Post-Walkerton worries about water: Builders and boats arouse fears about drinking water purity

Vancouver Sun 

Thursday, August 30, 2001 

Page: A19 

Section: Editorial 

Byline: Edith Iglauer 

Dateline: PENDER HARBOUR 

Source: Special to the Sun 

PENDER HARBOUR - I live in rural British Columbia on the Sunshine Coast and, in the aftermath of the Walkerton tragedy, whenever I fill my glass with water from the kitchen faucet, I wonder: Is this safe to drink? 

Our community of about 2,800 people gets its water from three public water systems or, where these are inaccessible, from their own wells. 

My drinking water comes from a lovely lake so large that driving around the winding road that skirts its wooded shores gives the illusion of several interconnected small bodies of water. Actually the lake covers an area of 62 hectares, drops to a depth of 53 metres and has about 250 users, commercial and household. The pumping station at the intake is near my house. 

I began to think about water quality years ago when I watched a woman wash her dog in my drinking water. The lake has a sloping bottom, a grassy bank and a small dock where people swim in summer, a fair distance from the intake. 

Beavers and bird droppings are problems. Motor boats are forbidden, but an occasional sailboat or canoe appears, and fishing from rowboats or along the shores is year-round. I once saw a small plane land and fly away near the intake. 

But no threat compares to the house built some years ago at the waterside by a local contractor, despite objections from our water board and angry residents, me included, when plans surfaced. How did it happen? 

The presence of that house is a constant reminder of the fragile nature of water purity in the face of real estate interests and bureaucratic expediency. 

Tim Adams, the environmental health officer for our area, says the house meets required guidelines, but he is still concerned about fertilizers and other nutrients seeping into the nearby lake. 

But our water is chlorinated, standard practice before it's tested at several locations, and the health department has rated it as good. I was also told that "because of the house on the lake, put there under questionable circumstances, there was a change in the zoning laws." 

The other major water system in this area services approximately 2,000 people. Theirs is an expanding population, with a growing problem in finding good water. While my lake is deep enough to keep the water cool, their water comes from a small shallow lake, deteriorates from heat in summer and frequently is discoloured. 

In 1960 when their water board was formed, a small swamp above the highway was flooded by building a dam. It never was meant to be a permanent water source. It's a favoured place to fish and camp and toilet paper is sometimes conspicuous around that reservoir. 

The lake gets very hot in summer, often with barely passable water in dry seasons, brownish in colour despite distastefully heavy chlorination. It teeters toward a boil advisory from the health department. 

Right after the Walkerton, Ont., deaths and illnesses, I attended a long, nasty water board meeting in that neighbouring area. Rural water boards are run by volunteers, often people with special interests such as real estate and construction. 

Several residents vehemently objected to the board's decision to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars extending the water intake from the same old muddy source for another kilometre. Another resident's request to discuss recommended drilling for cleaner water in underground aquifers closer to the population was ignored, as were outraged accusations of conflict of interest. 

Guarding local water, a position of grave responsibility, should be an honour, not a grab bag for unscrupulous opportunists. 

Worldwide exploding population figures assure that the fight for good water will be intensified, here in B.C. and around the world. 

Dr. Paul Martiquet, chief medical officer for the Sunshine Coast, thinks all drinking water sources should be fenced off, as are the reservoirs in Greater Vancouver. This is not likely to happen but, since the deaths in Walkerton, people must be aware of how crucial it is for civic politicians and civil servants to carry out their duties with total dedication to the safety of all. 

The previous provincial government passed a 105-section Drinking Water Protection Act on April 11, but it's still to be implemented. Anxiety about water will increase, not decrease, so I wonder what the new government will do to ease public concern over this fundamental right to good drinking water before we have another Walkerton. 

It all adds up, I guess, to a series of simple, civilized imperative questions: Is the water from my faucet safe to drink? Is yours? How many more people are likely to die? 
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