2nd Public Information Forum

September 16, 2002

Notes from our independent, non-city panelists 

Introduction

Since March 2002, Safewater Coalition raised some health and safety concerns regarding recycled water that was shared by our Redwood City residents. Our concerns have led to the city council’s decision to have a robust public information forum on September 16th, 2002 at Sandpiper Community Center, located at 797 Redwood Shores Parkways.  Approximately 100 Redwood City citizens attended the meeting.  Fourteen panelists attended the meeting to respond to questions from the following subject areas: public health and safety; plants/landscaping and water use; implementation and regulations; and public perception/acceptance.  As expected, many of the 14 city invited experts were “pro-recycled water”.  To keep it fair, Safewater Coalition was able to include few other experts who expressed deep concerns on recycled water usage in residential areas.  

Health Panelists from Safewater Coalition  (For complete credentials, please click on Curriculum Vitae on our website)

· Dr. Timothy Berger, MD-Physician and Professor of Clinical Dermatology, UC San Francisco

· Paul Lofholm-Chairman of Academy of Pharmacy Owners and California  Pharmacists Association, and Clinical Professor of pharmacy, UC San Francisco

· Stephen Volker-Environmental Attorney

Landscape Panelists from Redwood City

· Barrie D. Coate-Consulting Arborist & Teaching Instructor on Plants & Trees
· Dr. M. AliHarivandi-Regional Advisor on Turf, Soil & Water, UC Cooperative Extension
Topic 1-Public Health/Safety
Q: What about pharmaceuticals in wastewater-how are these accounted for?

  A:  Lofholm: There is some concern that water regulations and water quality standards do not address pharmaceuticals found in the water system.  Water sampling has shown levels in California as high as 70% for certain chemicals.  The technology to address some of these small concentrations is finally available but the Department of Health Services (DHS) has not yet addressed pharmaceuticals. DHS is concerned about pharmaceuticals in wastewater intended for potable uses (drinking water uses), not non-potable uses.  The water use proposed here is for non-potable use.  DHS is looking into recycling unused/unwanted pharmaceuticals so that they do not enter the water system.  The legislature has passed laws to prevent facilities that use large amounts of drugs from disposing of them in the sewer system.  Trace amounts of drugs, pesticides, and chemicals from household products that still remained in our treated sewage. Antibiotics that end up in recycled water could potential introduce antibiotic resistant bacteria into our environment. Children, pregnant women, and those with immune deficiencies are especially vulnerable and should not have contact with recycled water. They may be more at risk from pharmaceuticals.  

Q:  Have there been any health-related lawsuits associated with the use of recycled water?  Please present the risk and potential lawsuits that Redwood City may face if recycled water is implemented with knowledge of toxic elements?

  A:  Volker: Involved in lawsuit filed last year by Great Oaks Water Company against San Jose’s Recycled Water Project because tests conducted by Montgomery Watson showed that the recycled water exceeded drinking water standards.  Montgomery Watson found the recycled water had concentrations of NDMA (a known carcinogen) eight times greater than the EPA standard.  Elevated levels of trihalomethane (THMs) were also discovered.  Although the San Jose water was proposed for irrigation and cooling purposes only, it was determined that these constituents were likely to contaminate the groundwater aquifer from which San Jose draws its drinking water supply.  Recycled water injected into groundwater aquifers has resulted in NDMA contamination and numerous well closures in Orange County.  Numerous studies document the health impacts NDMA.  Redwood City’s proposal does not include testing for NDMA or THMs. Testing for NDMA contaminants is very expensive.  

Q: Has any research been conducted on the health impacts of using recycled water for non-potable use?  What about the unregulated compounds found in treated wastewater?  And based on DHS Title 22 Regulations, SBSA is not removing all unregulated compounds?  If SBSA is aware of these “unregulated chemicals”, then what has been done to test and remove them?

  A: Berger: The irrigation of a golf course in Australia using recycled wastewater resulted in the emergence of a microbacteria and an associated condition.  Microbacteria in water sources are difficult to assay, however.  There are many issues about recycled water that scientists still don’t know and that “Things can happen when you’re not expecting it.”  

Q: Could there be any negative health implications for wildlife in man-made lagoons as a result of recycled runoff?

  A: Lofholm: Recycled water as a vector for the transmission of disease to bugs/birds should be considered and closely monitored.

  A:  Volker:  There may be some long-term “sleeper” issues of which we are not aware.  A long-term review of the cumulative effects on wildlife is necessary.

Q: Could the health effects associated with exposure to recycled wastewater be delayed?  Am I going to get sick 30 years from now?

  A:  Lofholm: Perchlorate contamination has recently been associated with thyroid problems but this connection went unseen for a very long time.  Other sleeper issues include DDT and asbestos.  Special attention must be paid to the unknown health impacts of estrogens.

