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Drinking Water Forum - Stephen Edberg


Stephen:
Well, this is our little bit of a summary and it’s been a remarkable experience for me. I think the first item I’d like to address is Bob Heidell’s(?) question, which is, I was shocked myself at hearing about the water in lead. And we hear about all sorts of things. Why haven’t we heard much about that? Well, Marty Allen actually provided part of the answer. There is a major disassociation between those who do the science and those who do the politics. For example, when the candidate contaminate list number 3 was promulgated – and I don’t know if you’ve all had a chance to look at it. I’m obviously more in the medical microbiology part of things. There were items on there that were rejected 15 years ago. The EPA, after generating this huge list of microbes, most of which are absolutely without any risk in drinking water whatsoever, which has been known for years, conducted an expert panel where they brought people in throughout the country. I was not one of those particular individuals. The expert panel unanimously voted not to include most of the microbes on that list. The EPA included every one of those microbes on the list because like lead is associated with paint, that was the list. So there’s a major disassociation.

One of the reasons we’re having this symposium here today, Bob, is that – and I don’t mean to address you personally, but you asked the question – is the fact that I have attended a fairly large number of EPA regulatory meetings, Marty has, Joe Harrison has attended WHO meetings and others. Joe was EPA regulator. Lechevallier is a fixture at every one of these meetings. We spend days going over all of these subjects. The information is never available. The meetings are held every three years, they’re exactly the same meetings, they come exactly to the same conclusions. The American Water Works Association Research Foundation had a meeting in Colorado 12 or 14 years ago in that little town past Buffalo Bill’s grave, and every one of those items that are on the CCL was reviewed in detail and published as an AWWARF report. Nobody knows that exists, unless you have a copy of it.


This meeting, and the reason that – why did people come to New Haven? Look who came. Mark Lechevallier called me. He travels a million miles a month. You heard some of the speakers, Mark Edwards is a Macarthur Fellow. Michele Prevost, her mother is sick, she came down from Canada. Alan Roberson is the clean-up hitter for the AWWA, etcetera, etcetera, I don’t have to go down everybody. The reason is, this is really, as far as I’m aware, the only forum in which all the information will be made public and on a website. You can’t run from it and you can’t hide from it. So it will be available and that’s why I’d like to thank the Drinking Water Research Foundation and the Patel Institute of the University to South Florida for giving us an unrestricted grant to do it. And that’s why we did it. We’ve heard about new technology from many, which is really fascinating, particularly the last part of it involving – I’m going to probably misquote this – but the forward desalinization. I mean there’s some of the things that were remarkable.

Another issue that we have to deal with is something that Joe Harrison mentioned toward the end and that is, we now have the technology to measure a molecule on earth almost. And yet Joe’s wife is saying to him, “Joe, you’re the Technical Director of WQA, why is this stuff in the water? Get rid of it, right?” So Joe is saying, “Well, you know, let’s see, am I eating here tonight or down in the doghouse?” But the fact of the matter is, if you can measure it, it’s in the news. And there’s no prospective. 


You heard Earl Gray talk about BPA. I walk down the supermarket shelves, BPA is considered poison. And yet you heard today that there’s no evidence that the amounts that we’ve taken – and we’ve all taken chemicals. I mean this is a fact of the matter is, how many people of our students here have eaten at the Food Courts – Food Courts down the street? Anybody? The fact of the matter is, particularly with the internet, it’s very hard for science to catch up with reality. And so part of the reason for us having this symposium here today was to put it on a site where people can look at it and dissect it.

I have only a few slides, which I thought was here – Water Symposium – oh, here we are. So we started off – let’s make this a little larger. Say that again. Hit 5? [inaudible] This is adopted from the EPA 2001 and this was excerpted by one of the speakers. Municipal water. They have a tough job. They can’t choose their water source. They have to treat it in some form or other and then it goes through these pipes and you heard about the story about the pipes? The average utility loses 18% to 44% of its water by cracks in the pipes. You heard Mark Lechevallier and Michele Prevost speak about even in a well-functioning system, there’s significant amount of backflow. 
What wasn’t specifically mentioned is that in the United States, at least, sewage pipes and water pipes travel in the same trench. So it’s not just soil intrusion that is going back into the system, it’s fecal material that’s going back into the system. And so this is the cumulative number of drinking water regulations that the municipal water has had to – has dealt with. And you can see, we are a relatively regulatory society. I mean there’s an old saying that a committee, if you trace us back to the original Constitution, that there’s never been a committee of Congress that has ever been eliminated. Maybe its name has changed or it’s been incorporated, but there has never been one that’s been eliminated.

