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			To my grandchildren: Grace Bailey, Molly Berlin, Charles Asher, and Clay Jorge

			May we create a more sustainable world for them with clean water for all.
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			INTRODUCTION

			Someone once asked me, what would your epitaph be?

			My answer: Someone who gave a damn.

			Let me be the first to tell you that life takes an interesting turn when your name becomes a verb. Well, first my name became a movie and then it became a verb. To “Erin Brockovich something” has become synonymous with investigating and then advocating for a cause without giving up.

			My name is also used to describe other people. There’s an Erin Brockovich of China. She’s found more than four hundred villages in her home country where the children have been sickened by their water supply. There’s an Erin Brockovich of Kenya, who is fighting lead poisoning, demanding compensation and cleanup from the government and companies whose factories have dumped toxins. There’s an Erin Brockovich of food, whose youngest child had a severe allergic reaction to scrambled eggs and now advocates for reducing chemicals in our food system.

			But before the movie and before I became a name people recognize, you should know that I was raised in Kansas—the land of sprawling wheat fields and bright yellow sunflowers. Lawrence, to be exact, which is the sixth largest city in the state, nestled between the banks of the Kansas and Wakarusa Rivers. It’s a vibrant college town today with a population of fewer than 100,000 people. Like many parts of my home state, we had hot, humid summers and cold, dry winters. The American poet Langston Hughes spent his boyhood in Lawrence, and he based his first novel Not Without Laughter, published in 1930, on his experiences growing up in small-town Kansas, tornados and all.

			
			I was born in the summer of 1960 when Chubby Checker’s dance hit “The Twist” was playing on every radio and life in America seemed rosy and bright. Little did anyone suspect that the 1960s would be marked by such upheaval and that by the end of the decade, it would feel more like our great country was falling apart. Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring was published in August of 1962, calling out the chemical industry and launching an environmental movement. The Cuyahoga River in Cleveland, Ohio, burst into flames in 1969. Images really can tell a thousand words and the dramatic photos made headlines throughout the country. How did a body of water ignite into flames? A Time magazine article described the river as so saturated with industrial waste and sewage that it “oozed rather than flowed.” That sight sparked major reforms and a newfound need for environmental action, which included the passage of the Clean Water Act and the creation of state and federal environmental protection agencies.

			When I was a little girl, my father would sing songs to me all the time about water. Sometimes, we would be playing down at the creeks and he would make up little tunes. “See that lovely water, trickling down the stream, don’t take it for granted, someday it might not be seen,” he would sing.

			My dad was a star college football player at Kansas University. He served stateside in the U.S. Naval Air Force during World War II. He went on to work for many years as an engineer for Texaco and later for the Department of Transportation. He was a genuine hardworking American who loved his family. He and my mom were married for sixty-five years. If that’s not a testament to love, then I don’t know what is! They both instilled so many of their values about persistence and drive in me. Not to mention that my mom was a journalism and sociology major, which I think helped fuel my snooping instincts.

			Before he died, my dad promised that in my lifetime water would become a commodity more valuable than oil or gold, because there would be so little of it. I believe he was right and that time has come.

			
			My dad had good instincts. He was the kind of father who was always there for me, and he shared his wisdom. He once said, “When I’m not here to save you, it’s important for me to know that you can save yourself.”

			I was the youngest of four children, but my parents didn’t baby me. They always told me that there’s no single way to do something. If you can’t make it work, you find another way. They taught me to fight for what I wanted in my life, and for that I am forever grateful. Despite my love of learning, I struggled in school and was eventually diagnosed with dyslexia, which meant I had trouble with reading comprehension. I was smart, but my grades didn’t reflect it.

			I had a teacher in high school named Kathy Borseff, who recognized that I knew all the answers in class, but I would flunk my written tests. One day she did an experiment and let me stay after class to take the test orally. I got an A+. She changed my life with that experiment. Experts knew so little about dyslexia at that time, and I hated people labeling me inferior and putting me in a box as a slow learner. Dyslexics typically have high IQs, but they are misunderstood. We think and learn differently. Thankfully, my parents protected me from losing my self-esteem too. They were constantly reminding me that I didn’t have to choose to see myself as “slow,” and I was thankful for the reminders.