Topic 2-Plants Landscaping Water Use

Landscape experts Dr. Ali Harivandi , authority on turf, soil and water,  Barrie D. Coate, consulting arborist and authority on plant and tree problems, and Chris Willig, consultant in irrigation were questioned regarding immediate and cumulative plant damage from recycled water, mitigation of the same, resulting changes in soil quality, and desirable irrigation practices.  Dr. Harivandi acknowledged that although recycled water has been used in California for 30 to 40 years it is not the best for irrigation and must be carefully managed because of the salt content.  He and Mr. Willig agreed that it is important to evaluate potential problems before converting a system in order to mitigate them. Barrie Coate acknowledged that recycled water can kill established plants as is happening with some redwoods trees in Milpitas but that drip irrigation can reduce the ill effects on established trees if foliage is not affected.  However, the effectiveness of drip irrigation is limited by soil quality and salts in recycled water.  He noted that our soil in Redwood Shores is “just awful” and he worries that the chemical problems that Redwood Shores soil has will be worsened by recycled water.  Dr. Harivandi mentioned that some nutrients in the water when discharged into an aquatic environment lead to undesirable growth in ponds, foundations and waterfalls. He explained that there should be no concern irrigating vegetable and herb gardens with recycled water as it complies with California State Code of Regulations for use in surface irrigation of food crops and pastures for milking animals. Plants do not absorb pathogens or heavy metals like humans do.

When asked if the salts in recycled water added to the salts in our “awful soil” would increase stress on existing plants of moderate or low tolerance, Dr. Harivandi noted that, according to a handout of two soil analyses done by Soil & Plant Lab of Santa Clara one year apart, the increase in soil salinity from adding recycled water was from one to six times. He said that sodium chloride can make soil impermeable and that potential problems should be accepted and proactive remedial action taken to minimize them such as reverse osmosis or acid injection.

Mr. Willig acknowledged that there are various actions, which can be taken before conversion and management practices, which can help minimize salt buildup.  He said the plan included replacing plants that die as a result of recycled water.  It was pointed out by Mr. Coate that the list of suitable replacement plants is partially obsolete.  He said it is not wise to only use plants tolerant of recycled water as many of these have other assorted problems.

After the meeting Mr. Willig acknowledged that separating the HOA common area irrigation from front yards is indeed possible since potable water already is piped into houses but could possibly expensive.   When it was pointed out to him that replacing front yard plants with trees and shrubs of equal size to those they are replacing would also be expensive he agreed it was something to consider.  

When it was pointed out by a Redwood Shores homeowner that conservation is a preferred alternative as it has a more immediate result and a better cost/benefit ratio, several of the city panelists said they didn’t think it would be enough to supply the needed water.  Mr. Willig and some other panelists acknowledged that the city must work hand in hand with the homeowners to combine the use of recycled water with conservation – both are important and that Redwood City must be more proactive in educating and assisting homeowners to conserve.

Another Redwood Shores homeowner pointed out that the public wants to use water resources more efficiently but objects to the proposal that recycled water be mandatory in residential areas and are asking for an opportunity to provide input and to vote on the issue.  Several of the independent panelists agreed that the public should have the opportunity to make an informed choice.   

Stephen Volker’s comment was, “The public should have the opportunity to make an informed choice.  Whether or not to use recycled water is not a choice that should be made for them.  This choice will have to be based on an adequate environmental review of the long-term options available, including conservation measures.  Redwood City should insist on the highest quality review, testing, and disclosure so that the public feels comfortable with the decisions being made.”  

Topic 3-Implementation Regulations   

Q: Regarding the mandatory use permit, what can the public do to influence the decision of whether recycled water will be used or not?

  A:  Volker:  Public outreach and scientific disclosure have improved the opportunities for the public to give input into process and the quality of scientific studies.  Agencies must concede that they are not aware of all of the long-term environmental effects of using recycled water and provide for mitigation.  The public has a right to influence the decision-making process.

Q: Is Redwood Shores the first community to have a mandatory use ordinance?

  A: Volker: The public should be allowed to choose whether or not to use recycled water.  This decision should not be made without community consent.  An informed choice should hinge on long-term environmental review and public outreach.  

Q: What are the posting requirements for areas irrigated with recycled wastewater?  How many disclaimer signs will be around my house, playground, and Sandpiper schoolyards?  What if one of the kids trip over the signs, or get injure by the signs.  I would like to ask the attorney whose liability is this?

  A: Volker:  Risk evaluations for small children, pets, and wildlife (who cannot read signage not to drink the water) must undergo adequate review.

Topic 4-Public Perception and acceptance

Q: Why not increase the price of water to encourage conservation?

  A:  Volker: The cost of urban water is quickly approaching the cost of desalination and is being considered in some locations with severe water shortages. In Southern California, urban water sells for $2,000/acre foot. 

Additional comment sheets

Heatlh & Safety

-Water conservation should be a priority.  Has this been fully considered?  

-To what level is the water treated(tertiary)?  What bacterial tests are done?  Since many bacteria + viruses are difficult to control in tap water how can you assume that these same biological contaminants won’t proliferate in recycled water?

-If I am exposed to recycled water, will I get sick 30 years from now?
-If terrorist rent and apartment and dump bio/chemical agents in to his drain, will I be exposed to it?

-HOA’s w/pools & fountains or water features-separate piping?

Implementation/Regulations

-We’ve heard examples of minor flaws with recycled water that may affect a small group of users.  Am I correct in my belief such flaws could be found in potable H2O if treatment processes fail?  How are the control/testing processes different for recycles and potable H2O?

-Why more water conservation is not enough?  Will economy slow down reduce our water needs?  With economy slow down, will our water needs decrease?

Public Perception

-How much will this project cost & who will pay for it?  We have asked this question a number of times?

-Property value-property values going down?

-Why can’t we evaluate non-residential areas first and begin conservation effects in residential areas?

