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Contaminated Water in Elmira

by Margaret Dyment

Why are you reading about Elmira's environmental problems in an Ottawa newsletter? Ottawa is the city of clean industries. It couldn't happen here. And how far did you have to drive last summer to find a lake where pollution counts allowed you to swim? If you caught a fish in the canal, would you eat it?

Sandra Bray is an artist from Elmira, Ontario, who came to Ottawa this winter to sketch, among other things, the skaters on the canal and the regulars at the Lafayette. Instead, after several anguished phone calls from home, she found herself besieging the federal government for help in a matter with which provincial and municipal jurisdictions seem unable to cope.

Last year, Bray found she was wakened late at night by the stink of sulphur dioxide.

"I was not your typical activist. I was into, you know, no colour toilet paper, things like that. I certainly had never joined any organization, not Pollution Probe, not Greenpeace."

She saw an ad in the paper looking for new members for the "Citizens' Environmental Advisory Committee," and applied to join it. At the same time another Elmira resident, writer Susan Rupert, also answered the ad. They began attending meetings while their applications for membership were being processed.

The committee was looking at studies about the aquifers under the UniRoyal plant. Aquifers are the gravel basins where groundwater stores itself. What both women discovered right away at these meetings was that the aquifer immediately under the UniRoyal plant was contaminated with chemicals, and that this contamination had been known about for seven years.

UniRoyal was started in Elmira by the federal government during World War II, to manufacture plastic explosive stabilizers. The plant has manufactured rubber, war chemicals, including Agent Orange, rubber chemicals and agrichemicals. A combination of rubber chemicals and agrichemicals have combined underground to form NDMA (N-nitrose dimethylamine), which is classed as an A2 carcinogen, a mutagen and a teratogen (crosses the placenta to contaminate a fetus).

There are three aquifers under the plant, at varying levels. The one nearest the surface is fully contaminated. The next one down is larger, and it is the aquifer which supplies drinking water for Elmira. There are wells sunk at either end of it. The studies being shown to the Citizens' Environmental Advisory Committee showed that the central portion of this second aquifer, the part directly under the plant, was also contaminated, but it was thought that this bad spot could be kept where it was by controlling the pumping at either end, and that the water being drawn from the north and south wells was still safe to drink.

No one seems certain about the size of the third aquifer, which rests on bedrock underneath the other two contaminated ones. It could extend anywhere from a few miles to a hundred miles. It, too, is contaminated.

Bray became alarmed. She spoke to a few friends, attempting to form an opinion as to how seriously she ought to be taking all this.

In a separate development, Susan Rupert obtained an agreement with the local newspaper to publish a regular column on the environment.

Both women then received phone calls informing them that no statements were to be made to the public until they had been approved by the committee.

Their applications were accepted, but about 10 days after they were formally appointed to the committee, both women resigned.

They decided to see whether there was interest in forming an environmental group. They called a meeting, and fifty people came. They called themselves APT Environment (Assuring Protection for Tomorrow's Environment).

In September, the wells from which Elmira draws its water became contaminated with NDMA (and other toxins, so far unidentified publicly). In November, the information was made public. The south municipal wells were "grossly contaminated." The source of the contamination was effluent coming directly from UniRoyal as well as the contamination that had already been known about in the aquifers. NDMA is being found all down the Grand River, which runs 160 km to Lake Erie. Kitchener has closed 9 wells. The reserve at 0shwegan had to close all its wells. Twenty private wells are also contaminated. Other municipalities, such as Cayuga and Brantford, are affected. The situation downstream becomes more complicated, as there is evidence that UniRoyal is probably not the only source of the NDMA. The effluent from Kitchener and Waterloo's sewage treatment plant was checked and NDMA was found there.

Six weeks after the wells were closed, the provincial Ministry of the Environment decided that the source must be UniRoyal. The plant was closed. UniRoyal appealed, and shortly after was allowed to start up again gradually. Within a few days, the contaminant was again found to be coming from the plant.

When the wells were shut down in November, APT Environment swung into action. They found that the UniRoyal plant has been "managed" by the Ministry of the Environment since the 1970's, and that in 1979 the Ministry did tests for NDMA on the site and found it at 1163 parts per million, which is extremely high. The amount allowed by the EPA in the United States is .014 parts per billion. The Ontario Ministry's guideline is considerably higher: .5 per billion. UniRoyal has begun lobbying for an even higher guideline.

APT called for a judicial inquiry. If the plant has been under scrutiny for all these years, they asked, how could this happen?

The "solution" that has been announced thus far is that a pipeline will bring water from Waterloo to Elmira and St. Jacobs, and the contaminated water will be pumped out and "removed." UniRoyal is trucking in water for its own needs from the United States.

Why does Bray think that this may be a federal issue, when it appears to be municipal and provincial? Three reasons.

"First, it put the plant there. Second, we are talking here about the largest industrial basin in Canada. And third, after almost 20 years of Ministry of Environment management, it seems clear that the province is not taking care of it."

She is putting some hope in the Federal Fisheries Act, which is administered by the province. It seems that if you can prove that someone is putting a "deleterious substance into a waterway which is frequented by fish", you may be able to take some action. It would be ironically encouraging if it turns out that we have tougher laws on our books to protect fish than we have to protect people. 
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