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Drinking Water Incident Response Plans

A Chara,

1. Overview:

The protection of drinking water resources has been the subject of a number of Department Circulars over the years that have focused on the need for measures to prevent contamination of drinking water in the first instance and having systems in place to deal with any incident of contamination that might subsequently arise. The purpose of this Circular is to advise and assist Water Services Authorities, within that framework, in the preparation of Drinking Water Incident Response Plans (DWIRP). 

Water Services Authorities will be aware that guidance on Drinking Water Incident Management has been developed and related training has been made available under the auspices of the Water Services Training Group (WSTG). Each Water Services Authority is now requested to prepare a Drinking Water Incident Response Plan (DWIRP) for its area in accordance with that guidance and to implement the associated steps outlined in paragraph 6.  Once adopted, the DWIRP will replace existing arrangements for responding to drinking water contamination incidents drawn up on foot of earlier Departmental Circulars.
2. Background

The European Communities (Drinking Water) (No. 2) Regulations, 2007, (SI 278 of 2007) set out the requirements in relation to the quality of drinking water in Ireland.  In particular, the Regulations require that a water supplier shall ensure that the water is wholesome and clean in order to protect human health. The Regulations also set out the roles of the key stakeholders including water suppliers, supervisory authorities, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Health Service Executive (HSE). 

The focus of Department Circulars on drinking water contamination has been on the need for measures to prevent contamination of drinking water in the first instance and having systems in place to deal with any incident of contamination that might subsequently arise. The direction of future policy in relation to the prevention of contamination lies in the preparation of Water Safety Plans. In its publication The Provision and Quality of Drinking Water in Ireland – A Report for the Years 2006 – 2007, the EPA outlines this approach and recommends that “Local Authorities should adopt the World Health Organisation recommended water safety plan approach to the management of drinking water supplies. The three components of a water safety plan which should be adopted are risk assessment, effective operational monitoring and effective management. The adoption of this approach will ensure the safety and security of water supplies from catchment to consumer”. 

The preparation of Water Safety Plans will also be a requirement under Article 7 of the Water Framework Directive, a common approach to which is being considered at EU level.  The Department endorses the EPA view that water services authorities should adopt the water safety plan approach. However, pending the development of the EU model, existing arrangements for preventing contamination of drinking water on foot of earlier Departmental circulars will continue to apply in parallel with the new supervisory powers conferred on water services authorities and the EPA under the Drinking Water Regulations 2007.
There have been a number of high profile incidents in recent years that have impacted on the supply of drinking water to consumers. Recent difficulties arising from cryptosporidium and lead in water supplies are two examples. There is a need, therefore, to address Drinking Water Incident Management in the context of the revised regulatory framework for water suppliers now in place and in response to increasing consumer expectations generally.

There is now also a greater focus internationally and in Ireland on emergency management and preparedness for various types of incident. A new Framework for Major Emergency Management has been operational since 30 September 2008. The Framework is intended to enable An Garda Siochána, the Health Service Executive and local authorities (as Principal Response Agencies) to prepare for and make a coordinated response to major emergencies. A National Steering Group oversaw the implementation of the new Framework as part of a two year Major Emergency Development Programme (2006 – 2008). This programme included a significant training element for senior personnel in all local authorities in various relevant roles including Crisis Management Teams, Media Management, Multi-Agency Coordination and Information Management. 

The improved measures for responding to incidents of contamination of drinking water, as envisaged by DWIRP, have been developed against this background.

3. Drinking Water Incident Response Plan (DWIRP)

A DWIRP should set out the Water Services Authority’s strategy and protocols for responding to contamination incidents or other emergencies impacting on water supply in their own areas, irrespective of whether they themselves are the water suppliers or whether the water is provided by public or private group schemes or through DBO contractors.  In this regard, the WSTG has devised a two-day training course on Drinking Water Incident Management (DWIM) to assist Water Services Authorities in drawing up a DWIRP. The course includes:

· A Guidance Document on Preparing & Implementing a Drinking Water Incident Response Plan (DWIRP), and 

· A Template for a Drinking Water Incident Response Plan (DWIRP) 


The Guidance Document, Template, Course Notes and supporting documentation are made available to course participants. WSTG Training Courses take place at the Regional Training Centres at Ballincollig, Ballycoolin, Castlebar, Roscrea and Stranorlar.

While additional support material on cryptosporidium incidents is available to Water Services Authorities from the EPA Environmental Enforcement Network Extranet, a DWIRP should also address cryptosporidium incidents.

