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Pollution of Water

BECAUSE water is such an intimate part of our

daily lives, most of us give little thought to it.

But few if any problems are more closely woven into the
fabric of our modern society than the control of water

pollution.

Clean water is essential to life. Moreover, it is

necessary to industry, to agriculture, and to the con-

servation and use of the many natural resources upon

which our richer life depends.

Here is a paradox: amid our seemingly increasing

ease and safety, amid the proliferation of comforts

and gadgets to make physical life happier, the danger

to life itself is increasing day by day as the result of

pollution of our water supplies.

There is world-wide concern with the menace to
human life arising from scarcity of water in places

where it is needed and the pollution of water used by

people and by the creatures we use as food. Two

hundred scientists from thirty-three countries met in

Paris last year to discuss the problem. As to scarcity of

water, they found that in some places water is being

taken from the ground about a thousand times faster

than it is being replenished by rainfall. As a result,

water must be used over and over again.

The water passing down the St. Lawrence, drawn

into domestic water systems and industrial plants, has

been used and discarded by hundreds of cities. Distances

between waste outfalls and water intakes are being

wedged closer and closer together by expanding popu-

lation and the growth of new industrial and residential

centres.

There is nothing criminal or morally wrong in this

development of industries and cities. It is the product

of man’s constant effort to adapt his physical environ-

ment to his changing economic and social needs.

What would be wrong would be to continue taking
water for granted without doing anything effective to

repair the damage caused to it by our own acts. We

have to learn to come to terms with the poisons we

make. Up to now we seem to have bypassed the

question: "How much poison can I stand and still live?"
and we have contented ourselves with calling upon

science to give us some corrective and preventive
prescriptions.

Causes of pollution
Pollution comes chiefly from two sources: human

sewage and industrial waste. It endangers health, it

steals from us our sports fishing and our bathing, it

robs us of our shellfish foods and commercial fish

supplies, it reduces property values by impairing the

appearance and the usefulness of our land, it makes

our drinking water nauseating and raises offensive
odors. It damages our bridges, docks, boat hulls

and buildings.

It is a shocking thought that few people in indus-

trialized areas have ever seen streams of any size that

were completely free of man-made pollution.

We have, in the past, relied trustingly upon nature

to protect us, but to burden a stream or other body of

water with gross polluting material and expect safe

and attractive water to be immediately returned is

demanding of nature that it do more than its share.

Before our population-industrial surge pollution was

not a serious problem, because the wastes from every

city were diluted by the flowing water, oxidized by

the bacteria, used as fertilizer by the water plants,

and filtered through the river sands and gravel, so as

to reach the next user in fairly clean condition.

Multiplication of cities and their discharges has

loaded the water with an insupportable amount of

poisons from the factories, offal from the slau~hter-

houses, raw sewage from the homes. These kill the

cleansing plants, use up the purifying oxygen in the

water, and clog the filtering gravels with filth.

We have been accepting all that supinely, and

expecting our municipal filtration plants to transform



the dark coloured fluid, sometimes half sewage, into
water for drinking. It is a grievous reflection on the
intelligence of those who permit the condition to
endure.

What is pollution?
It should be made clear that we ourselves are

responsible for pollution of our water supplies. Pollu-
tion is the discharge of material that unreasonably
impairs the quality of water for maximum beneficial
use in the overall public interest.

Of what does this material consist? It is made up
of body wastes, used bath and dish water, washings
from restaurants and laundries, refuse from hotels and
hospitals, and wastes from other establishments serving
our needs. That is our personal contribution. In
addition, there are industrial wastes, like acids, chemi-
cals, greases, oils, animal and vegetable matter.

For centuries, if water did not offend the senses it
was considered usable for any purpose. People avoided
bitter or smelly or coloured water. Today, we know
from the discoveries of Leeuwenhoek, Pasteur, Koch
and Lister the dangers that may lurk in clear, odorless
water. The bacterial yardstick as a measure of pol-
lution has been expanded to include the viruses.
Now we need a formula to measure the harmful effects
of numerous chemical substances which may resist
treatment by conventional or known methods. Any
evaluation of present day chemical pollution must
take account of wastes from new organic chemicals
such as detergents, insecticides and weed killers, as
well as of radioactivity.

Industrial waste
Today’s progressive factory owner has just about as

much at stake in the matter of clean water as has any
tap-water user. Many a community has lost industrial
opportunities because the water available was not
suited to factory needs. Too many communities insist
upon industry achieving low levels of contaminants in
used water, while the municipalities themselves pollute
the streams with untreated or inadequately treated
municipal sewage.

In the past twenty-five years industry has for the
most part assumed its responsibility in the conservation
of water faster than have municipalities. It spends
many millions of dollars on waste disposal and in
research to improve its methods.

More and more, the cost of waste control facilities
automatically becomes a part of plant installation cost
and the operation is an integral part of the operating
costs of the plant. The chemical business in the United
States is spending forty million dollars a year to
control its wastes; pulp and paper manufacturers
have invested nearly a hundred million dollars in

treatment systems in the past decade, cutting their
pollution per ton of paper to half of what it was.
At a Quebec plant there has been installed a bark
burning machine, destroying 150,000 pounds of a
pollutant which would otherwise have floated down
the river in a day.

Research people are at work constantly in the
search for improvements. New control methods must
be developed progressively if they are to keep pace
with our changing economy.

Pesticides
Insects are man’s greatest competitor for the food

he eats. Our survival demands that we control them
effectively.

However, this does not demand that we spray-kill
everything that crawls, flies, bites or bores. In too
many cases we have also killed birds, animals, fish
and bees, and we have poisoned the streams from which
we drink, and the fruit and vegetables we eat.

Pesticides, wisely applied, have done much to im-
prove agriculture and give us better health, but their
use involves a calculated risk and demands widespread
education. Farmers have a definite responsibility for
safe use of chemicals, and those who instruct them in
the use of chemicals have even greater responsibility.

Unknown ten years ago, there are now on the market
well over 12,500 brand name products and more than
two hundred basic control compounds. These, while
fulfilling their function on land, may enter our water
supply by direct applieation to the water surface,
by drifting on to the water surface from treated fields,
or by seepage from the watershed. This offers death
to fish, to birds, to aquatic animals, and, it may be,
danger to man. As a speaker said at the National
Conference on Water Pollution in Washington in
December 1960: "We are running an unnecessary
risk when we just blithely go ahead and use these things
because we have not died yet." The report of this
conference is available from the Superintendent of
Documents, U.S. Government Printing Office, Wash-
ington, D.C., for $2.25.

We need pest control, but it is imperative that it be
guided by responsible and objective leadership and
that other interests be appropriately co-ordinated with
the objectives of control.

As a start, public education and education on the
county agricultural representative level should demon-
strate to users of sprays and insecticides of all sorts
that the material is extremely toxic to fish life and
must be excluded from our waters. A strong declaration
on the national level and by provincial governments
would have a beneficial effect in the public interest.

There is proof aplenty of the need. Several years ago
severe mortality occurred among coho fry, trout and