			I would frequently come home from school feeling so frustrated from the hurdles of the day, and one time my mom said, “Erin, you’ve gotta have some stick-to-itiveness.” I rolled my eyes because I didn’t think it was a real word. But not a few minutes later my mom came back with a Webster’s Dictionary in her hand, and I was shocked to see it on the page. The definition: a propensity to follow through in a determined manner; dogged persistence born of obligation and stubbornness.

			What a word! I was captivated by this concept and it gave me a lot of hope. Even if I had challenges, I didn’t have to give up on the dreams I had for my life. In fact, I’d argue that these early challenges helped shape me into the woman I am today. Perhaps some of the challenges you are working with right now are shaping you too.

			I still use this word as a reminder that I can’t give up, even when the going gets tough. If you know my work, you’ve seen what I’m talking about. I’m not one to give up easily. One of my favorite parts about stick-to-itiveness is that it’s not a skill you are born with. It’s something you cultivate. Anyone out there can develop the ability to follow through, regardless of the stumbling blocks. In fact, dyslexia helped me in my work because I tend to think backward. When I study any water contamination case and see the levels of pollution, I go back in time. If the levels are high today, what did they look like five, ten, or even twenty-five years ago? You would be surprised by the levels of pollution you can find by taking a little trip in time.

			
			All said, my parents offered me this great set of commonsense skills to work with that saved me and continue to influence my work today. Throughout this book, I will share those same tools with you.

			

			—

			Our water has become so toxic that towns are issuing emergency boil notices and shipping in bottled water to their residents. As I started gathering research for this book in 2016, members of our very own U.S. Congress had their water shut down in Washington thanks to unsafe lead levels.
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					In the restroom at the Cannon House Office Building, the oldest congressional office building, in 2016

				
			
			
			In response, Congressman Dan Kildee, who represents Flint, Michigan, a city now famous for its drinking water problems, said in a statement, “Every American deserves to have access to safe drinking water. America is the richest and most prosperous country in the world—we can afford to provide safe drinking water to our citizens.”
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					Erin with Dan Kildee, the U.S. representative for Michigan’s 5th Congressional District since 2013. Kildee was born and raised and still resides in Flint, Michigan.

				
			
			Kamala Harris, U.S. senator from California, has tweeted, “I’ve said this many times & will say it again: everyone has a fundamental right to drink clean water. The Administration should take steps to protect Americans from these chemicals that are already impacting the water supplies of millions of Americans.” This tweet was in regard to news that the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is still not setting drinking water limits for two toxic chemicals, PFOA and PFOS, which are contaminating millions of Americans’ tap water at this very moment (and which you will read extensively about in this book). You will also learn a lot about chemicals going unregulated, even when the science shows they are linked to cancer and other major health issues.

			
			As if poisoned water wasn’t a big enough issue, the last six years (2013–2019) have been the hottest years on record. As our climate changes, and we experience more droughts, floods, superstorms, melting glaciers, and rising sea levels, we are seeing greater strains on our water supplies, infrastructure, and economy.

			For years, I’ve been teaching one very simple concept: Superman is not coming. If you are waiting for someone to come save you and clean up your water, I’m here to tell you: No one is coming to save you. We can’t survive without access to clean water (or water at all) and yet we are losing access to our most precious resource. Without water, it is literally GAME OVER for all of us. The time has come for us to save ourselves.

			We are amid a major water crisis that is beyond anything you can imagine. Pollution problems persist and toxins are everywhere, stemming from the hazardous wastes of industry and agriculture. We’ve got more than forty thousand chemicals on the market today with only a few hundred being regulated. We’ve had industrial byproducts discarded into the ground and into our water supply for years. The companies who dump these toxins know it. They have always known it. The government knows it too. These issues affect everyone—rich or poor, black or white, Republican or Democrat. Large and small communities everywhere think they are safe when they are not.

