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Justice Dennis O’Connor’s 
dedication and commitment to the truth
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>70 case studies

15 affluent countries

Past 30 years

Focus on what failed



4

What are some of the problems?
Failure to value benefits of safe community 
drinking water (safe water remains a bargain)
Public indifference allows political and 
institutional indifference Denial
Complacency at many levels, “it’s been like 
this for years and no one got sick”
Failure to recognize that pathogens are the 
main risk to health from drinking water
Failure to value the critical role of operators 
and to invest in better training
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Creston & Erickson, B.C. 1985, 1990

Creston & Erickson, B.C. experienced a Giardia
outbreak in 1985 with their untreated surface 
water source (Arrow Creek)
A second outbreak occurred in these same 
communities in 1990
Both outbreaks were studied by the B.C. 
Centres for Disease Control who found an attack 
rate of 68% among newcomers in 1990 vs. an 
attack rate of 4% among residents who were ill 
in 1985
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Creston & Erickson, B.C. 1985, 1990
In 1990, contamination was 
tracked to a beaver who was 
blown with dynamite to that 
big dam in the sky, but not 
without giving up fecal 
samples to prove culpability 
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Creston & Erickson, B.C. 1985, 1990
Creston implemented Medical Officer of Health 
order to chlorinate in 1992
Erickson resisted chlorination until local MOH 
had a court-appointed receiver take over the 
Erickson Improvement District
Protester’s web site cited Health Canada web 
site as proof that chlorination would poison 
residents
200 local volunteers manned a blockade for 55 
days to prevent chlorine being applied
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North Battleford April 2001
Despite unprecedented publicity across Canada 
throughout 2000 and 2001, North Battleford had an 
outbreak caused by Cryptosporidium infecting   
~5800 - 7100 only 11 months after Walkerton
Contamination arose from their own municipal 
sewage effluent discharge ~3km upstream of 
drinking water intake combined with poor treatment 
performance after badly scheduled process 
maintenance
North Battleford disputed the impact of the sewage 
effluent on the outbreak at the Inquiry



10

sewage outfall

drinking water intake

North Saskatchewan River

North Battleford, Sask. March to April 2001
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North Battleford Inquiry Findings
Justice Laing concluded about the outbreak:
“There was a systematic failure on the part of the 

City of North Battleford to recognize its 
responsibility to produce safe drinking water. 
This failure was brought about by the City’s 
collective lack of knowledge on what it takes to 
produce safe drinking water, 
and policies that discouraged the possibility that 
it might acquire such knowledge.”
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North Battleford. July 2003 
The sewage outfall which was 
the source of the outbreak still 
flowed in an open channel to 
the North Saskatchewan River, 
with only a warning sign to 
protect public health.

North Battleford August 2003 
North Battleford discharged 
22,000 L of raw sewage into 
the North Saskatchewan River
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Walkerton, Ontario May 2000

Were there any warnings?
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Was there any warning of trouble in Walkerton?
1978 Report (Wilson Associates) on Well #5 stated:

“The results of the bacteriological examination indicate 
pollution from human or animal sources…

The supply should definitely be chlorinated and the bacteria 
content of the raw and treated water supply should be 
monitored…

The Town of Walkerton should consider establishing a water-
protection area by acquiring additional property to the west 
and south in the vicinity of Well [#5].

Shallow aquifers are prone to pollution and farming and 
human activities should be kept away from the site of the 
new well as far as possible…”
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Well #5

B. Farm

G. Farm

Water Tower
Inquiry

Location
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Walkerton Disaster
May 2000

Field where manure 

was applied in

April 2000
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What Happened at Well 5?
Following heavy rains manure (from field or 
likely the barnyard) was washed into Well 5
Well 5 was being operated with chlorine dose
less than 0.5 mg/L and chlorine residual
(required to be 0.5 mg/L for 15 min) was not 
monitored

chlorine dose – chlorine demand = chlorine residual
Manure contamination overwhelmed chlorine 
dose eliminating disinfection, allowing 
massive contamination of Walkerton water
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Any warning from elsewhere in Ontario?
Orangeville, Ontario (~60 min from Walkerton) had an 
un-chlorinated well supply contaminated by mixed 
farming drainage in April 1985, ~250 cases of 
campylobacteriosis
Millson et al. 1991. Can.J. Public Health stated: 

“This outbreak highlights the vulnerability … to 
contamination under conditions of spring thaw and / or 
heavy rainfall…
risk of contamination can be reduced by chlorination….
[But beware] the potential to overwhelm the 
chlorination system if it is not adjusted in response to 
environmental conditions.”
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Washington County Fair, N. Y. Aug-Sep 1999

Near Albany, annually attended by >100,000. Drought that 
summer lowered water levels. Supplied by 6 shallow wells, but 
only 2 were chlorinated (intended for drinking or food).
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Washington County Fair, New York
Concessions used unchlorinated well water
2800 – 5000 ill, 127 cases of E. coli O157:H7, 45 
Campylobacter, 14 HUS, 71 hospitalized, 
2 died (3-year old, 79-year old)
7 m shallow well responsible was located ~11m 
from septic tank seepage field
NY State Department of Health report on this was 
made public in March 2000, ~600 km east of 
Walkerton (6 weeks before Walkerton outbreak)
Same pathogens responsible as in Walkerton, 
Similar failure mode: fecal contamination of shallow 
well
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Have we really learned from this tragedy?
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Walkerton Postscript 1
The Trial of Stan and Frank Koebel
Plea bargain: guilty to common nuisance, Crown
dropped: breach of trust & uttering forged docs
Agreed statement of facts included: 

Health Canada epidemiologist opinion that increasing 
the chlorine dramatically would NOT have prevented 
this tragedy by any means
“It therefore cannot be said that..[ their] failure to 
properly monitor, sample and test the well water..was, 
in law, a significant contributing cause of the deaths 
and injuries caused by the contamination of 
Walkerton’s municipal water supply”
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Walkerton Inquiry Report Quotes
“One of the purposes of measuring chlorine 
residual is to determine whether contamination 
is overwhelming the disinfectant capacity of the 
chlorine…”
“The scope of the outbreak would very likely 
have been substantially reduced if the Walkerton 
PUC operators had measured chlorine residuals 
at Well 5 daily, as they should have, during the 
critical period when contamination was entering 
the system.”
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Walkerton Inquiry Report Quotes

“It would have been a relatively simple process 
for a competent water operator to interpret the 
implications of the lack of a chlorine residual, 
turn off the well, and alert the community to the 
problem.”
“…virtually all of the entries on the 1999 daily 
operating sheets are false. Fictitious entries in 
the daily operating sheets continued until the 
outbreak in May 2000.”
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Walkerton Inquiry Report Quotes

“The outbreak would have been prevented by 
the use of continuous chlorine residual … at 
Well 5.” ………an $8,000 instrument that was 
required by applicable MOE policy since 1994 
for vulnerable wells



25

Walkerton Postscript 2, 
May 2005
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27The Bottom Line

Water that you can trust from your tap is 
a remarkable benefit at low cost!
Safe tap water is up to 1000 fold cheaper 
than bottled water

SAFE drinking 
water is a 
remarkable 
bargain, but

It is not free

It must be a 
priority



28Those who cannot remember the past 
are condemned to repeat it — George Santayana

Walkerton Memorial ParkFailing to remember the past accurately 
may be more dangerous than failing to 
remember at all?
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