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Worker Health Information for Reclaimed Water System

Potential Health Hazards
Reclaimed water is provided by the City of Westminster for landscape irrigation of areas such as golf courses, parks, school grounds, large commercial sites and multi-unit housing complexes.  The reclaimed water system conveys reclaimed domestic wastewater which has been highly treated, filtered, and disinfected.  Even though this water is treated to a level suitable for body contact and accidental consumption, it is not subject to the same degree of treatment as potable water.  Therefore, reclaimed water is considered non-potable water, and has the potential to contain pathogenic organisms such as bacteria, viruses, and protozoa.  A variety of management practices are used to assure public health protection in irrigated areas [cite Chapter 12 (Reclaimed Water Regulations) of Title VIII (Health and Sanitation) of the Municipal Code of the City of Westminster).  However, persons working on or operating reclaimed water irrigation systems are more likely to contact the water.  These workers must be informed of the potential health hazards associated with contact or ingestion of reclaimed water.

There are no regulatory requirements for raw water sources that are used for landscape irrigation.   However, it is well documented that raw water sources from streams and lakes carry a high level of pathogens.  In contrast, reclaimed water is specifically treated to reduce pathogens.  The American Water Works Association does recommend that ALL dual distribution systems – raw water or reclaimed – be posted as to the fact that the water is not suitable for consumption.    This is because the water has not been treated to Safe Drinking Water Act requirements.  

Reclaimed water is produced at the City of Westminster’s Reclaimed Water Treatment Facility located at 13070 North Huron Street south of the existing Big Dry Creek Wastewater Treatment Facility.  The wastewater is treated to minimize the number of viable pathogenic organisms and reduce the public health risk of contracting disease.  The treatment processes include primary clarification, activated sludge, secondary clarification, and chlorination followed by coagulation (to meet turbidity standards), filtration, and further chlorination.  Reclaimed water treatment and quality is subject to regulatory requirements that are imposed by the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment.  Despite the significant level of treatment, reclaimed water is not completely free of pathogens, but free of infective doses of pathogens when only casual contact is made with the water.

The primary route of exposure to reclaimed water-associated pathogens is ingestion, although other routes, such as respiratory (inhalation), cutaneous (through the skin), and ocular (through the eyes), can be involved.  These alternate routes, however, are more than likely inconsequential.  Reclaimed water pathogens can cause a variety of gastroenteric diseases, most commonly gastroenteritis or “stomach discomfort”.  Gastroenteritis may cause stomach cramps and/or diarrhea with symptoms lasting approximately 3 to 24 hours.  Prolonged skin contact with reclaimed water may cause a topical allergic reaction, such as a rash.

Persons working on or operating reclaimed water irrigation systems should follow proper hygienic procedures to protect themselves. 

Proper Hygienic Procedures for Working Around Reclaimed Water

Reclaimed water is not subject to the same level of treatment as potable water, but is subject to levels of treatment designed to protect recreational swimmers in ambient waters.  Obviously, your level of exposure will be less than that of a swimmer.  Nevertheless, it is important that workers who may be exposed to reclaimed water understand and practice proper hygienic procedures as a routine precaution.  

The City of Westminster recommends the following minimum precautionary measures to reduce worker contact with reclaimed water:

· Workers should not be subjected to reclaimed water sprays for a prolonged period of time.

· Workers should be provided with protective clothing when there will be more than casual contact with reclaimed water.

· Wear/use equipment appropriate to tasks being undertaken.

· Precautions should be taken to avoid contamination of food taken into reclaimed water use areas.  Food should not be taken into areas still wet with reclaimed water.

· Do not consume food or drink, and do not smoke while working with reclaimed water.

· DO NOT DRINK reclaimed water.  Safe drinking water should be supplied for workers.  Where bottled water is provided, the water should be in contamination-proof containers and protected from reclaimed water sprays and dust.

· Hand washing facilities should be provided for all employees.

· Wash hands well with soap

· before eating,

· before drinking,

· before smoking, and

· at the end of the working day.
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