			Each water system is unique, but some of the most toxic offenders that I will talk about in this book include hexavalent chromium (an anticorrosive agent), perfluorinated chemicals (PFCs)—which include perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA, used to make Teflon pans) and perfluorooctanesulfonic acid (PFOS, a key ingredient in Scotchgard), trichloroethylene (TCE, used in dry cleaning and refrigeration)—lead, fracking chemicals, chloramines (a water disinfectant), and more. Many of these chemicals are undetectable for those drinking the water. Hexavalent chromium is an exception, as it typically turns the water green at high doses and water heavily treated with chloramines usually has an odor. But like a blood test for disease, you can only find what you test for. If you don’t order a specific test for one of these chemicals, you won’t know it’s there. And you can’t treat water, unless you know what’s in it. Many of these substances cause irreversible health problems when ingested and people in communities throughout the country are dealing with these repercussions. This book will highlight just a few of the thousands of stories. Some cases have good outcomes, some are still in process, and many are still struggling.

			
			Now, I know what you might be thinking. What about the EPA, Erin? What about corporate remediation departments? Aren’t the experts handling it?

			The short answer is no.

			These issues start with tiny little seeds of deception that add up over months and years to become major problems. Our resources are exhausted. Corruption is rampant. Officials are trying to cover their tracks. People are either completely missing the mark or not putting all the pieces together when it comes to the severity of this crisis. I’ve got senators and doctors calling me, asking me what to do.

			But before you put this book down in deep despair, I want to urge you to muster up your own stick-to-itiveness and keep reading. I want to remind you that we are in this together. No one person must—or can—fix it alone. Not one senator, one community member, CEO, mom, or dad. It’s up to all of us. We’ve got to work together.

			Even in the movie that shares my name, we had a team working around the clock. I went door-to-door to talk with residents who had concerns and were asking good questions. We hosted community meetings. We worked with some of the best legal teams, researchers, and academics in the state of California. It was not a one-woman or one-man job. We fought together.

			I’ve noticed over the years that when I visit towns and work with people, the number one thing everyone seems to need is permission. They are looking for someone to tell them that it’s okay to move forward. Empowerment is a process that happens as we give ourselves authority to act on what feels right, what we know is right. But sometimes people get stuck. We are afraid to act out, and believe it or not, I can relate to that. It’s not always easy to speak up or out of turn. Since we were young girls and boys, we learned to ask for permission—whether it was permission to leave the dinner table or to use the bathroom during class. As we get older, we must get permits to build an extra addition onto the house. We sign permission slips for our kids to go on field trips. It becomes a habit to think we need permission to act. We request time off from work—we don’t just take a vacation. We text people instead of calling them. All these little acts add up and then we think: Who am I to stand up at a city council meeting and ask a question? I don’t know all the answers. I’m not a water expert. What does everyone else think about the water? Is it really a problem or am I overreacting? We all have these doubts and questions. In the end, I think that the permission we are seeking is more about support. We want to know if we take action, it will be successful in some way and that our community will not shun us for these actions.

			
			Let this book stand as your personal permission slip. Yes, you have permission to ask questions. Yes, you have permission to scrutinize your water professionals and find out if they have the right credentials. Yes, you have permission to start a Facebook group to make more people aware of your cause. You have permission to stick up for yourself when it comes to your health, your family, your life. The world needs all of us to get involved now more than ever.

			The first action that you can take is to become part of what I hope will be the first-ever national self-reporting registry at www.communityhealthbook.com. (We do have state registries but many people aren’t reporting.) This crowd-sourced map is my legacy project and it allows individuals and community groups to report and review health issues (cancer being the most prevalent) and community environmental issues by geographic area and by health topic. This self-reported research provides missing data points coming from the people that local, state, and federal agencies cannot or will not talk to and will not communicate to each other about. The research is intended to connect the dots between clusters of illness and environmental hazards in specific communities and regions of the country. If you or someone you know is sick or suffering, please report it. I will talk more about the map in chapter 3, and throughout this book.

			
			None of us need a Ph.D. or a science degree, or need to be a politician or a lawyer to be aware and to protect our right to clean water. I’ll take you step by step through how to take these actions to save your family and community. We have the power together to fight for better enforcement of the laws on the books, to push for new legislation, and to storm our city halls until our voices are heard and the water is safe for everyone to drink.

		

	
		
		
			
			PART ONE

			THE SCARY TRUTH

			
				Man’s attitude toward nature is today critically important simply because we have now acquired a fateful power to alter and destroy nature. But man is a part of nature, and his war against nature is inevitably a war against himself….We’re challenged as mankind has never been challenged before to prove our maturity and our mastery, not of nature, but of ourselves.

