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A government report card on the health of Alberta's drinking water plants reveals more than two-thirds had serious problems in southern Alberta -- more than any other region in the province.

Problems ranging from unqualified water operators to inadequate disinfection to water supplies left vulnerable to contamination were cited in the most comprehensive examination that the province has ever done, but kept from the public.

Calgary ranked near the bottom in its assessment because the Glenmore and Bearspaw water treatment facilities were near capacity and required improvements to address bacteria in the water. Upgrades worth $350 million are underway.

Until now, the province has kept most of these details from the public. 

The Alberta government has been fighting to prevent the release of the full assessment, requested by the Edmonton Journal through access-to-information legislation in March 2006.

But as an inquiry loomed with Information and Privacy Commissioner Frank Work, the province decided this week to release reports on the 534 water facilities examined in 2003.

Albertans should today be able to log onto Alberta Environment's website and see for themselves how their water plants fared.

"This is vital public knowledge and should be readily made available," said Calgary Liberal MLA David Swann.

Guarding the details, he contends, makes it difficult for people to hold elected officials and public employees accountable for the state of their drinking water.

"One has to wonder," Swann asked, "why there was an unwillingness to make this available and what they were covering up?"

Nothing was being hidden, offered Alberta Environment Minister Rob Renner.

He said all communities and water plant owners were told about problems that needed fixing as well as issues that hovered on the horizon as standards for facilities and operators toughened.

And when Albertans look at the assessments and see that nearly 60 per cent of the province's water plants recorded serious concerns -- even more, disproportionately so, in southern Alberta -- they shouldn't view it as a signal their tap water isn't safe, Renner said.

Indeed, he said the opposite is true.

"They should look at this as the long-term planning tool that it was -- that it was originally intended to be," the environment minister said.

"I see the rating system not as identifying concerns, but as identifying priorities and identifying red flags that should be noted by the operators," he added.

"Keep in mind the report is a 2003 report. Many of the urgent issues have already been dealt with."

Alberta Environment assistant deputy minister John Knapp said he's confident today's snapshot of the province's water plants is rosier. A follow-up analysis is expected to be released in about a month.

The province has gradually boosted funding for water infrastructure since receiving the government-commissioned report from Associated Engineering in October 2004. (A summary that didn't name facilities was distributed in February 2006.)

In this spring's budget, the province set aside $35 million for water and wastewater facilities, Knapp said. It also committed $100 million annually for two years to fund regional water systems, which the province hopes will reduce the number of small plants having trouble keeping up with more stringent standards.

In comparison, the province spent $32 million in 2004-05.

"Certainly they have improved," Knapp said of the water plants.

"Obviously, with a substantial increase in investment, you would see an improvement."

But the associations representing Alberta's urban and rural municipalities contend the funding is only the start of the significant long-term investment needed to bring the province's drinking water delivery system up to snuff.

A 10-year plan to regionalize water services is pegged to cost at least $287 million, the government's 2004 report suggested. A 25-year plan incorporating more communities would cost around $661 million.

"Post Walkerton," where seven people died and 2,500 Ontarians became sick from drinking contaminated water in 2000, "the province has ramped up requirements and safeguards," said Don Johnson, president of Alberta Association of Municipal Districts and Counties.

"One of the challenges that we have is how do we meet those requirements?

"It has created a financial burden for some communities."
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