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‘Drinking wat e r (Ch.1)’

The fol low ing article EM0003 makes a number of statements about facto rs the writer cla ims affect the safety of drinking
wa ter; it is of int e rest statis ti c a l ly to identify what data are needed to assess thes e cl aims and then to deci de what poli cie s are
ne e ded that wil l accom modat e both rea son able land use and the safety of drinking wat e r.

EM0003: The Globe and Mail, May 26, 2000, page A15

WA TER SAFETY Deat h on tap
__________________________________________

If we don’t sto p th e On t ario gover nment’s backsli ding on environmenta l pr otect i on,
sa ys con s ulta nt Gary Gallon, Wa lkerton may be just the firs t of many such disasters

The E. coli infection that has kil led sev-
eral people in Walker ton, Ont., and
le ft hun dre ds se riously ill, may hav e

been the res ult of a sev ere decli ne in env i-
ronm e n tal protection in Ont ario. If more
prov incia l gove rnm e n t funds are n’t directed
to wat e r testing and protection soon, this
won’t be the last dis ast e r of this kin d.

The Mike Har ris gov ernment has made a
cons cious deci sio n to reduce the budge t and
role of the Ont ario Min is try of the Env iron-
ment (MOE) and devolve powe rs to the re-
gio nal and mun i cip al gov ernments. The
MOE is responsib le for protecting drinking-
wa ter sup pli es and ensuring that anima l and
hu man fecal pol lutio n does not threaten wat e r
purity. I sh oul d know. From 1985 to 1990,
I wor ked as senior poli cy advis er to then
Ontario min is ter of the envi ron ment Jim
Br a dle y.

The MOE operating budge t ha s been sla sh-
ed 42.4 per cent from $287-mil lio n in 1994 /
95 to $165-millio n fo r 2000 / 01. About 900
of the minist ry’s abatement, regio nal and
enfo rcement staff hav e been cut – from
2,400 in 1994 / 95 to 1,500 in 2000 / 01.

The Ont ario gov ernment is clo se to com -
pleting its ple dge to cut env ironm e n tal reg u-
la t ion s by 50 per cent unde r it s re d-tape-
cu tting exe rci se. Ont ario has hande d down
nume rou s envi ron ment al re sponsib i lit ies to
the regio nal mun i cip ali tie s , which don’t hav e
the staff or financia l re sour ces to abso r b
thos e new responsib i lit ies.

Indu s tries, inclu ding facto ry farming, hav e
been assure d of les s envi ron ment al in ter fe-
re n ce and delays in doi ng busin ess in Ont a-
rio. Groups such as the Canadian Ins titute
fo r Envi ron ment al Law and Poli cy hav e co m-
plaine d abou t Ontario becoming a pol lutio n
have n.

Mo ney for mon ito ring and repor ting on pol-
lu tio n ha s been sla she d. The motto," what you
don’t know, won’t hur t you," seems to apply.
The reg ular provi nci al MOE mon ito ring and
repor ting of drinking-wa ter con tamination –
the Drinking Wat e r Su rve illanc e Prog ram –
wa s discon tin ued. The annu al prov incia l re -
porting of Ont ario direct dis chargers was
dropped.

A Feb ruary, 1999, Env ironm e n t Mi nis try
"d elive ry strategy" directed the min is try’s

dw indling staff not to enfo rce dozens of en-
vi ron ment al laws and reg ula t ion s. Farm -
ers, in par ticular, are tre ated with kid glove s
with an unde rst anding that the appli c ation of
live s t ock and waste -wa ter reg ula t ion s will
be proceeded with caref ully. Ave r age fines
fo r envi ron ment al enfo rcement and prose cu-
tion in Ont ario were $2.6 -mil lio n a year
fr om 1988 to 1995. Unde r Mi ke Har ris , the
fin es dro pped 63 per cent to $955,860 in
1997.

The E. coli 0157:H7 that pol luted Walker-
ton’s drinking wat e r is a known con taminant
fr om hum an and anima l in testin es, inclu ding
cattle and hogs. Dange rou s fo rms of E. coli
in drinking wat e r and food hav e caus ed nu-
me rou s deaths sin ce E. coli 0157 was first
id e n tified in 1982.

Wa l ker ton, in the Grey-Bruce Regio n, is
surrou nde d by grow ing, int ensive agr icultu-
ral activ ities, inclu ding dair y and cattle
farms and new facto ry hog operation s. The
qu estio n aris es: How well hav e thes e opera -
tion s been mon ito red and con trolled by the
Mi nis try of the Env ironm e n t?

The problems wit h thes e kinds of opera -
tion s are wel l know n and pub lic con cer ns
have inc rea s ed regarding what are called
Conc ent r ated Anima l Fe e d Operation s.
He re are some of the con cer ns that reg ula -
to ry age n cie s in the United States and Eu-
ro pe wat ch for and con trol. Thes e are the
conc e rns that Ont ario’s Env ironm e n t Mi n-
is try shoul d have been on top of:

• Conc ent r ated anima l-feces management,
in clu ding pro per lag oon s and neutrali zation
faci lit ies;

• Spre ading uncure d cattle and hog feces on
farmla n d as fer tilizer in exc essiv e amou nts
that res ult in sur face-wa ter and grou ndwat e r
cont amination;

• Excessiv e gr azi ng and stre a m us e by too
ma ny cattle on too lit tle land;

• He avy rains and storms knock ing out, or
flooding, feces-treatment lag oon s and heavi ly
ma n ure-sprea d farmla n ds.

