Safe to drink?

That question about water has been around for centuries because water can look clean and clear, but can sicken or kill anyone who drinks it. Waterborne pathogens (such as bacteria from decaying matter or naturally-occurring chemicals such as arsenic) have always been a potential threat to our health. And now, humans produce an astounding array and volume of pharmaceuticals which make their way into our drinking water. For example, Philadelphia officials discovered 56 pharmaceuticals or byproducts in drinking water: medicines for pain, infection, high cholesterol, asthma, epilepsy, mental illness, and heart problems.
The concentrations of these pharmaceuticals are tiny – far below the levels of a medical dose, perhaps the equivalent of a teaspoon in a swimming pool. Why can’t we just take these compounds out of the water? Simply because water treatment facilities are not designed to remove these types of contaminants.
So what about our water in Adams County? Arianne Proctor from Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection spoke at the annual meeting of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County. Her topic: Concentrations of Selected Pharmaceuticals in Pennsylvania’s Source Water. She said lots of “stuff” gets into our water from human activity, metabolic excretion, veterinary medications, livestock operations, hospital pharmaceutical waste, the common practice of flushing unused or expired meds, and runoff from land-applied biosolids (a great euphemism if there ever was one).

About 80% of us in Adams County get our water from wells, either private wells or municipal wells. Is it safe? To document the occurrence and distribution of selected pharmaceuticals and antibiotics in streams and well water in south-central Pennsylvania, the Department of Environmental Protection screened for pharmaceutical and antibiotic compounds in eleven streams (five that receive effluent from municipal wastewater treatment plants, six in agricultural areas). Samples were collected at locations upstream and downstream of the municipal plants or animal feeding operations. Six wells were also sampled.

. 
The results? In the stream samples, 13 pharmaceuticals and 11 antibiotics were detected at least once; streams are an indication of the quality of the groundwater. 78% of all detections were in samples collected downstream of municipal wastewater treatment plants; there were 5 detections in the well samples. So yes, there are pharmaceuticals in our drinking water. Ms. Proctor emphasized that this is not a new phenomenon; pharmaceuticals have existed in the environment for as long as they have been used commercially, and recent advancements in laboratory chemical analysis methodologies have made it easier to detect them.
DEP will continue to monitor surface water downstream of wastewater treatment plants; the analysis will include additional tests for hormones and wastewater compounds in water and streambed sediment. Sampling will occur once a year for two more years.
But the presence of so many prescription drugs and over-the-counter medicines such as ibuprofen in so much of our drinking water is heightening scientists’ worries about the long-term impact on human health. We do know that fish and wildlife are affected And, the use of pharmaceuticals is projected to increase three-fold over the next 25 years.

Is it safe to drink? My answer is a qualified yes, recognizing that we don’t yet know the effects of long-term exposure to even trace amounts of toxic containments. And note that bottled water is no different because most comes from public water systems. So please, DON’T FLUSH MEDICINE DOWN THE TOILET!
Charles Skopic is a member of the Board and the past President of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC). WAAC’s web address is www.adamswatersheds.org.