				—Rachel Carson, writer and conservationist, in 1963, a year before her death from breast cancer

			

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			HOW DID WE GET HERE?

			Let’s get one thing straight. I’m not a troublemaker; I’m an advocate. I’ve shown up to community after community across the country for more than twenty years because the people who live in these towns invite me. I get hundreds of emails every single day, and what they say boils down to two little words: HELP ME.

			People across this country (and the world) are scared. They have concerns about what’s happening with their water. The color has changed. It smells awful. Their animals are acting weird. Their kids are dealing with strange health symptoms. I get a lot of emails about cancer—fourteen children on one street with cancer or multiple adults in one neighborhood dealing with the same kind of rare tumor. People who have reconnected through Facebook and discovered that tens upon tens of classmates from the same high school all have cancer. They don’t know who to turn to for help. And thanks to a movie that bears my name, starring an Oscar-winning actress, people write to me. They trust me. Imagine that! A foul-mouthed, short-skirted blonde woman from Kansas.

			Many of these people have tried other channels. They’ve tried contacting their local representatives, the EPA, the Department of Natural Resources, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), or their local water authority, but most of the time their letters and inquiries get lost in the bureaucracy of these agencies. In many cases their concerns are intentionally not addressed. And so people ask me for help.

			Thankfully, I have Bob Bowcock, my go-to partner in water investigations. Bob is a water treatment professional, and he’s been a licensed California Grade V water treatment operator since 1985, which is a big deal since we have fewer than two hundred of them in the state. He started his career reading meters and worked his way up as a water treatment operator. Bob managed several Southern California utility districts and worked as a U.S. Army civil affairs leader, designing and constructing water treatment and distribution systems for federal governments in Southeast Asia and South America. He now runs his own consulting firm that provides practical, problem-solving techniques to water-related issues. He’s an expert in emerging technologies related to water and wastewater conveyance, treatment, and disposal, and environmental compliance and remediation.

			
			Bob and I met in court shortly after the movie came out, and I wasn’t sure if he was an attorney, a whistleblower, or just a weirdo stalking me, but once I got to know him and his credentials, we started working together. These days, he’s a good friend and the first person I’ll send out to a community that has written to me. Once he gets to town, he will tour the treatment facility, write a report outlining exactly what is needed to fix the problem, and work with local officials, water treatment operators, and community members on solutions.

			In March 2017, Bob and I were coaching Julie and Marie, two women from Columbia, Missouri, who have created a coalition in their town to fight for cleaner water. Since 1995, Columbia has been dumping its sewage right next to where the water wells pump into the drinking water system. These two women have dealt with health issues for both themselves and their kids.

			They were telling us about a small setback. The local radio station dedicated a full hour to talk about the town’s water issues and didn’t give them any air time. Not only were they not invited to be on the show, but they weren’t even allowed to speak when they called in. They were frustrated, and I understood their frustration all too well. It’s what I’ve been up against throughout my career.

			For years, people have told me I have no right to comment on water. I’m not a scientist or a doctor or a lawyer, and I don’t have the research to back up my claims. How can I comment on the water in the absence of a peer-reviewed study? Here’s what I told these women to say to those who dismiss them, and what I say all the time: I may not have the science, but neither do you.
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					Bob Bowcock, Erin’s water advisor, whose more than thirty-six years of experience have helped communities achieve top water quality, speaking at a community meeting

				
			
			In the absence of a peer-reviewed study, how can you say that the water is safe?

			And that’s a BIG problem in America today.

			It’s amazing to me how little most people really know about what’s going on. We’ve got failing laws and polluters still dumping with little reprimand. It’s time to understand how we got here so we can get clearer about what we want our future to look like.

			
				BIRTHING OUR WATER LAWS & THE EPA

				The Federal Water Pollution Control Act of 1948 was the first law created to address water pollution in this country, but it was virtually rewritten in 1972 and is now commonly referred to as the Clean Water Act (CWA). President Gerald Ford signed the act (which was proposed by Richard Nixon) into law on December 16, 1974, amid media reports and television documentaries warning that the quality of U.S. drinking water was declining.