Dr. Dale Hancock from Washington State
Un ive rsity has stated that gov ernments "can
re duce the risk of dange rou s E. coli strain s
ent e ring the food chain by some practical
precau tio ns on the farm."

Some officia ls have said that the ext ensiv e
rain s in the Bruce Penins ula may hav e car-
ried the anima l fe c es and E. coli to the
gr oun dwat e r aquife rs feeding Walker ton.
No rma l ly, this shoul d not be a problem wit h
properly reg ula ted farm activ ities and ade -
qu ately run wat e r suppli es. A st rong sto rm
sh oul d not hav e been enou gh to drive con ta-
minants like E. coli 0157 throu gh the soi l
in t o the groun dwat e r below. It wou ld take a
lo t of rain from a maj or sto rm, like a onc e-
in -25 -years sto rm. If this was the case in
Wa l ker ton – as has been repor ted by some
me dia –  this wou ld hav e aler ted mos t MOE
scie n tis t s and abatement offic e rs wit hin the
Ontario gov ernment to the immediat e possi-
bility of flood -rela ted E. coli con tamination
of sur rou nding water ways . In other words,
the MOE shoul d have known.

Hu rrican e Floy d, whi c h swe pt throu gh
No rth Caroli na, flooded many of the hog
fact ory operation s there, sprea ding feces and
E. coli throu ghout the flooded are a. Nu-
me rou s mea s ure s we re taken immediat ely to
prev ent hum an con tact and provi de alt e rna -
tive drinking-wa ter sup pli es.

Wa l ker ton’s is one of the worst-eve r, pol-
lu tio n-rela ted E. coli eve n t s in Nor th Ame-
rica . Why didn’t the penny dro p in the On-
tario Min is try of the Env ironm e n t? May be
there was no penny. The resou rces were
ju s t not the re for the min is try to respond .

The anima l-feces-rela ted cryptospor idia
bacter ia con tamination of Col lingwood’s
drinking-wa ter sup ply in 1996 gav e Ontario
an early war ning that the Min is try of the
Envi ron ment was flag ging. Specia l drinking-
wa ter filt r ation sys tems had to be broug ht in
to preve n t a health hazard.

It is quite pos sib le that the pol lutio n deaths
in Walker ton cou ld hav e been avo ide d if the
Ontario Min is try of the Env ironm e n t ha d
the same powe rs and resou rces that it had
in 1994, before the Harris gov ernment came
to powe r. Standard pol lutio n-con trol mea -
sure s and mon ito ring by a pro per con tinge n t
of MOE abatement offic e rs wou ld hav e re -
sult e d in maj or feedlo t s , fact ory farms, and
large-anima l operation s in the are a being
cle a ned up and rea dy to rid e ou t majo r
sto rms.

Proper provi nci al att entio n to the mon i-
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to ring of drinking wat e r in Walker ton after
the maj or sto rm eve n t woul d have assis ted
the PUC in provi ding early det e ctio n and
public war ning. For exa mple, the U.S. En-
vi ron ment al Prot e ction Age n cy (EPA) re -
qu ire s that large -city, pub lic wat e r syst ems
(s erving mil lio ns of people) must take at
le ast 480 samples a mon th. Sma l ler sys tems,
su ch as those of Walker ton (pop. 5,000)
mu s t take at lea st fiv e samples a mon th.
And thes e tests must be provi ded to the
public. Walker ton’s wat e r wa s being test e d
regularly but it appears that the pub lic repor-
ting mechanisms wou ld hav e wo rke d bett e r
un d er a ful ly fun d ed env ironm e n t minist ry.

A pub lic inqui ry shoul d be hel d in t o this
envi ron ment al disa ster. It is the first pol lu-
tion in Cana da that has cau sed so many

deaths, so qui ckly. The inqui ry shoul d focus
on the fol low ing questio ns:

• What was the exact sour ce of E. coli in
the Walker ton groun dwat e r supply, how did
it get the re, throu gh whi c h proces s and
fr om whi c h producers?

• What was the effect of the maj or sto rm
that occur red prior to the wat e r cont amina -
tion?

• What were the fun ction s and activ ities of
prov incia l-gov ernment age n cie s re sponsib le
fo r ma n agi ng anima l-int estin e ge nerated E.
coli, the agr icultur al facilit ies in the regio n,
and the protection of drinking wat e r?

• What were the fun ction s and activ ities of
the regio nal and local pub lic utilit ies com -
missio n, the pub lic health offic e, and the

regio nal inspect ors?

• Why wasn’t the pub lic notifie d im medi-
at ely when the gov ernments bega n to sus -
pect a problem?

• What imp act hav e the cuts to the budge t
and staff of the Ont ario Min is try of the En-
vi ron ment had?

If we don’t sto p the backsli ding now on en-
vi ron ment al prot e ction in Ont ario, Walker-
ton may be the first in many more ser iou s
envi ron ment al disa sters to come.

• • •
Gary Gallon, presi den t of the Canadia n In-
st itute for Busin ess and the Environment,
wa s se nior polic y advi ser to Ontario envi-
ronment minis ter Jim Bra d ley fro m 1985 to
1990. E-mai l: cib e@web .net.

The article EM0003 reprint e d ov erleaf and above is use d in Chapt e r 1 of the STAT 231 Cou rse Mat e ria ls.

2000 - 06-01


