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1202.
Dr R Rabinowitz (IFP) to ask the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry:

Whether she or her department are taking any steps to (a) deal with the state of rivers brought about by waste dumped in them and (b) remove medical waste products of hormones form drinking water; if not, why not; if so, (i) what steps and (ii) how is waste removed from drinking water?
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REPLY:

(a)
Yes. The management and disposal of waste, and in particular hazardous waste, is a critical element in protecting South Africa’s environment.  Inappropriate and irresponsible handling and disposal of hazardous waste lead to pollution of our water resources. There are many legislative requirements that regulate the management of waste in South Africa. This includes National Acts and Regulations; Provincial Regulations and local municipal by-laws. In addition, the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry, has developed a number of policies that relate to specific waste streams. A series of guidance documents have been developed that aim to ensure the protection of public health and the environment from harmful effects of incorrect waste disposal.

The Department is also working within a co-operative government framework with the National Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, on matters of waste management (this implies a shared administration, co-operative authorisation, of section 20 of the Environment Amendment Act, 2003 (Act No 50 of 2003).
Over and above the legal framework of regulating pollution of water resources, officials of my Department conduct compliance monitoring and inspections to check legal compliance to licence conditions and to identify illegal water uses, including the illegal dumping of waste material onto water resources, respectively.  The Department has a series of water resource monitoring programs that provide information and knowledge on the state of our water resources to enable effective decision-making.

One such program is the River Health Program which is a source of information regarding the overall ecological status of river ecosystems in South Africa. For this reason, the South African River Health Programme (RHP) primarily makes use of in-stream and riparian biological communities (e.g. fish, invertebrates, vegetation) to characterise the response of the aquatic environment to multiple disturbances. The rationale is that the integrity or health of the biota inhabiting the river ecosystems provides a direct and integrated measure of the health of the river as a whole.
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The RHP primarily makes use of biological indicators (e.g. fish communities, riparian vegetation, aquatic invertebrate fauna) to assess the condition or health of river systems. The rationale for using biological monitoring is that the integrity of biota inhabiting river ecosystems provides a direct, holistic and integrated measure of the integrity or health of the river as a whole.  The outcome of the RHP is a series of State of the Rivers Reports that are available to the public.

The National Toxicity Monitoring Program is another monitoring program designed by the Department to provide information on different aspects of water resource quality such as toxic metals and organic toxins.

(b)
There are two major sources of Endocrine Disrupting Compounds (EDCs) in South African surface waters: 
1) 
pesticide use (such as Dichloro-Diphenyl-Trichloroethane (DDT) spraying for malaria control);  and 
2) 
sewage discharge where natural and synthetic hormones (such as 17-β-estradiol and its therapeutic precursors) and industrial chemicals such as the phthalate plasticizers frequently occur.
(b)(i)
About 80% of endocrine disruptors in sewage are removed in conventional sewage treatment works that uses well controlled activated sludge processes.  Any domestic sewage (including sewage generated by hospitals) can be expected to reduce the hormonal content by approximately that amount. However, plasticizers occur ubiquitously in environmental water and even DDT can be found in isolated areas such as the polar ice caps.  The water solubility of EDCs vary significantly and so they are not always found in the water itself, but is often found in association with sediments and aquatic organisms such as fish.

(b)(ii)
Drinking water, on the other hand, is often filtered over activated carbon (in addition to other treatment processes) by bulk water suppliers, which reduces the EDC content even further. This means that the expected EDC contribution directly attributable to drinking water by bulk water suppliers is usually much lower than the EDC contribution to human intake through other exposure routes such as food.

