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Michigan DEQ vows changes in Flint water crisis
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Michlgan's top emdronmental official acknowledged the sfate made mistakes in its handling of Flint's long-
running water crisis, and said changes would be made, including reassigning a top official responsible for the
safety of drinking water.

Dan Wyanl, director of Michigan’s Departrnent of Environmental Quality, said late Sunday that staff members
applied the wrong standards of the Lead and Copper Rule thal govemns tesling and monitoring for drinking
water. The resultwas that proper controls regarding carrosion were nat put in place when the city begah

{Fhoto: Dete G. Yeong/ The Detrott drawing its waler from the Flint River in spring 2014,
Maws)

“Qur actions reflected inexperience, and our puklic response to crillc/sm was the wrang tone garly In this
cotversation,” Wyant said. “But the best we can do with the situation going forward i represented in our present course. ... Ye will learn fram this. We
will make necessary changes to sce {o it hal our program becomes a national leader in {lead} protection.”

The changes will include the reassignment of Liane Shekter Smith, chief of DEQ's Office of Drinking Water and Municipal Assistance. Gov, Rick Styder
will also Intraduce an Indepandent, third-party review of the state’s handling of Flint's water issues, '

Wyant's announcement comes after manths of rising eoncarns among Flint residenls over the safety of their drinking water and lead contaminatien. it
aiso comes after the recent release of inter-agency communications refating to Flint's situation that demoenstrate confusion behind the scanes.

Slate officials seemingly failed to heed repealed warnings from the Environmentat Prolection Agency as far back as February about polentiat problems
with Flini's water system.

Communications released this week between the federal agency and DEQ also show how an environmental law designed lo protect the public allowed
the gavammeant to utillze questionable water lesting practices and move stowly in addressing problems, all while remaining “in compliance™ wilh

regulations.

Crilics hold {he stale responsible for the current situation, since Snyder's appointed emergeﬁcy manager was in charge when the dscision was made lo
begin drawing water from the Fiint River in 2014 to save money. Stale officials have said that move was a “cily decision.”

Problems began then, including residents saying tap water had strange caloring, smell and taste, In the fast month, those concerns were dramalically
heightened by studies that show lead levels in some children have risen since the switch from Delroil's waler system. Those studics showed that, in
some areas, lead lavals in children’s blood samples have doubled and, in two ZIP codes, tripled.

Many cpporiunities missed

Emails and lelters releasad by the state this week show many missed opportunities far health and enviranmantal agencias la idantify the fead prablems

manths ago.

tn February, an EPA official assossing Fint's sitvalion raised several concerns with DEQ, perticuterly with the way the state conducted tesfing to ensure
water coming into city homes was safe fo drink. Such testing is required by 1he foderal Lead and Copper Rule.

“Particulala lead release ls a normat part of the corresion process and it is universal {common} in all systems,” wrote Miguel Del Tora, reguiations -
manager for EPA’s Ragion 5, in a Feb, 27 email la two DEQ staffers,

“ii's just Ihat il's not captured as often by the infrequent (Lead and Copper Rula) sampling. If systems are pre-flushing tha tap the night hefore colfecting
... samples ... (MDEQ siil! provides these instructions to public water systems} this clears pariculata lead out af the plumbing and biases tha resulls Jow

by efiminating the highest lead values. ...

“The particulate Jead is being flushed away before collecting compliance samples which provides false assurance to resident about the true lead levels in
the water.”

Del Toral would repeat the same concerns in a widely publicized unofficial meme in April. But at each stop along the way, cily and officials responded to
lasting queries by saying their approach met faderal guldelines. As recently as Sepi. 3, Flinl's Fublic Works Direclor Howard Croft supporied the 1esting

methods used.
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