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An Operator’s Role in 
Public Health
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Walkerton- a brief history

Rural community of 5000 people
Approx. 110 miles NW of Toronto, Ontario in 
Canada
Water system managed by local utilities 
commission
Operators were grandfathered (no formal training)
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Walkerton- the events of May 2000

Heavy rainfall, May 8 to 12, 2000
Well 5- primary source of water; chlorine levels not 
checked; operator records fictitious numbers in the chlorine 
log
May 15, 2000

Well 5 turned off, well #7 turned on (chlorinator was broken)
water samples taken at the workshop (labeled well#7 raw, 

well#7 finished, 125 Durham Street)
1 distribution sample taken, also 3 additional samples taken 
from a water main construction site
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Walkerton- the events of May 2000 (cont.)

May 16, 2000; samples taken on May 15, 2000 
are taken to the laboratory
May 17, 2000

Lab reports that construction site samples are TC+ 
and E.coli+
the other samples did not look good but the 

laboratory needed more time to be sure
Health department not notified by either laboratory 
or operator  



Drinking Water Section6

Walkerton- the events of May 2000 (cont.)

May 18 2000
widespread illness at the hospital

Stan (operator) informs his supervisors that there are no problems 
with the system.

May 19 2000
more illness, Dr. calls local health unit (LHU)

Stan contacted twice by LHU; he reports NO problems with the 
system; he knew of one E.Coli positive sample and that the 
chlorinator on well#7 was broken
New chlorinator is installed and Stan begins flushing and 
super-chlorinating the system
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Walkerton- the events of May 2000 (cont.)

May 20 2000
It is now seven days after the suspected contamination

LHU calls Stan again; he tells them that he has a residual but still 
does not report the E.coli positive samples

May 21 2000
Hospital confirms E.Coli in the stool of a patient
Additional sample are collected
LHU issues BOIL WATER ORDER
Stan does not provide any other information
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Walkerton- the events of May 2000 (cont.)

May 22 2000
Stan informs LHU that well#6 is inoperable due to 

electrical problems
Ministry of Environment asked for lab results
Stan asks his brother Frank to revise the operation report 
to show that well#7 was functioning with a chlorinator
First victim dies 
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Walkerton- the events of May 2000 (cont.)

May 23 2000
Stan turns the altered operation report for well#7

Lab notifies the Local Health Unit that the May 21st

samples were positive for TC+ and E.coli. 
LHU makes Stan aware of the result.
Stan tells them about the May 15th results
Well#5 is the only well that tests positive for E.coli
Second victim dies
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Walkerton- the events of May 2000 (cont.)

The final tally
7 people died
27 suffered from hemolitic uremic syndrome
2300 people were sickened
economic impact of 155 million $$ 

Walkerton Operators
Inquiry found that that the operators did not appreciate the 
public health risks nor did they understand that 
chlorination was necessary. 
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But it never happened in Connecticut…

Waterborne Norovirus (Norwalk-like) 
outbreak at a youth camp in the summer 
of 2002

Illness affected approximately 140 people (22% of 
total population)
Illness affected both campers and staff
System was also issued an E.Coli violation
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Other situations

CONNECTICUT:
Bristol Water Department issued an E.Coli violation in 
September 2005. Follow up Consent Order mandated:

additional operator training (beyond renewal requirements) 
consultant hired to do a detailed assessment of the 
operations, infrastructure, emergency response plans and 
managerial and financial capacity.

NORTHEAST:
Washington County Fair in New York-E.coli outbreak in 
1999 (hundreds of sickened, one 4-year old child died, 
some children have long term effects requiring dialysis)
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But why focus on bacteria?

Most common type of Maximum Contaminant 
Level violation issued by this office
By extension, it’s the most likely type of 
violation you will encounter.
This does not mean that your employer’s 
emergency response plan should not focus on 
other situations
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Total Coliform and E.coli violations
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What’s wrong with this picture?

If the pipe is screened, how did the bird get in 
there?
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So what, here’s a flooded well pit?
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Would you drink water from this 
well?
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Count the mouse traps…

find the mouse…
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Code of Ethics

New England Water Works, Operator 
Certification Committee has developed a 
Professional Code of Ethics
“Obligation to Protect the safety, health and welfare 

in performance of his or her duties”
“Shall be truthful in all professional reports, 

statements or testimony”
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Resources on the DPH website

Training dates for our basic operator course are 
posted
Renewal (list of approved courses and approved 
providers) and exam information
Operators available for contract
Operator responsibilities
Our operator newsletter
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Where to get more information…
CT DPH-Drinking Water Section
http://www.dph.state.ct.us/BRS/Water/DWD.htm
EPA-Office of Water
http://www.epa.gov/ow/
American Groundwater Trust
http://www.agwt.org
Water Systems Council – Wellcare Program
http://www.watersystemscouncil.org
American Water Works Association
http://www.awwa.org
National Groundwater Association
http://www.ngwa.org
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THANK YOU