				
				Here’s some of what was written in a 1975 EPA press release:

				
					Potential cancer-causing chemicals have been found in trace quantities in New Orleans’ and Pittsburgh’s drinking water. In Boston, lead from water supply pipes has been found in water drawn from the tap. Viral or bacteriological contamination of drinking water has resulted in communication of disease, often in smaller, more rural communities where treatment works are outdated or modern techniques are not available.

					In other cities and towns, foul odors and tastes make the water unpalatable. While the overall quality of this nation’s drinking water is well above that supplied in any other country, professional waterworks operators, government, and citizens all agree that a much better job must be done in guarding our supplies.

				

				That was in 1975! It was during the Republican administration of former president Richard Nixon that we officially created the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), a fact that conservatives today may have forgotten. In fact, in Nixon’s 1970 State of the Union address he made remarks that today might characterize someone as a liberal environmentalist:

				
					We can no longer afford to consider air and water common property, free to be abused by anyone without regard to the consequences. Instead, we should begin now to treat them as scarce resources, which we are no more free to contaminate than we are free to throw garbage into our neighbor’s yard.

					This requires comprehensive new regulations. It also requires that, to the extent possible, the price of goods should be made to include the costs of producing and disposing of them without damage to the environment.

					
					We have been too tolerant of our surroundings and too willing to leave it to others to clean up our environment. It is time for those who make massive demands on society to make some minimal demands on themselves. Each of us must resolve that each day he will leave his home, his property, the public places of the city or town a little cleaner, a little better, a little more pleasant for himself and those around him….

					With the help of people we can do anything, and without their help, we can do nothing. In this spirit, together, we can reclaim our land for ours and generations to come.

				

				Nixon made these remarks in response to years of widespread and visible pollution. He had bipartisan support for increasing measures to protect the environment, which is hard to imagine in today’s political climate. He set up an Environmental Quality Council along with a Citizens’ Advisory Committee on Environmental Quality. At the same time, Congress sent a bill to his desk called the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). The purpose of the act was

				
						
						to set a national policy to encourage “productive and enjoyable harmony between man and his environment.”

					

						
						to promote efforts to prevent or eliminate damage to the environment and biosphere and stimulate the health and welfare of man.

					

						
						to enrich our understanding of the ecological systems and natural resources.

					

				

				The act called for the formation of a Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) to offer expert advice on environmental matters to Nixon and to review newly enacted Environmental Impact Statements, a requirement for all federal agencies planning projects with major environmental effects. This led to the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency, a new federal regulatory agency whose purpose was to protect human health and the environment. The agency brought together tens of thousands of well-meaning, intelligent scientists, engineers, lawyers, and administrators.

				
				Since its inception, the agency has worked with the best available science in its efforts to reduce environmental risks to public health and help enforce federal laws aimed to protect human health and the environment. When Congress writes environmental laws, the EPA implements them by working to ensure that all U.S. companies understand how to comply with national regulations and by following up on any violations.

				The Clean Water Act was created to protect large bodies of water such as streams, rivers, and bays from being destroyed by things like sewage, biological and radioactive waste, and industrial and agricultural waste. We needed it then and we need it now.

				Originally, it was a strong law that helped establish structure for regulating water pollution. It gave the EPA authority to set water quality standards and implement pollution control programs, funded the construction of more sewage treatment plants, and even recognized the need to address nonpoint source pollution from agricultural sources like fertilizers and pesticides along with urban runoff. The law called for polluters to disclose the toxins they dumped into waterways and gave regulators the power to go after offenders with fines or jail time.

				Good laws can be written, but they can be hard to follow. If we are not setting standards for what’s safe, then anything goes. Since the 1970s, pollution has only increased, and violations of the law have continued to rise. Between 2004 and 2009, the Clean Water Act was violated more than half a million times, and most of the big polluters evaded any kind of punishment. As you can imagine, without much recourse the violations keep piling up.

				But isn’t the law meant to protect us? How can these violations continue?

				Sadly, the courts left us hanging for many years. Specifically, a Supreme Court ruling from 2006 was just confusing. In Rapanos v. United States, the Court failed to clearly define which waterways qualify for federal oversight. The ambiguity has played out for years and ultimately left too much legal room for disputes, allowing polluters to dump carcinogenic chemicals and more without much worry about federal enforcement.

