Safe Drinking Water

How can we provide it in our community?
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Safe Drinking Water

How can we provide it in our community?

Many important issues emerge when considering the provision of drinking water in a small commu-
nity. The following worksheets address some of the key issues. Please use these worksheets in a
group discussion with a few friends and colleagues. For example:

 Discuss each worksheet over lunch.
* Meet for morning coffee and discuss each worksheet.
* Get together for a snack after a regular community meeting and go over each worksheet.

* Add a discussion of each worksheet to a regular community meeting.

Thirteen worksheets are included in this booklet. It should take a total of two hours to complete the
booklet. You may wish to schedule four, 30-minute meetings to discuss these issues over the next
few weeks.

Each person in your group should read through each newspaper article. The discussion questions are
listed at the bottom of each article. After your group has discussed an issue, turn the page and talk
about how these issues are currently being addressed.

Your group is sure to come up with some great ideas for how to provide safe drinking water in a
small community. Please identify your best ideas and be prepared to report them back in the work-
shop.
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Assignment

As you discussed various safe drinking water issues, you probably came up with some great ideas.
As a group (or on your own) write down 10 of your best ideas. Write them down here so you are
ready to share them at our next meeting.

10.

As you talk or think about these great ideas, plan ways you can get involved in seeing that these all
get implemented.
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Worksheet 1

The Ohio State Journal January 15, 1949

1000 Made I1l in Loudonville;

Blame Water System Mishap

Purifying Plant Fails—Suspect Sewer
Leakage

More than 1000 residents of Loudonville were made
ill last week by contaminated water—possibly sew-
age—and some have not yet recovered, the State Health
Department disclosed last night.

A state sanitary engineer said, the Ashland County
village’s water purifying machinery broke down early
last week.

Dr. John Porterfield, state health inspector, said there
is “a good possibility” a sewer line leaked into one of
the wells which furnishes Loudonville’s water.

The village is about 65 miles northeast of Columbus
on the 3 Cs Highway. It has a population of about 2500.

Dr. Porterfield said the bacteria has not been identi-
fied. He expects a report from the state laboratories on
its type and origin today or “Monday at the latest.”

The victims suffered nausea, vomiting and diarrhea.
Most of them have recovered but a number still require
treatment by a physician, he said.

An Upper Arlington couple who drank from a
Loudonville well a week ago yesterday were made ill.
The husband has recovered, but his wife is still under
their doctor’s care, the husband told The Ohio State
Journal.

Dr. C. B. Meuser, Ashland County health officer, said
that as of Wednesday there were no new cases. After
testing samples of the water he said there was no sign
of typhoid infection.

About 200 of Loudonville’s 850 school children were
absent last Friday and the Flexible Co., builder of bus
and ambulance bodies and the only major industry there,
had many absentees because of illness.

Reprinted with permission of the
Associated Press, May 27, 2000, The
Columbus Dispatch

Outbreak of E. coli

investigated by police

The deaths of five people have been traced to

the water supply of a small Ontario town.

By Tom Cohen
Associated Press

TORONTO—Police yesterday launched an investigation
into one of North America’s worst E. coli outbreaks as resi-
dents of a small Ontario town buried the first of five people
killed by the bacteria contaminating the local water supply.

The confluence of grief and finger-pointing came a day
after Ontario provincial officials took control of the water
supply in Walkerton, a farm town of 5,000 people about 90
miles west of Toronto, where hundreds have been sickened
since last week with the intestinal bacteria.

The investigation will focus in part on why the local Pub-
lic Utility Commission did not immediately notify health
authorities that water from town wells was contaminated.

Mayor David Thomson of the Brockton municipality,
which includes Walkerton, said the general manager of the
Public Utility Commission—which provides water and elec-
tricity to the town—has acknowledged that the commission
was aware of the problem May 18.

Thomson said Thursday that the utility failed to tell his
office or health authorities, even after a local health official
issued a boil order for the water supply Sunday following
reports from doctors of bloody diarrhea. The health officer
said he had asked the utility commission three times if the
water was clean and was told it was.

Jim Kieffer, chairman of the utility commission, said util-
ity workers may have been unaware of how dangerous E.
coli could be.

Superintendent Richard Kotwa of the Ontario Provincial
Police said a police investigation into the E. coli contamina-
tion began yesterday with interviews of officials and gath-
ering of documents.

“It’s not a criminal investigation at this point,” Kotwa
said. “It could be later.”

Ontario Premier Mike Harris visited Walkerton yesterday
and said at an outdoor news conference that “Every aspect of
this, from every level of government, will be looked at.”

Harris left without answering a question yelled by
Veronica Davidson, a Walkerton resident who said she
wanted the premier to say exactly what would be done to fix
the problem.

Issue: Drinking water must be free of disease-causing bacteria, parasites, and other pathogens.

Have you heard of any other communities where people have become sick from drinking the water?

How likely is the contamination of drinking water in your community with disease-causing organisms?

Safe Drinking Water 5



Worksheet 1—page 2

The U.S. Congress responded to people getting sick from drinking water in this way:

They instructed the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to:

* Set up a monitoring and reporting program for everyone who provides water to the public.
Water providers must report the water quality data to state agencies and the public. The U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency maintains records of drinking water quality provided by
the state agencies.

e Adopt standards for disease-causing organisms in drinking water.

