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A City of West Vancouver employee helps 
clean up debris Thursday following a storm 
Wednesday that forced Lower Mainland B.C. 
to issue a boil water advisory
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Heavy rains dirty West Coast water supply
 

William Boei and Sandra McCulloch

CanWest News Service; Vancouver Sun; Victoria Times Colonist

Friday, November 17, 2006

VANCOUVER - Health authorities on 
Thursday ordered hospitals, day cares 
and schools in Greater Vancouver to boil 
tap water or use bottled water because of 
extremely high levels of silt in the region's 
water supply after torrential rainfalls 
triggered dozens of landslides into water 
reservoirs.

But most of the region's two million 
residents were told it's their choice 
whether to drink the water or not.

''I think they should be concerned with 
the level of turbidity,'' Vancouver medical 
health officer Patricia Daly told a news 
conference.

''Having said that, it's their choice. But if 
they ask my opinion, they shouldn't be 
drinking water from the taps with 
turbidity levels this high.''

Meanwhile, tens of thousands of residents of Vancouver Island and the Lower 
Mainland remained without power for much of Thursday after high winds toppled 
trees during the storm.

BC Hydro said the number of customers without power in the Lower Mainland had 
been reduced to 125,000 from 210,000 by Thursday morning, with the vast 
majority expected to come back on line by day's end.

On the water safety issue, Daly said the boil-water advisory would be extended to 
the public only if there was evidence of contamination in the drinking water, or 
evidence that it is causing illness in the population ''and we don't have that at the 
present time.''

However, she said periods of high turbidity in drinking water are often associated 
with higher levels of gastro-intestinal illnesses in the days that follow.

Asked about home-filtering systems, Daly said ''we can't guarantee that those 
devices are going to work.''

Turbidity levels started going up Wednesday afternoon as a major rainstorm lashed 
coastal communities, said regional water manager Paul Archibald.

That same storm which saw winds of more than 100 kilometres per hour and 
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rainfalls exceeding 110 millimetres in some areas uprooted trees, flooded streets 
and knocked out power to hundreds of thousands of area residents.

Archibald said the landslides were triggered by 150 millimetres of rain falling into 
the watersheds over about 15 hours, after the soil had been saturated by early 
rainstorms.

''When you have those kinds of conditions, something is bound to give way and in 
this case it was a number of slides,'' he said.

BC Hydro spokesperson Elisha Moreno said Thursday that pockets of Surrey, 
Langley, Abbotsford, Maple Ridge, and Chilliwack remained without electrical power 
as a result of Wednesday's rain and wind storm. People living in remote rural 
communities were told they would wait longer to get their service restored.

The outages are largely the result of fallen trees damaging power lines and poles.

"It's a labour intensive process to get them reset," Moreno said.

In Port Alberni on Vancouver Island, where residents had been isolated Wednesday 
after the only highway to the region was shut down, the electricity was still out 
Thursday but emergency crews were able to reach the community. A powerful wind 
and rainstorm downed countless trees and caused creeks and rivers to flood 
neighbourhoods and business districts.

Malihe Venus yanked on the door to her antiques business, Treasure Hunts, which 
she's operated since 1987. The door was swollen by the overflowing waters of Dry 
Creek, which runs behind her business.

"I feel very bad. I am lost. This was my only income," she said as her shoe brought 
up moisture on the sodden Persian-style carpet. She said the task of cleaning up is 
too much to comprehend. She has no business insurance which she says she can't 
afford.

Meanwhile, exhausted restaurant manager Katrinna Savard was trying to carry on 
business as usual Thursday. She, her family, staff and friends had spent most of 
Thursday combatting the floodwaters with buckets and mops.

"The wood floors are all ruined they'll cost thousands to replace," she said.

The flood itself was a frightening event, she said.

"We were fighting the tide, traffic and nature," said Savard, who said her troops 
were hand-bucketing water "for hours and hours and hours."

Health officials in Vancouver were monitoring the water quality for Greater 
Vancouver and said fresh water running into streams that feed reservoirs was 
much cleaner than it was on Wednesday.

''We're trying to spill as much water from those reservoirs as we can to get rid of 
the muddy water and replace it with clean water,'' said Johnny Carline, the district's 
water commissioner.

However, Carline warned: ''We all know there is another storm forecast for Sunday, 
and so we'll have to sit and wait and see what the impact of that is.''

Daly said health authorities are concerned because animal organisms could be 
washed into the drinking water supply, and disinfection is not as effective in turbid 
conditions because bacteria may be coated with soil particles.

The water district ''significantly'' increased the amount of chlorine it uses to treat 
the water.
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Health care facilities, day cares and schools are now required to use bottled water or 
boil water for at least a full minute, for drinking, brushing teeth or washing fruit and 
vegetables, Daly said.
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