				
				In 2015, President Barack Obama (with help from the EPA and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers) finalized the Clean Water Rule to help clear up the confusion about which bodies of water the federal government could regulate. It clarified that smaller and more isolated waters like streams and lands could fall under federal authority. However, the rule never really went into effect because of a lawsuit still in progress. The current Trump administration has vowed to promote clean water, while at the same time expressing a desire to roll back regulations and restrictions by narrowing the scope of the Clean Water Rule. In February 2017, the president signed an executive order instructing the EPA and the Army Corps of Engineers to review and rewrite the Clean Water Rule and reassess whether the rule is consistent with promoting economic growth and minimizing regulations. The order wasn’t enough to reverse the law. However, on October 22, 2019, the EPA and the Department of the Army published a final rule repealing the 2015 Clean Water Rule and restoring the prior regulatory text. As of this writing, the final rule is set to go into effect on December 23, 2019, but not without a fight from environmentalists. Jon Devine, director of federal water policy at the Natural Resources Defense Council said, “This unsubstantiated action is illegal and will certainly be challenged in court.”

				The CWA does not directly address groundwater contamination, so the government also created the Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA) in 1974 to look specifically at waters designed for drinking use, including aboveground and underground sources. This law governs our tap water and makes the EPA responsible for setting safety standards for what we drink. It also requires all owners or operators of public water systems to comply with these standards. A 1996 amendment introduced the idea of the EPA creating detailed risk and cost assessments and peer-reviewed science to help develop those standards. Again, this sounds like a great way to protect us, but it has some downfalls that have recently come to light.

				First, you need to know that the SDWA gives the EPA authority to identify contaminants and regulate their levels in drinking water to protect public health. The agency sets regulatory limits for more than ninety contaminants.

				
				The EPA has three criteria, according to the law, when determining what to regulate:

				
						
						a contaminant may have an adverse health effect on people

					

						
						a contaminant is known to occur or there is a high chance that the contaminant will occur in public water systems often enough and at levels of public health concern

					

						
						regulation of the contaminant will result in a meaningful opportunity for health risk reductions for people served by public water systems

					

				

				If the EPA establishes a regulation for a contaminant, then public water systems need to comply with it. But if the EPA decides not to regulate a contaminant, then it may issue a health advisory, which is a non-enforceable federal limit that serves as technical guidance for federal, state, and local officials.

				Let’s take a moment to get clear: we have enforceable and non-enforceable regulations.

				Of the enforceable regulations, we have what are called maximum contaminant levels (MCLs). An MCL is the legal threshold limit on the amount of a substance allowed in public water systems according to the SDWA. The limit is usually expressed in a concentration of milligrams or micrograms per liter of water. These standards are set by the EPA for our drinking water quality. In order to set an MCL, the EPA first looks at what levels of a contaminant can be present with no adverse health issues. That level is called the maximum contaminant level goal, which is a non-enforceable goal. The MCL is set as close as possible to the goal, but this system is not perfect. Sometimes, the EPA will establish a treatment technique (TT) instead of an MCL, which is a procedure that must be followed to treat water for a contaminant. It’s enforceable and it’s not a perfect regulation either for reasons I’ll point out soon. Both MCLs and TTs are known as primary standards in EPA-speak.

				Science takes time. The EPA sets standards based on the science available. Maybe they know studies are coming out soon saying that a contaminant could cause cancer, so they set a goal or a health advisory, not an MCL. In other cases, they may have animal studies but not human ones. They can’t set standards when they don’t know the full impact for us. They can’t create regulations without enough data. It’s a slow dance of completing the studies we need to create the right rules and regulations.

				
				Both perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA) and perfluorooctanesulfonic acid (PFOS) are byproducts of industry—chemicals used to make carpets, clothing, fabric protectors, paper packaging, and nonstick cookware. In 2009, the EPA published provisional health advisories for PFOA and PFOS based on the scientific evidence available at that time, which was considered “inconclusive.” In those days, the MCL was 400 parts per trillion (ppt) for PFOA and 200 ppt for PFOS.

				By May 2016, the EPA had significantly lowered the “safe levels” for these pollutants in our water supply, based on standards that assume lifetime exposure rather than drinking these chemicals for only a few weeks or months. The new health advisory for PFOA and PFOS is 70 ppt. These new standards created instant water contamination crises for many cities and towns—fourteen systems exceeded the federal threshold for PFOA and forty systems were above the limit for PFOS.

