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349.
Mrs J A Semple (DA) to ask the Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry:

(1)
Whether cryptosporidium is found in any water sources in the country; if so, (a) in which water sources and (b) what is being done to (i) bring the situation under control and (ii) warn the public of the possible dangers of drinking such affected water; if not,

(2)
whether she is satisfied that testing of all water sources is being sufficiently done; if 
so, on what evidence is her conclusion based?
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REPLY:

(1)
Yes.
(1)(a)
Cryptosporidium is found in many surface water sources in the country as cryptosporidium is a parasite found in wild and domesticated animals, and where their faecal matter is washed into rivers during rain events, cryptosporidium cysts are washed into surface water sources, even in pristine areas unaffected by humans. Cryptosporidium’s occurrence in raw surface water sources is world-wide. The occurrence of cryptosporidium in raw water sources is sporadic, as UV-rays from sunlight are capable of destroying the viability of cryptosporidium cysts.  From present knowledge cryptosporidium will most probably be found in all surface water resources receiving storm run-off from inhabited areas, where human or farming practices are found.
(1)(b)(i)
The raw water resource itself cannot be sterilized without killing off all the aquatic life. What is being done is that a well operated conventional drinking water treatment plant automatically removes cryptosporidium during the fine sand filtration step, which when well operated, and regularly backwashed, removes at least 99% of the cryptosporidium cysts present in the raw untreated water. Where the SANS 241 (2006) drinking water standard’s operational limit of <1 NTU for water turbidity is met, there is very little chance of finding cryptosporidium in the treated drinking water.
(1)(b)(ii)
Both the Departments of Housing and Water Affairs and Forestry, as well as the South African Local Government Association (SALGA) have been warning the public for at least ten years now, that if they drink raw water straight from an untreated source such as a river, that they must either add bleach to disinfect the water, or boil the water for a few minutes to destroy micro-organisms, including cryptosporidium which may be present in the raw water resource. While cryptosporidium cysts are relatively resistant to chlorine at low dose, they are destroyed when enough bleach is added so that a disinfectant smell and taste can be experienced in the treated water after a contact period of 30 minutes to two hours. Alternatively the Swiss SODIS (Solar Disinfection) approach has been advocated in Africa to place untreated river water in transparent plastic bottles and leave them in the full sun for six to eight hours, whereby pasteurization is effected.  Cryptosporidium is quite effectively destroyed by solar UV irradiation.
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(2)
The evidence is (a) from intensive monitoring studies done in the United States of America (USA) on cryptosporidium and in the United Kingdom (UK) and (b) from small scale cryptosporidium studies done in SA by Rand Water for example, under the guidance of Thames (UK) Water Experts on cryptosporidium. Testing all water resources for cryptosporidium is prohibitively expensive. The epidemiological characteristics of cryptosporidium are well researched internationally, and the money is better spent on ensuring that drinking water treatment plants are properly run so as to remove all potential pathogens in the water, and not only cryptosporidium. The SANS 241 2006 drinking water standard indicates that cryptosporidium should be absent from the treated water, and gives an operational alert level of 1 cyst per 10 litres of water. This is quite sufficient to protect the consumer against infection.

If the Honourable Member wishes to draw my Department’s attention to a particular catchment that gives rise to concern it can be investigated upon receipt of the information so that site specific investigation can be carried out. It is critical that the Department of Health and SALGA are involved in community awareness and promotion of basic hygiene principles to minimize chances of water related diseases.
