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Vaughn Palmer: Auditor suggests
B.C. more lucky than strategic
protecting drinking water
Opinion: “The findings of today’s report reiterate what communities across the province have

been saying for years: we are not doing enough to safeguard drinking water in B.C.”

VAUGHN PALMER Updated: July 31, 2019

Auditor General Carol Bellringer's report on Protection of Drinking Water in B.C. tells a classic story of how a

government initiative, launched with the best of intentions, lost momentum over the years as the sense of urgency

faded and other priorities took over. B R I A N  D O N O G H  /  P O S T M E D I A  N E W S  F I L E S
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VICTORIA — When hundreds were sickened and
seven died from contaminated water in Walkerton,
Ont. almost 20 years ago, the B.C. NDP government
took action to protect drinking water supplies in this
province.

A toughened Drinking Water Act was one of the last acts of that

administration, passed unanimously on the last day of the last legislative

sitting under the NDP.

The incoming B.C. Liberal government followed with an Action Plan for Safe

Drinking Water that kept the health ministry and the provincial health officer

at the forefront in monitoring and protecting drinking water supplies.

Happily since then, there has been only one documented outbreak of

drinking water contamination in B.C. A half dozen residents of Hagensborg

were sickened from drinking water contaminated with campylobacteriosis in

2004.

But sheer luck may be a factor in the absence of any serious outbreaks in

the ensuing 15 years, judging from a report this week by auditor general

Carol Bellringer (https://vancouversun.com/news/local-news/b-c-not-sufficiently-

protecting-drinking-water-says-auditor-general) .

Her report on Protection of Drinking Water in B.C. tells a classic story of how

a government initiative, launched with the best of intentions, lost

momentum over the years as the sense of urgency faded and other priorities

took over.

Whereas, as the auditor general tells it, “constant vigilance is needed”

because “it’s estimated that for every reported case of illness, hundreds may

go unreported.

“The risks of contamination are intensified in small water systems, where

communities struggle to afford sufficient water protection systems and find

staff who are qualified in water treatment.”

B.C. has 4,400 such small-scale water systems, serving almost half a million

people. How many of those are in compliance with the objectives set down in

provincial legislation, regulation and policy?

https://vancouversun.com/news/local-news/b-c-not-sufficiently-protecting-drinking-water-says-auditor-general
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The health ministry simply doesn’t know, according to Bellringer, therefore it

cannot say which ones are bona fide, which ones at risk.

She faulted the health ministry and the provincial health officer for failing to

keep up with legislated mandates to provide leadership and oversight on

protection of drinking water.

“As a result, most co-ordinating bodies have disbanded, there is no strategic

plan to guide the direction of drinking-water protection, and efforts to

protect small water systems have been limited,” the report said.

A boil-water sign in the White Rock area in 2010 after E. coli was detected in the local water

supply. Though there have been no major outbreaks of water-borne illness in B.C. in recent

years, auditor general Carol Bellringer suggests it’s more about luck than vigilance.  M A R K
V A N  M A N E N  /  P N G  F I L E S

The provincial health officer (PHO) has reported only sporadically on

drinking water over the years, not annually as required in the act.

But even where the officer intervened, recommending a protection plan for

the Comox Valley on four separate occasions, the provincial government

failed to take action to produce such a plan.

The PHO’s most recent report, delivered in June and covering the five-year

period from 2012 to 2017, made 32 recommendations to improve protection
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of drinking water supplies.

“Unfortunately many of the PHO’s recommendations from previous reports

have seen limited or no progress,” writes Bellringer. “This may be due to the

lack of an accountability structure that could have ensured that the

ministries were held responsible for implementing the recommendations.”

Hence her “grave” concern, documented in the pages of her 45-page report,

about the actual state of drinking water protection in B.C.

The auditor general wrapped up with eight recommendations to get back on

track with the original intentions of the NDP legislation and the B.C. Liberal

plan.

The response from the government to the independent policy watchdog was

of the we-hear-you and we’ll-get-right-on-it variety.

Given that the audit mainly focused on the last four years of the Christy

Clark-led administration, Health Minister Adrian Dix seized the opportunity

to point out that the report was “massively critical” of the B.C. Liberals.

“The auditor general says in terms of oversight and direction of government,

you need to up your game and address this incoherence that was allowed to

develop after 2002, and I’d agree with that,” he told reporter Lindsay Kines

of the Victoria Times Colonist.

Then, addressing the challenge ahead for this government he added:

“There’s a lot of different and overlapping responsibilities, so we need to

clear that up and have clearer lines of authority. I took that from the report

and I take it seriously.”

Both Dix and current provincial health officer Bonnie Henry insisted that due

diligence helped account for B.C.’s record of no major outbreaks of

contaminated drinking water since 2004.

Dix said health officials are doing good work “on the ground” to improve

water systems across the province. Dr. Henry said the absence of any water-

borne outbreaks over the last 15 years is “a tribute to the vigilance” of local

drinking water officers and suppliers.

A more nuanced response came from Sonia Furstenau, house leader for the

Greens.
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“The findings of today’s report reiterate what communities across the

province have been saying for years: we are not doing enough to safeguard

drinking water in B.C.,” wrote Furstenau in a press release headed

“management drought facing B.C.’s drinking water.”

The Green MLA for the Cowichan Valley, who led the fight to protect drinking

water supplies from a B.C. Liberal-backed quarry development at Shawnigan

Lake, then turned the spotlight on the New Democrats.

Furstenau noted how earlier this summer Environment Minister George

Heyman approved a plan for the contaminated soil at Shawnigan Lake that

allows “a significant and avoidable risk to remain for the 12,000 people who

rely on drinking water from this watershed.”

Provincial ministries and agencies were still “failing to fulfil their

responsibilities,” wrote Furstenau, underscoring how the challenge of

protecting watersheds didn’t end with the departure of the Liberals.

vpalmer@postmedia.com (mailto:Vpalmer@postmedia.com)
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CLICK HERE (mailto:vanweb@postmedia.com) to report a typo.

Is there more to this story? We’d like to hear from you about this or any

other stories you think we should know about. Email

vantips@postmedia.com (mailto:vantips@postmedia.com) .
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