And what do regulators do? They write regulations. Otherwise, what would they do? And so we’ve had more regulations. What has happened? These are the violations of the MCLs, that’s the Maximum Contaminate Level. This is the law of the United States of America. When I first did the colluler(?) test and Marty, with the Research Foundation helped set this up, I met the state regulator from California. It was Ben -- what was his name? Well, Ben – he’s a great character. He said, “The great state of California is going to adopt this test, to hell with the Federal Government.” He says, “I’ll tell you why. The state of California has 11,000 drinking water systems, of which, 10 drinking water systems serve 99% of our population.” The little ones, what are you going to do with them? You going to tell them turn the tap off? Most of it’s water in a box, I don’t know if you know that. 
And so when you look at regulations, I mean clearly, the very large utilities, they have the money, the resources and all to do all of it. And when people write regulations, they tend to write them around the large utilities. Well, let’s go look for nucleic acid pieces here. The small utilities don’t want to spend money to even do the drinking water tests. In fact, a small utility really only has to examine its water maximum, I believe, four times a year, as an end result. As a result, the percentage of the population, by community water systems, with those Safe Drinking Water Act violations have increased and the number of violations right now, at least as 2001, go like this. Approximately 16 million people are exposed each year to municipal water that has had an MCL violation. And part of it came form the data shown by Lechevallier and Prevost. You can’t – when you have a glass of municipal water, and I’m not saying it’s unsafe, I’m not implying that. I’m implying there’s a degree of variability there. And I think that’s an important point. And that’s why, for example, some of the issues that Manny was talking about in terms of decentralization, in other words, eliminating the pipes, is critically important. 
And a few years ago the city of Boston, which was does not filter its drinking water, by the way, was sued by the EPA to build a filtration plant. And in Federal Court, they convinced the Federal Judge that, in fact, the distribution system, which was actually originally built in 1837 and some of it is still functioning, was of such greater risk to the public health that with the resources they had, it was better to put their money into fixing up the distribution system than to filter the water. And I mean that’s a Federal Court law.
So in fact, there is variability within municipal water and as a Commissioner of the City of New York, I had an opportunity testify in front of the Lautenberg- Barbara Boxer Committee at the Senate a few months ago. The city of the Commissioner of New York said, “Our major real need is infrastructure repair and maintenance. That’s really what it is.”

In terms of – so we’ve heard a lot of solutions, a lot of potential solutions, filtration is a potential solution. The problem is, how do you go into everybody’s house? How do you get them to change the filters? For example, could a municipality produce water that’s going to be safe – let’s say, safe is a funny term – but completely safe for everybody? Well, you heard – I’ve forgot who it was – when I asked the question about Coca-Cola – well, I shouldn’t say Coca-Cola specifically, but the sugar-containing beverages – say well, you’ve got to take precautions. I mean if you have – if you’re a diabetic, there’s certain food precautions you take. If you’re highly immunosuppressed and your water is unfiltered, I think you’ve got to go to plan B. I think it’s unrealistic, (A), for us to have a dual water supply system in the United States. I think Al Roberson was very clear about that, it’s just not going to happen. You really have to make a decision. And one of the decisions is filtration. Another decision is bottled water. 

One of the factors that’s been not mentioned about bottled water, although Joe covered it very completely, is this doesn’t have variability. Meaning that a bottle has an 800 number on it. You should be able to call the company up and they should be able to tell you what’s in it -- how much calcium, how much of this and how much of that and how much of that. I mean in fact when people say, “Well, what are you really paying for?” What you’re paying for is a manufactured food product that doesn’t have sugar, that has consistency. So Avian might taste different than Yale water, that might taste different than Zephyr Hills in Florida. But it has consistency and it meets all the regulations. And so when people say to me, “Well, why bottled water?” I mean my answer is, “It’s a free choice. It doesn’t have to exist. But it does provide a very useful alternative.” 
Water filtration is obviously more and more important. What people don’t realize is those filters need maintenance, and if they’re not maintained, then they get clogged, they don’t work and what have you. So the answer is, the input is yes, the output has to be very careful.

To me this has been a very enlightening symposium in many ways and part of it is to substantiate the plea for the municipalities to really, hopefully with the new administration, something we really need to work on the infrastructure. The others are to find other means of water, bottled water and water filtration, both of which are acceptable. By the way, this doesn’t have BPA and is recyclable. So it’s kind of a silly thing for me when people get very upset about selling bottled water. Well, first of all, nobody has to buy it and second of all, it’s recyclable and it’s constant. So I mean it’s not poison. And actually, the amount of water extracted to make bottled water is de minimus. I mean where do you think – where do you think Coca-Cola gets its water? Where do you think Budweiser gets its water? 

I once was called – it was interesting – they said, “Well, we’re taking our water, our natural water and you’re selling it.” Well, actually, the cost of the water is de minimus. I mean it’s the process of manufacture. I was once called by the City of Toronto, actually the Research Foundation – Marty’s associate, Rick Karlin, said, the towns north of the City of Toronto, they really – their water supply was not good and so they wanted to hook onto the City of Toronto’s water. Well, Toronto gets its water from Lake Ontario. And so people were very nervous that the water from Lake Ontario would be not a good source of water. Well, the way water is treated, it’s almost immaterial what the source is. 

As I mentioned, I came from University of Buffalo, it was a number of years ago, and I remember the headlines in a newspaper one day, “Water Found in Lake Erie.” So we’ve come a long way in terms of cleaning things up. But the point of this was, I presented at a community forum – the place was packed. Person stands up and says to me, “ You Americans, you take everything from us, our oil, our this, now you’re taking our water. I mean this is outrageous.” So I looked at her and I said, “Well, are you familiar with the water cycle that it – the water goes, then evaporates, goes into the clouds and comes back down as rain?” And she thought about that and said, “Well, I think I remember something about that from school.” And I said, “Well, look at this – think of it this way. You’re selling the Americans your water, we’re drinking it, we’re urinating it out, it goes back into the river or wherever, it evaporates up, it then rains in Canada and you get to sell it to us twice.” She says, “We really like putting that over on you Americans.” So in effect, the amount actually taken out for this is unmeasurable.

I’d like to conclude by thanking Manny and the Department of Chemical Engineering, put up a terrific website and will continue to do so. The University of South Florida, particularly the Global Medicine Program, who sends people throughout the world. I’m fortunate enough now to be at a certain stage in my career where I can kind of pick and choose what I want to do. And we’ll conclude our symposium, unless I’ve left something out or you have any particular questions of any of the speakers or me. [applause] And so with Harry Potter’s wand, we’re done.

END

