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Cause of area water problem remains elusive

By Charles Slat, monroenews.com 

City of Monroe officials continue to try to find the cause of high bacteria counts that prompted a regional drinking water advisory in late May, but have not had much success so far.

 “We’re still trying to pin the tail on the donkey on that one. We’re still trying to find the source,” said Barry S. LaRoy, director of water and wastewater utilities. “We’ve done hundreds and hundreds of samples trying to pinpoint it.”

So far, the only thing that’s fairly certain is that the problem does not appear to have originated within the water treatment plant itself, but probably began in the hundreds of miles of drinking water lines that lace the area.

Water department employees continue to run tests and periodically flush hydrants as part of the ongoing detective work.

The city advised water system customers on May 25 to boil water before consuming it after readings for coliform bacteria exceeded technical standards over a routine sampling period. The city immediately increased the use of chlorination in the system and began flushing water lines to bring it back into conformity with standards within three days.

It caused a run on bottled water in the area, inconvenienced homeowners and hampered many business operations, especially restaurants and other water-intensive operations.

Mr. LaRoy said efforts to determine the source of the problem have been constant. “It’s a continual effort,” he said. “We don’t want to issue any more boiled water advisories, but you still want to try to find the source. On Friday alone, workers were to take about 60 samples all over the water system to see if any problems were evident.

 “In the plant, so far, everything’s been negative,” Mr. LaRoy said. “It really is frustrating, but when you get a positive sample in the system, you have to go through these efforts.”

State environmental officials said the city followed proper procedure in issuing the water advisory, but they note that in such instances, the source of the problem rarely is determined.

Meanwhile, by the end of July, the raw water intake for the city and Frenchtown Township water plant will have new detection equipment to warn if the water coming from Lake Erie into the system has been contaminated by chemicals, toxins or other pollutants.

The city is getting the monitors at the joint raw water pumping station on Pointe aux Peaux Rd. as part of its membership in the Huron to Erie Alliance for Real-Time Monitoring and Information (HEART-MI).

The network has monitoring equipment at 13 water intakes now and the Monroe system will be the last, completing what is considered to be the most sophisticated real-time monitoring system in the United States.

Although it is not designed to detect bacteria such as that which prompted the May advisory, it will alert operators at both the Frenchtown and Monroe water treatment plants of chemical spills or other toxins in the water so pumping system can be shut down.

The equipment, costing about $75,000, includes a fluorometer, total organic carbon analyzer, multi-probe and data logger, and is paid for with a Department of Homeland Security grant. There is no out-of-pocket cost to the city, Mr. LaRoy explained. The system will periodically send readings to operators via computer and trigger an alert if there is a problem.

 “The whole point is to see what’s coming down the Detroit River, coming from Lake St. Clair and from Wyandotte,” Mr. LaRoy said. “We have about nine miles to pump. This will give us an alert on our status system so we can alter treatment or start drawing water out of the river. The city and Frenchtown draw their water from a pipe far out in Lake Erie and then boost it along to the city and township plants for treatment.

 “If you get nine miles of contaminated water from your raw water line and then have to dump it all, it’s expensive as well as an environmental issue,” he said.

The equipment will provide readings on chemicals, temperature, turbidity, dissolved solids and other conditions.

The initiative for the regional water system began due to the large number of chemical refining and manufacturing plants in southeast Michigan. More than 700 chemical spills in area waterways have been documented since 1986.

