
	Raleigh News & Observer  Dec 23, 2006 12:30 AM


	City manager downplays lead danger
Says problem is mostly paperwork
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Michael Biesecker, Staff Writer
DURHAM - City Manager Patrick Baker said Friday that he sees the failure of Durham's water department to disclose residential lead testing results as more of a paperwork problem than a threat to public health.

A state toxicologist disagrees, however, describing the withholding of high lead readings from both state regulators and families living in some affected homes as "unconscionable."

"No matter what they say, you can't get around the fact they have most certainly put people at risk from a public health standpoint," said Ken Rudo, a toxicologist with the N.C. Division of Public Health. "That's incredibly and stunningly irresponsible. It's especially bothersome because it gives the impression to the residents of Durham that everything's fine when we know there are problems in certain areas of Durham with elevated lead. There are most certainly pockets of contamination."

The city submitted test results in October indicating its drinking water met federal standards. 

But an article in Friday's editions of The News & Observer revealed that Durham didn't notify some families of lead readings as high as 11 times over the level considered safe, a violation of state and federal rules.

Ingesting even tiny amounts of lead can be toxic for pregnant women and for children under age 6, causing brain damage and developmental difficulties.

The city also didn't share with state regulators the results of a "special internal investigative study" of homes, calling into question whether Durham's water supply actually met standards required under the Safe Drinking Water Act. Knowingly submitting false test results is a felony under federal law, punishable by fines and prison time.

On Friday, Baker repeated assertions that the failure to disclose the unflattering data resulted from a misunderstanding of the rules, as well as from a series of honest mistakes. He also said state officials had not clearly laid out what test results the city was required to disclose.

"I've been concerned whether this is a protocol issue or a public health issue, and I feel it is a protocol issue," the city manager said. "If we were gaming the system or trying to hide something and we had all of this information, I don't know why we wouldn't have just gotten rid of it. ... I drink the water. My kids drink the water. I want to know if the water is safe and what can be done to make it safer."

Rudo said the latest shortcomings in Durham's reporting are symptomatic of the city's water system. "We've had problems all along with statements they've made to us about the sampling they've done and how they've done it," Rudo said. "There have been omissions on things they've told us in the past."

Clean Water for North Carolina, a statewide advocacy group with offices in Durham, called Friday for the resignation of Terry Rolan, Durham's director of water management.

Hope Taylor-Guevara, the Clean Water group's executive director, said she hopes Durham residents demand a public hearing on the lead testing issues.

"There's been a climate of denial that has been cultivated by the water management director in Durham," said Taylor-Guevara, who is also a chemist. "One can only conclude these folks are more worried about appearances of compliance than actually protecting public health."

Mayor Bill Bell said he will expect Baker to make a full report to the city council. Bell said he was especially concerned by the admission that some residents were not told their water had tested high for lead.

"Anytime you take a sample from somebody, you ought to let them know the results," Bell said. "Clearly, we didn't do that in all cases across the board."

Staff writer Michael Biesecker can be reached at 956-2421 or mbieseck@newsobserver.com.
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