				This advisory came years and years after the agency was first alerted to PFOA contamination in the drinking water near DuPont’s Teflon plant in West Virginia, and more communities continue to come forward. People were exposed for years at this higher level before a new advisory was issued and it’s still not an enforceable one.

				Information continues to surface that the companies that made these substances knew about their health impacts decades ago. In 2010, the Minnesota attorney general and the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources filed a $5 billion lawsuit against 3M, headquartered in Maplewood, for damages to the environment. The lawsuit claimed that 3M released its perfluorochemicals (PFOS and PFOA) into the nearby groundwater and in 2004 the chemicals were detected in the drinking water of sixty-seven thousand people in Lake Elmo, Oakdale, Woodbury, and Cottage Grove. While the company tried to argue that no health effect to humans had ever been proven, documents released in the case showed that 3M researchers knew these chemicals could bioaccumulate in fish and that the compounds were toxic. 3M settled the suit for $850 million in 2018, and afterward the Minnesota attorney general’s office released many internal documents including studies, memos, emails, and research reports, showing how much 3M really knew about these chemicals and their harm to both people and the environment.

				
				The Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry released a draft report in June 2018 discussing how people are exposed to these chemicals and the health risks they pose. The agency found that these chemicals are particularly damaging to vulnerable populations, such as infants and breastfeeding mothers, at levels lower than what the EPA deemed safe in the 2016 health advisory.

				PFOA alone pollutes the blood of almost all Americans and can even pass from mother to unborn child in the womb. It builds up in our bodies, and studies have linked even tiny exposure to PFOA to kidney and testicular cancers, birth defects, damage to the immune system, heart and thyroid disease, complications during pregnancy, and other serious conditions.

				That’s one example. These laws and regulatory agencies are meant to protect us, but the rules get muddy. Is it really too much to ask for clean, safe drinking water? We’ve got to find a way to get the laws and the science to sync up. I imagine it starts with more funding and more resources, and potentially taking a more cautious approach with so many of these chemicals. But it’s important to remember that we wouldn’t need so much regulation if polluters were cleaning up their own messes or not creating them in the first place.

				Here’s another question for you: Do you know what the MCL for lead is in this country?

				You know lead—a nervous-system toxin that according to our own regulatory agency (the EPA) has no safe level of exposure. Lead in drinking water can cause everything from stomach pains to permanent brain damage.

				It’s a trick question. We don’t have an MCL, and that’s another big problem. We have a TT—a “treatment technique” regulation better known as the Lead and Copper Rule.

				
				In Flint, Michigan, lead was leaching into the water supply for almost two years and public officials said everything was fine. Former Flint mayor Dayne Walling went as far as to drink the contaminated water on local TV to assure residents it was safe to drink. Since early 2019, thirteen state and local officials have been criminally charged in connection to the water disaster in Flint, some facing forty or more years in prison with more charges possible.

				While school safety continues to be a huge issue in the aftermath of many mass shootings, school after school is finding toxic levels of lead in their water. More than 80 percent of New York City schools tested positive for elevated lead levels in April 2017, and the testing protocol came under fire after experts revealed that the city had been running water pipes the night before testing in 2016, a process called flushing that can make the water appear cleaner when tested. The problem has gotten so bad that states like California are starting to introduce legislation that would make it mandatory to test the drinking water for lead contamination in all school districts and colleges, which is a step in the right direction. I’m still wondering how that TT is going….

				The bill’s author, assemblywoman Lorena Gonzalez Fletcher (D-San Diego), told a local radio station, “The lead crisis in Flint, Michigan, was a wake-up call. We’ve had this mentality of putting our heads in the sand and not really asking the questions we need to ask.”

				That’s right, Lorena! It’s time to get our heads out of the sand and start holding our officials accountable.

				The bill would require schools to shut off any source of drinking water if lead contamination is discovered, and to inform staff and parents about the potential exposure. Do you realize that we weren’t testing all these years or that government and industry employees were messing with the standards set for testing? Even low levels of lead in children’s blood can create permanent damage, including decreased IQ and hyperactivity.

