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HOW SAFE IS AMERICA’S WATER SUPPLY  
   Regulation of water by its very nature – always moving – is quite a different matter than food as discussed in last week’s edition. As you read this week’s edition, consider the massive amount of imported produce that Americans buy at the supermarket every day. The reason?  In most countries, treated wastewater is used to irrigate growing crops and the regulations for treatment by such plants are far less stringent than in the United States. Also, remember that wastewater is the end product of sewage treatment plants. 

   While acceptable levels of contamination in food vary for the various items covered, for water the “Maximum Contaminant Level Goals established under the Safe Drinking Water Act is zero for all pathogens,” according to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) National Risk Management Research Laboratory (the laboratory) . (Pathogens are disease causing microorganisms)
   Simply by its “moving” nature, control and prevention of water contamination is far more difficult than for food.  The designated use of water determines the ranking in importance of the protection from pathogen contamination.  Aquifer protection, public water supplies, recreation and protection and propagation of fish, shellfish and wildlife make up the category ranked as the most important for protection from pathogen contamination by the EPA.
   Point-of-Information:  The source of information for today’s edition is a report entitled “Managing Urban Watershed Pathogen Contamination” prepared by the Laboratory. While written as a resource for state and local watershed managers, it is also an excellent source for the public “interested in watershed mitigation efforts aimed at reducing microbial contamination.”  
   The Laboratory is responsible for “investigation of technological and management approaches for preventing and reducing risks from pollution that threatens human health and the environment.” The focus of the Laboratory is broad and far reaching:  

· methods and their cost-effectiveness for prevention and control of pollution to air, land, water and subsurface resources; 

· protection of water quality in public water systems; 

· remediation of contaminated sites, sediments and ground water; 

· prevention and control of indoor air pollution; and

· restoration of ecosystems.  

   The Laboratory also partners with both the public and private sectors to “reduce the cost of compliance and to anticipate emerging problems.” The sheer size of the Laboratory’s focus gives rise to just how corporate polluters so easily get away with illegal acts of pollution.  

   So just what is a pathogen?  It can be a bacterium, protozoan, virus, or fungi. The many sources of such pathogens and the moving nature of water account for the enormous difficulty in tracing specific sources of contamination. There is potential and some interest for molecular finger-printing methods to be used in identifying such sources (the method is also referred to as microbial source tracking technique). 
   On a world-wide basis, the World Health Organization provides these statistics.  Waterborne infections are responsible for 13 million deaths each year with the majority occurring in developing countries. Refined statistics break down the U.S. cases:  900,000 cases of illness and 900 deaths occur each year.  
   Even here in the U.S. with all its safeguards and regulations, “the majority of large scale pathogenic waterborne outbreaks in the past have been attributed to human contamination or inadequacies at water treatment plants.” Today’s emerging waterborne pathogens are “disease agents that were unknown or not associated with water 10 or 20 years ago.” 

   Ways of contaminating water that comes in contact with human beings and thus placing them at risk for waterborne infections almost defy listing. Discarded prescription drugs show up in water supplies throughout the country. Japan’s tsunami-damaged nuclear plants released radioactive water that ultimately reached U.S. shores.  In 2010, radioactive water leaking from Exelon Corporation’s Oyster Creek Nuclear Generating Station reached a major aquifer that supplies drinking water to much of southern New Jersey. Officials determined the radioactive water was spreading underground at one to three feet per day, but that it would not reach the nearest private or commercial drinking water wells two miles away for 14 or 15 years. Oyster Creek was built in 1969. No word as to the impact of the 2011 Earthquakes across the Eastern U.S. 
   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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