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Next meeting will feature showdown between experts
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REDWOOD CITY -- The experts who conducted a study for the city might believe recycled water is safe for irrigation, but a Redwood Shores group is not convinced. 

The report says there are no documented cases of illnesses caused by recycled water for irrigation, but that's not a guarantee that it is safe, said Christina Lai, founder of the Safewater Coalition. The report says the risks are low, but it doesn't say they're nonexistent, she said, and the city hasn't proven it's safe. 

In a city that already exceeds its allocation of Hetch Hetchy water and has several large developments in the pipeline, the decision about a proposed $43 million recycled-water project will come down to the health and safety issues. City Council members have said repeatedly they will not approve a project unless they feel recycled water is safe for irrigation. 

And that may hinge on what experts chosen by the city and the coalition say at a June 9 meeting. Each will bring in two specialists to address questions raised by the report. 

Vice Mayor Jeff Ira, chairman of the council's Utilities Committee, said Monday he has read the report but is reserving judgment until after he hears what the experts have to say on June 9. He said he's not surprised by the report's findings. 

"I would be shocked if the city's study came out and said anything else," Ira said. 

Ira said he hopes people will come to the June 9 meeting with open minds and wait to hear all the evidence before they decide. 

The other two members of the Utilities Committee -- Barbara Pierce and Ira Ruskin -- said Monday they hadn't gotten through the city's report, which was released last week and is about as thick as the Central San Mateo County white pages. 

Burden of Proof Lai said she thinks it's up to the city to prove it's safe. She cited a case in Marin County in 1991 where the pipes for irrigation and potable water were accidentally cross-connected during construction. According to the state Water Resources Control Board, the San Rafael homeowner reported an illness, and the outcome is unknown. 

Public Works Director Peter Ingram said the case in Marin County is a mistake in distribution. He said that even with inadvertent cross connections, he's never seen any evidence of illness, and in this particular case, the illness was never proven to have been caused by the connection to the wrong pipe. 

"Unless somebody proves it, then anything is possible," he said. 

The Redwood Shores residents who oppose recycled water would be willing to accept it for irrigation use if the city agrees to treat it to drinking-water standards, Lai said. Developers such as Glenborough Pauls, which wants to build almost 2,000 housing units on the former Pete's Harbor and Peninsula Marina sites, could pay for the added costs, she said. 

New state laws that tie land-use planning to water supply could halt the company's plans for Marina Shores Village unless the supply issues are resolved. 

Ingram said he isn't sure how much more this would cost -- the project, as proposed, would cost about $43 million -- but if the city was going to spend the money to treat the water to be safe for potable use, it wouldn't make sense to build a second set of pipes to deliver a separate water supply for irrigation. 

Lai said she's worried about what will happen if people start getting sick -- whether they'll be able to turn off the recycled-water pipes and hook up to the drinking-water source while the cause is under investigation. 

Ingram said the city takes its responsibility to residents seriously. 

"Of course we're responsible, and of course we'll be accountable if there's a problem created," he said. 

	


