Randy Raines, a consultant and coordinator of the new regional water-recycling program, said that multiple studies and history of use showed recycled water use for irrigation is safe. 

"The city of Irvine has been working in recycled water and in 30 years, I have never heard of any cases of people getting sick or any problem related to exposure to recycled water," he said. "It's proven to be safe." 

"The state is in a water shortage and it is only going to become more exacerbated in the future," Raines said. 

What to do about the water? 

REDWOOD CITY -- A group of residents started meeting this month to try to reach consensus on one of the city's most virulent controversies of late -- recycled water. 

The Community Task Force on Recycled Water is charged with finding ways to use 2,000 acre feet per year of recycled water for irrigation "in a financially feasible many by identifying alternative sites to schools and playgrounds." 

The City Council tried to get the membership of the committee to be evenly divided between recycled water opponents and advocates. The meetings have been interesting, since this is the first time the two sides have really sat down together, member Kevin Bondonno said. But it has certainly been civil. 

"It's a little bit of testing the waters, pardon the pun," Bondonno added. 

City Council decided in July that recycled water was safe for irrigation. 

The task force will meet during the next several months and make a recommendation to the council by the end of February on how to use recycled water for irrigation in the city. If two-thirds of the committee members do not agree on a recommendation by then, the city will use "Alternative E," which recycled water opponents oppose. 

City officials say E is the most cost-effective alternative. They also say it fits in with their policy of not requiring homeowners associations to use recycled water to irrigate their common areas. Recycled water opponents don't like E because it includes the use of recycled water on park playfields and school grounds. 
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