Province comes clean on water
Treatment plant assessments released
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EDMONTON - The provincial government has spent the last few years working feverishly to fix drinking water treatment plants that received poor marks following assessments in 2003 and 2004.

In the northern region, 51 per cent of plants received grades of four or five, with five the lowest score possible. In the central region, 43 per cent received poor marks, while in southern Alberta 70 per cent did so.

Despite the results, the Alberta government says drinking water from the facilities it regulates is safe.

Until today, Albertans couldn't know if the drinking water plant they relied on received poor marks, since individual assessments on the 534 plants were not publicly available. 

That has now changed.

The Edmonton Journal tried to obtain the reports more than 14 months ago under the Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act, but was denied access on the grounds the reports would be "harmful to individual or public safety" and "harmful to intergovernmental relations."

The matter was scheduled to go to an inquiry before the province's information and privacy commissioner this summer, but recently Alberta Environment reversed its decision.

John Knapp, the recently appointed assistant deputy minister of environmental assurance, said the department is now trying to be more transparent.

As it should be, said David Schindler, a world-renowned aquatics ecologist at the University of Alberta.

"I think the day when Big Brother looked after citizens by withholding information and expecting them to just trust governments and officials to do what was right for them is long gone," he said.

"We've had too many Walkertons and Walkerton-like episodes."

Seven people were killed and more than 1,200 were made severely ill in 2000 by water contaminated with E. coli bacteria in that Ontario town.

CLEAN WATER 'A PRIORITY'

Clean, reliable drinking water is a priority under the province's Water for Life strategy. So Alberta Environment decided all the province's water treatment plants should be inspected. The plan was, test results would give them an idea of where improvements were needed. Since the assessments, the budget for drinking water treatment plants and waste-water plants has gone up to $135 million to $140 million a year from $25 million to $35 million a year, Knapp said.

"Let me be categorically clear, this is not about safety," he said, pointing to three thick binders of inspection reports. "It's a planning tool."

Knapp said the safety of the water supply is assured through a strong, multi-barrier, source-to-tap approach. That involves everything from routine testing for bacteria like E. coli, which are reported electronically, to inspections and training and certification programs for operators of the water treatment plants.

Since the assessments, most plants that received fours and fives have been improved.

During the assessment process, a value of "one" was assigned if the facility had few or no concerns and immediate upgrades were not necessary. A rank value of "five" was assigned to highlight areas of potential concern that would require followup actions or upgrades to address specific issues.

Each plant was assessed in the three categories -- source, treatment and operations. A rank was later assigned by the inspector to highlight what was deemed to be the predominant issue for followup review, action or further evaluation.

The small community of Faust, on the south shore of Lesser Slave Lake, received a five in the operations and monitoring category.

Since that rating, the community has received funding and installed online analyzers and a computer system that allows for remote monitoring and adjustments, said Gilles Lussier, public works superintendent for the Municipal District of Big Lakes.

EDMONTON'S ISSUES MINOR

Additional staff has been added in that department and the community is filling another operational shortfall by putting together a required standard operating procedure document, Lussier said. The document tells new staff exactly how the water treatment plant should be run.

Asked how useful the assessment was, he said: "I think it's good for those either in administration or from the outside who aren't as familiar with the site, but I think probably most of what would have been reported we probably were aware of anyway, or someone should have been.

"On the downside to the assessment, in a case like Faust where we were about to be implementing some changes, it probably gives us a lower score than maybe was warranted."

Even cities such as Red Deer have challenges.

The city of Red Deer was graded a four in the source category. The biggest issue is with the lack of watershed protection, the assessment says. That means the raw water the city takes in is contaminated by upstream activities, such as agriculture.

Guy Kieper, the city's water superintendent, said Red Deer has an excellent water treatment program, including ultraviolet disinfection, so water quality is not a concern for residents.

As for source, what happens upstream isn't in the city's jurisdiction, but Kieper hopes a newly formed Red Deer River Watershed Alliance will be able to address the issue.

Calgary rated a four in the treatment category. Over time, the water plants could have trouble keeping up with treatment, given the growth of the city. The treatment facilities need upgrades. One plant also needs an upgrade to meet future, increasingly strict, guidelines for the parasite that causes beaver fever.

Giardia, as it's more formally known, can cause diarrhea, stomach cramps, nausea, weight loss, and fatigue.

Edmonton fares better. Both the E.L. Smith and Rossdale plants were rated two for mild concerns with source water during runoff.

Epcor's treatment facilities are capable of handling runoff conditions and cleaning the water to a level beyond what's required by regulations, said Stephen Stanley, senior vice-president of Epcor's water services.

Knapp says in many cases, the issues identified in the assessments have been addressed. To find out what's been done at the plants since the assessments, check out Alberta Infrastructure's grant announcements to municipal water projects. These lists can be found at www.infratrans.gov.ab.ca/.

To read about drinking water plant assessments in southern Alberta, check out the Calgary Herald online at www.canada.com/calgaryherald/index.html.
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