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104.
Dr E A Conroy to ask the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry:

(1)
Whether, with reference to the proposed fluoridation of drinking water from September 2002, he has been informed that according to calculations by Rand Water (RW), only 0,65% of the water provided by RW is used for drinking purposes, that of the 1,5 tons of fluoride which RW will have to introduce daily into the water to meet the required standard of 0,7 mg/l, only 9,8 kg per day will be used by RW's consumers for drinking purposes, with the result that the rest of the fluoride will find its way into other consumptive uses such as industries where high fluoride concentrations may be harmful, particularly in the manufacture of food, beverages, pharmaceuticals and medical items or in boiler feed water where fluoride presents problems in steam generation plants, and that for industry the present cost of de-fluoridation of water is estimated at R1,80 per cubic metre if activated aluminia is used, or can amount to R5,50 per cubic metre if reserve osmosis is used; if so,

(2)
whether his department has discussed these possible problems with industry; if so, what are the relevant details;

(3)
whether possible problems and unnecessary costs for industry have been discussed with the Minister of Health with a view to convincing the Department of Health to consider other less costly and disruptive ways of introducing fluoride; if not, what is the position in this regard; if so, what are the relevant details?
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REPLY:

(1) Yes.  Rand Water has brought the stated facts to the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry’s attention both directly and at various forums where Rand Water has presented papers on the subject.

It might at first appear that a process where 99% of the product does not reach the intended goal is wasteful, however, this may still be the most effective means of distributing fluoride to the population and particularly to the poorest sections of the population. By analogy, all of the water distributed for domestic and commercial use in South Africa is treated to the high standard required for drinking water, although 99% of it will not be ingested and could, theoretically, be of a lower quality. Nonetheless, it is only viable to provide a single reticulation system supplying a single class of water. 

-2-

My Department has always been aware that the addition of fluoride will raise the level of fluoride in the natural water resources and that this could make the water less fit for certain uses.  Of concern is the possibility of the level rising above that accepted as safe for human use in certain catchments and under certain conditions. Therefore a clause calling for impact assessments where necessary was included in the regulations.

The implications on industry are not necessarily a problem for all the industries mentioned.  For example, water used for the generation of steam and for medical requirements undergoes extensive treatment to soften or de-mineralise the water as a matter of course, with the result the added fluoride is removed along with all the other contaminants and it then has a negligible influence.  Industries using water with a salt content of 150mg/l (which is typical of many inland water resources) would experience a rise in salt content of about 0,5 % and this would translate to an even smaller increase in treatment costs.

However, there may be a limited number of specific industries where the salt content of the water is not normally taken into consideration, but where the fluoride ion itself may be undesirable, such as in the production of baby foods.   Such industries may experience increased production costs. They will need to be aware that their water supply is to be fluoridated in order to put the necessary systems in place that will ensure the water quality standards that are required in their particular processes are being met within their system.

(2) No.  My Department has not discussed these problems with industry, since, as stated in my reply to question (1), problems related directly to the fluoride ion itself are expected to be limited.  

(3)
No.  These matters have not been raised directly with the Minister of Health, but discussions have taken place and are continuing to take place between the Director-General: Water Affairs and Forestry and the Director-General: Health and the staff of the two Departments.  In these discussions the implications of the fluoridation programme, including matters such as cost, the populations to be targeted, the best method of reaching those targets, and the effect on water resources are, inter alia, discussed.

