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PPCPs: A Utility Perspective

To scientists, PPCPs are a topic of great interest. To the 
public, they are an issue of great concern.

Utilities are in the unenviable position of dealing with an issue 
for which there are far fewer answers than questions

The core question is simple: “Is my water safe to drink?”
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Today’s municipal customers are already skeptical about 
tap water quality. Consider their exposure to:

Media reports

Supplemental water treatment system sales tactics



Generally, the public also has difficulty with the concept of 
relative concentrations:

Instead, they apply the “present/absent” litmus test

Adverse health effects are presumed if a contaminant is present
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Advances in technology—the ability to detect 
contaminants in parts per trillion or even parts per 
quadrillion—have exacerbated public concern about tap 
water safety

The value “zero” is rapidly disappearing from the scientific lexicon

Some people and organizations use newly “discovered”
contaminants for their own purposes
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Many of these emerging contaminants are not 
regulated; hence, there is no safety threshold

In the consumer’s mind, the default safety value is zero

Tap water should be “contaminant-free”
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This “presence without relevance” situation 
generates difficult questions

Can a municipal water agency treat to non-detect 
when detection limits are continually decreasing?

How many ratepayer dollars should be devoted to 
additional treatment if health benefits cannot be 
established?

Following the precautionary principle, to what level 
do you treat if “zero” is unattainable?

Should reducing already-minute concentrations of 
unregulated contaminants take precedence over basic 
water infrastructure needs?
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These undefined threats also:

Strengthen perceptual link between wastewater and 
drinking water

Add to perception of deteriorating drinking water 
quality, which given advancements in treatment is the 
opposite of reality

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Toilet_370x580.jpg
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Utilities have a responsibility to help their customers 
understand these issues

In the absence of health effects information, conveying 
relative exposure is critical

Customers need to feel utilities (or the water industry) are 
taking this perceived threat seriously
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The first issue is best addressed by identifying other, 
easily recognizable sources of exposure

Phytoestrogen – Soy sauce

Ibuprofen -- Advil

http://advil.com/products/advil/advil.asp
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The “daily water consumption” equivalent of the 
contaminant at a given concentration should be 
compared to a single dose/serving of the 
alternate exposure vehicle to provide context.

“Exposure to dietary estrogens such as those found in 
soy products are estimated to contribute millions of times 
more estrogen to humans than drinking water containing 
trace concentrations of these compounds.”

“You’d need to drink hundreds of thousands gallons of 
water per day to get the equivalent of one Advil.”

http://advil.com/products/advil/liquigels.asp
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This comparison is not intended to discount the risk, but 
rather to provide some level of context in the absence of 
health effects information

Always use health standard comparisons when they exist

http://www.epa.gov/
http://www.epa.gov/safewater/sdwa/30th/index.html
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In terms of progress, the public is single-minded in that 
they simply want the contaminant removed

If the contaminant doesn’t warrant removal, you must explain why

Never use “expense” as a reason to avoid additional treatment
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“Researching” and “evaluating” are considered bureaucratic 
jargon by the public. Statements of progress should always 
use everyday, non-academic language.

“We’re trying to find out if these substances are harmful at 
extremely low concentrations.”

“We’re looking for the best way to remove these compounds.”
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What do utilities need from the scientific community?

Health effects significance threshold

Treatment options (municipal and supplemental)

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Toilet_370x580.jpg
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Although calls about such issues are infrequent, utilities 
should identify and prepare a primary contact to discuss the 
issue with customers

Public information officer

Technical staff
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Utilities can also be proactive by communicating with 
customers about these issues before they appear in the 
local media (mainstream media often “lift” these stories from 
scientific journals)

Develop Web site text on topic

Include related article in agency publications



PPCPs: A Utility Perspective

By being proactive, utilities can convert potential crises into 
opportunities to build trust and credibility.

This can increase customers’ receptiveness to risk 
communication messages

It can also mitigate customers’ reaction to issues of high 
concern
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Questions?
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