4. DWIRP Manager

To ensure the effectiveness of its DWIRP, a Water Services Authority must appoint a DWIRP Manager. It is envisaged that this will not require any additional staffing resources and that the function will be assigned to an existing employee.  The DWIRP Manager will be responsible for the development and implementation of the authority’s DWIRP and should be at a senior technical or administrative level with a thorough knowledge of organisational issues within the authority for dealing with incident management generally, as well as an extensive knowledge of the authority’s water supply arrangements. Arrangements should be in place for someone similarly suitable to deputise in the absence of the DWIRP Manager.
5. Links with Emergency Planning

The new approach to Drinking Water Incident Management takes into account the new Framework for Major Emergency Management. The DWIRP is essentially a sub-set of the generic emergency management arrangements now in place in all local authorities since the cut-over to the new arrangements on 30 September 2008. The documentation associated with the Framework is readily available on the web-site www.mem.ie. Within each local authority, the core document is a new format Major Emergency Plan, additional copies of which are available from the relevant Director of Services and/or Chief Fire Officer. It is recommended that each local authority’s Major Emergency Development Committee should be consulted as part of the DWIRP development process. 

The following issues in major emergency management are particularly relevant and should be taken into consideration in drawing up a DWIRP:

· Common and consistent language and terminology should be used - In situations where different organisations are working together, a common vocabulary is required to facilitate effective communication.

· Methodologies used in the Framework for Major Emergency Management should be applied, in particular the Framework’s Guidance Document on risk assessment. In addition to the DWIRP itself, potential threats to drinking water should be included in the next round of Major Emergency Management risk assessments and, where necessary, be brought to regional level.

· Cognisance should be taken of the arrangements in place by each local authority for implementing the new Framework for Major Emergency Management, including the new format Major Emergency Plan with arrangements for internal Crisis Management and coordination with external agencies, designation of coordination centres operated to the generic template, and development of the generic information management system (including training of Information Managers in each local authority) as the basis for crisis management/coordination work.

It is envisaged that the DWIRP would generally be activated without activation of the Major Emergency Plan, but that many of the arrangements/protocols and procedures developed, trained for and exercised as part of the major emergency preparedness process would be appropriate and relevant to include and use in a DWIRP. Depending on the circumstances, drinking water incidents (or the consequences thereof) could, of course, escalate to a Major Emergency.

6. Actions by Water Services Authorities

To give effect to the requirement for each Water Services Authority to implement a DWIRP, the Director of Services with responsibility for drinking water supply should immediately ensure as follows:

· A DWIRP Manager, and someone to deputise in his/her absence, is appointed;

· Relevant personnel, including the DWIRP Manager and the person deputising in his/her absence, attend a WSTG Training Course on Drinking Water Incident Management if they have not already done so;

· A DWIRP is prepared and implemented by the Water Services Authority as soon as possible, coordinating where appropriate with adjoining water services authorities in relation to water supplies that traverse administrative boundaries. Each local authority’s Major Emergency Development Committee should be consulted as part of the DWIRP development process and the EPA should be informed when the DWIRP is operational;   

· Protocols are established with the HSE for dealing with any drinking water incidents. The HSE Population Health Water Group recently drew up a document ‘Drinking Water and Health – a Review and Guide for Population Health, Health Services Executive’. This document -  a copy of which is available on the HSE Website – has been produced as a resource for HSE staff concerned with drinking water safety. It updates the HSE document ‘Drinking Water and Public Health 2005’, referred to in the WSTG material on DWIM/DWIRP, and which was available on the EPA’s Environmental Enforcement Network website.

· Prior and ongoing liaison takes place with other Water Services Authorities regarding the sharing of resources during a drinking water incident, including alternative sourcing of drinking water;

· Prior and ongoing liaison takes place with all group schemes to agree procedures for dealing with drinking water incidents;

· Prior and ongoing liaison takes place with any DBO Contractors operating water treatment plants within the functional area of the authority to agree procedures for dealing with drinking water incidents;

· Appropriate resources and equipment are provided in accordance with the requirements of a DWIRP; 

· Adequate in-house training is provided for all personnel who will have a role in the implementation of a DWIRP;

· Simulation exercises are undertaken to rehearse the use of a DWIRP in dealing with a drinking water incident.

7. EPA Role

The EPA should be informed when the DWIRP is operational. The frequency and scope of ongoing and systemic reviews of DWIRP in each Water Services Authority should be agreed between the EPA and the Authority.

8.  
Enquiries

Enquiries about this circular may be addressed to Enda Falvey, Water Services Section, Block 1 Irish Life Buildings, Abbey St, Dublin 1 (01 888 2156) and enda.falvey@environ.ie. Enquiries in relation to training under the auspices of the WSTG made be made directly to the Training Group.
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