 Require the use of treatment techniques to remove disease-causing organisms. Because many
disease-causing organisms are very difficult to monitor for, minimum treatment systems must
be used to ensure their removal from unprotected sources of water. Lakes, streams, springs,
and some wells are considered unprotected water sources. By always being on-guard with
these treatment techniques, people can be assured that their water is free of parasites, bacte-
ria, and other pathogens that cause disease.

The Ohio Legislature has accepted primary enforcement responsibility for federal safe drinking
water laws. To maintain “primacy,” Ohio must adopt and enforce drinking water regulations at least
as stringent as the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency regulations. The Ohio Environmental
Protection Agency has been given the authority for carrying out these responsibilities by the Ohio
Legislature (ORC 6109.03).

Ohio has adopted rules for special treatment techniques, filtration, and disinfection of all streams,
lakes, and microbiologically contaminated groundwater. Ohio’s vigilance has prevented any water
borne disease outbreak with a public water system since the 1940s.
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Worksheet 2

Copyright 1986, reprinted with permission by The Des Moines Register, July 29, 1986

Nitrates blamed for
baby death in
South Dakota

By Larry Fruhling
Register Staff Writer

South Dakota officials said Mon-
day they are trying to find the source
of nitrates in a farm well that caused
the death of a two-month-old girl —
the first known infant death from
nitrate poisoning in the United
States in some three decades.

Darron Bush, an official of the
South Dakota Department of Water
and Natural Resources, said the
child, Lacy Jo Geyer, died a month
ago of “blue baby syndrome,” a ni-
trate-induced illness that deprives an
infant’s brain of oxygen. The cause
of death was established last week.

Bush said water from the Geyer
family’s well near De Smet in east-
ern South Dakota contained 152
parts per million of nitrates. Levels
exceeding 45 parts per million are
considered dangerous for infants.

Rising nitrate levels in ground-
water are causing increasing con-
cern in the Upper Midwest. Many
authorities blame the heavy nitrogen
fertilization of corn.

Common Problem
Bush said nitrate contamination
of groundwater is a problem in

much of eastern South Dakota,
sometimes exceeding 1,000 parts
per million. But, Bush said, the ex-
act source of the nitrates in the
Geyers’ well was not known.

One possibility is that the nitrates
came from the family’s septic tank,
which is within 40 feet of the water
well, Bush said, adding, “That’s too
close but we are not absolutely cer-
tain if that was the source.”

Bush said that the well water also
was contaminated by bacteria, but
that if the septic tank were the pri-
mary source of the nitrates he would
have expected the bacterial count to
have been higher than it was.

Other possible causes of the well
contamination are that nitrogen fer-
tilizers in the intensively farmed
area seeped through the soil and
boosted the nitrate level beyond the
danger point for infants, or that
spring flooding washed excessive
fertilizers into the Geyers’ shallow,
30-foot-deep well, Bush said.

“We’re just getting into motion
to determine the source,” he said.
“At this stage of the game anything
is possible.”

Bush said he was aware of just
one other case of blue baby syn-
drome in South Dakota in recent
years. That case, which was not fa-
tal, occurred in 1981, he said. It is
possible, however, that there were
other cases, since there are no re-

quirements that the illness be re-
ported to state health authorities.
Linda Geyer, 24, the little girl’s
mother, said she nursed Lacy Jo for
the first 1> months, supplementing
the breast-feeding with infant for-
mula and fruit juices mixed with
water from the family’s well.

Symptoms

Geyer said that the child suffered
some vomiting, diarrhea and blue
discoloration of the fingers, toes and
around her mouth, but that the prob-
lems became much more pro-
nounced when she stopped breast-
feeding the child and switched her
to formula altogether.

Geyer said blue baby syndrome
was not diagnosed by her doctor.
“It’s such a rare sickness, that’s the
last thing they think of,” she said.

Geyer said she and her husband,
David, had taken Lacy Jo to a hos-
pital at De Smet on June 28, and that
local doctors sent them to a larger
hospital at Huron. Lacy Jo stopped
breathing on the way, was revived
briefly at the Huron hospital, and
died later that night.

The medical name for blue baby
syndrome is infant methemoglobin-
emia. The illness usually strikes in-
fants younger than six months
whose immature digestive tracts
make them particularly susceptible.

Issue: Drinking water must be free of poisonous levels of chemicals.

Have you heard of any other communities where people have become sick from drinking the water?

How likely is the contamination of drinking water in your community with poisonous chemicals?

How would you make sure that the people drinking water in your community do not get sick?
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Worksheet 2—page 2

The U.S. Congress responded to the discovery of poisonous levels of chemicals in drinking water by
instructing the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to:

* Set up a monitoring and reporting program for everyone who provides drinking water to the
public. Water providers must report the water quality data to state agencies and the public.
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency maintains records of drinking water quality
provided by the state agencies.

e Adopt standards for toxic substances in drinking water.

e Require anyone who provides water to the public to guard against corrosion of lead from
household plumbing. Lead is poisonous, especially to growing children.

Ohio has adopted standards essentially identical to federal rules. Because much of Ohio’s land is in
agriculture, the Ohio Environmeéntal Protection Agency does require more frequent monitoring for
nitrate than federal rules require.
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