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(Q) If you have a contaminated well, the most common advice is the "shock" treatment. This basically involves pouring bleach or chorine into the water to control harmful bacteria; however, this does nothing to eliminate contaminates such as nitrates. My next guest believes that unless government and water users become active to affect change, the costs of poor quality drinking water will remain high in terms of ill health. Hans Peterson is the Executive Director of the Safe Drinking Water Foundation and joins me today from Calgary. It’s a pleasure to have you speak with us…Ever since Walkerton and North Battleford there has certainly been heightened awareness of rural water quality, lots of discussions and activity but has there been any real progress?

(HANS) There certainly has been quite a bit of progress because for Walkerton and North Battleford very little attention was paid to the rural water situation. Despite the fact that we all knew that the quality of the water in the rural areas is far poorer than the quality in the city and treatment is so much poorer after Walkerton and North Battleford, all the energies, the federal agencies and universities were centred around city issues, big water plants and so forth, which already had good quality water and good treatment equipment.  At least now they’re starting to say, “Hey wait a second, what’s wrong with this picture? We have much poorer water in rural areas and we have much poorer treatment equipment. It should really be the other way around: we should have better treatment equipment in rural areas than in cities so that we can produce safe water and at least those questions have started to be asked now, but we are a long ways from developing the right systems and implementing them.

(Q) In your opinion what are the major threats to rural water quality?

(HANS) The first threats are definitely microbial. If you look the US, the majority of water-borne illnesses in the US in the past ten years [are] caused by viruses. We haven’t even started to address viruses here in Canada yet. That’s one big issue. Other microbes, as well the protozoa parasites, are also a big issue—indeed the bacteria, but in the guidelines that we have now, for example in North Battleford, had they met the Canadian guidelines they had no coliforms, we still had a protozoa parasite going into the distribution system and unfortunately if we are not putting the treatment barriers in place to remove these pathogens, protozoa, parasites, then we are going to end up with continued problems. The one big problem, its very difficult to detect outbreaks of water-borne illness, in fact if we look at cryptosporidium more than one percent of population has to be infected before we are likely going to pick it up. There is an under current of illness in rural Canada that we are not right now associating with water borne transmission but it’s there and I think we have to make sure that we have the effective systems in place to prevent that from happening. 

(Q) You mentioned that we’re not even assessing viruses. Does that suggest that Canadian guidelines are insufficient to create safe water in rural areas?

(HANS) I absolutely think so. I also think that we will not be able to get safe drinking water strictly from testing.  We need to take the approach that the US has done. You have to have a multi-barrier approach and simply have to assume, particularly in the rural area we have to assume, that the different types of pathogens are already in the water that we’re picking up. If they’re not there today they are likely to be there tomorrow. So we have to have very effective treatment systems in place so that we will remove viruses and protozoa parasites and bacteria by ten thousand times, if you’re then saying you have ten thousand of these organisms in rural water, by the time you’re done treating that water you should only have one left. That’s how you’re going to be able to generate safe drinking water in rural Canada. 

(Q) Rural water quality in Canada is largely the responsibility of the provinces … do we have the right gatekeeper here, or should it be the federal government’s responsibility?

(HANS) You know I’ve been pushing for about five years. I think it’s a shame that the federal agencies have not picked up the ball and run with it because in terms of implementing solutions we have similar problems across the country and it would be an idea opportunity for federal agencies to actively help in finding the solutions and giving these types of solutions to the different provinces and helping them implement those solutions…I haven’t seen the types of efforts that I think are going to be required and if I look around the world, what I see now is private companies investing a lot of money in research and development and they’re coming up with new solutions that hopefully were going to be able to make use of here in Canada, too. Unfortunately, here in Canada, the federal agencies have put themselves in a marginalized position and are not providing the help that they could have provided and are not providing the type of help that we see in the US,…the US environmental protection agency…they help small communities and they help find real solutions for these small community issues. 

(Q) Since Walkerton, the majority of boil water advisories have been in small rural communities. Why is rural water quality so much poorer than in the urban areas?

(HANS) That’s certainly one area where we have to address it but you have to remember that we are living in rural areas, in white communities, in First Nations communities, we are always going to be part of the landscape, we’re going to be part of the rural economy which is farming, and we will have contamination sources which are going to be very close even when we are looking at sewage treatment, looking at septic tanks and so forth. We are always going to be close to these contaminants and yes we can do things to make sure that we are not contaminating our water as much as were doing now. That would be one good step but it will not prevent, we still have to make sure these barriers are in place because the unfortunate thing when it comes to these microbes, the infective particularly if a virus is protozoa parasite is very low you only need a few infected units and you can become ill because they multiply in your body. While I applaud people trying to take care of the environment and ensuring that it doesn’t get overly contaminated with microbes and so forth, we need to have very good water treatment to solve this situation. 

(Q) Typically the cure for contaminated water wells is to boil the water and shock it with bleach or chlorine. Is this an effective solution in your opinion?

(HANS) Well, a lot of the boil water advisories across Canada was solved by simply chlorinating the water, and once we didn’t have any more coliforms we lifted the boil water advisory. Unfortunately, you look at the US who have much better information than we have over the past 10 years, only one third of water-borne disease outbreaks actually had coliforms associated with the North Battleford did not have coliforms associated with it, you know, that was a cryptosporidium outbreak so now if you have that low of a chance to pick out water-borne pathogens with the coliform method you got to really ask yourself, is this the way to go? I don’t think it is the way to go, yes we can use the coliform test and we should make sure that we don’t have any in the treated water, but it’s not enough. We also need to be sure that the barriers are in place and if the barriers are in place and we remove 1,000- to 10,000-fold the organisms that are there we will not be able to find any in the treated water unless we actually hook up to a sewage lagoon or something like that because our need to remove such large quantities will then simply come down to, at the end, so few organisms left that present analytical techniques will not be able to detect them. 

(Q) Hans Peterson thank you for speaking with us…Before we leave the subject of water…a couple other points to consider: In 1993 a parasite eluded the water treatment process in Milwaukee and infected 400,000 people. One hundred people died even though the treatment plant met the most stringent regulations in the world. It’s also worth noting that health experts believe that 50% of all disease problems in developing countries can be traced back to water contamination.
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