				Here’s another example of a law that protects industry, not people. The Energy Policy Act of 2005, which includes the infamous “Halliburton loophole,” has helped create the mess that we all know as fracking. Hydraulic fracturing, an advanced extraction method used by oil and gas companies, requires millions of gallons of water, sand, and chemicals to break apart rock and release gas. The law allows fracking companies to hide the contents of the toxic chemical solutions that they pump into the ground. Thanks to the Halliburton loophole, these fracking fluids are protected under law, and so doctors responding to health complaints can’t access the data showing what chemicals their patients have been exposed to.

				
				How could such a law have been passed? Do you think money might have played a part? A big part. Corporations look at their bottom line first and foremost, hiring lobbyists and, as we’ll see, contriving science to get what they want done.

				Millions of Americans live within one mile of a fracking well and studies have found that the toxic chemicals from fracking, natural gas processing sites, and storage facilities are present in high concentrations in the bodies of people living or working near these sites. Now tell me how those who wrote this law can sleep at night.

			

			
				THE GROWING HEALTH CRISIS

				It is devastating that in our quest to become a supergiant, industrialized country, everyday people have been secretly robbed of our most basic human right—our health. Huge corporations and government agencies have been missing the mark, making grievous mistakes, or in many cases intentionally polluting our water for their own profit. And, not surprisingly, it’s making millions of people sick.

				Every community meeting that I attend about water turns into a meeting about the health crisis in a community, and that’s not okay.

				The reason that I get invited to these meetings is because my name has become synonymous with hope. It’s become synonymous with fighting. And what many of you may not realize is that I never stopped. I became known for my work fighting for people in one town, but the fight is still going strong. The problems portrayed in that film have only gotten worse.

				This isn’t my story; it’s everyone’s story.

				
				Once you know the truth and can see it, the question becomes what are you going to do about it?

				This is a book dedicated to telling the truth. And sadly, it’s a dirty truth. We can no longer take for granted the simple act of filling up a glass of clean water from our kitchen sink.

				I want to help expose what’s going on in this country; help make you aware of these problems, which are not going to fix themselves; and show you how to take actions that can reverse water toxicity in your town, city, and region.

				It is hard to believe, but the average American uses nearly a hundred gallons of water each day for everything from drinking to cooking to bathing. We all need access to clean water.

				Yet for years, reports and testing across the country show that the drinking water is not as safe or sound as we would like. Our water treatment systems are antiquated and regularly in violation of the laws we’ve established, containing highly concentrated levels of arsenic, lead, bacteria, and more. Unsupervised industry pollution combined with failing infrastructure is a recipe for disaster. To add insult to injury, the more polluted the water becomes, the more chemicals we need to treat it.

				Water treatment facilities throughout the country are changing the way they handle our drinking water at alarming rates. Many are switching from chlorine, the primary disinfectant used in drinking water systems for more than a hundred years, to an alternative disinfectant chloramine, which is a mixture of chlorine and ammonia. Some estimates show that about one in five Americans drink water disinfected with chloramine.

				One of the main reasons for this switch is to provide increased protection from bacterial contamination and more. But using chloramines is literally one of the cheapest options available and it’s not as effective at controlling taste and odors in the water. Chlorine evaporates into the air relatively quickly, while chloramine is more stable and will last longer in the water system. Research has shown that chloramine causes deterioration of the municipal infrastructure thanks to changes in the water chemistry. In water systems that still use lead pipes or lead components, this reaction causes the lead and other heavy metals to leach into drinking water and out of faucets and showerheads. Instead of spending the money to fix old pipes and update our systems, money-crunched municipalities are adding chemicals like ammonia to drinking water as a quick fix, which only causes more issues.

				
				We know contaminants are in the water, and we know these contaminants are linked to illnesses and health issues, especially cancer.

				Here are some numbers for you to consider:

				
						
						1,735,350. That’s the estimated number of new cases of cancer diagnosed in the United States in 2018.

					

						
						15 million U.S. households (or 45 million people) obtain their drinking water from private wells, which are not covered by the EPA regulations that protect public drinking water systems. The presence of contaminants in this water can lead to health issues like gastrointestinal illness, reproductive issues, and neurological disorders.

					

						
						Half of all children in the U.S. are dealing with chronic health conditions. HALF. I can’t say all those health conditions are coming from the water, but it certainly is contributing.

					

						
						Legionella outbreaks have quadrupled in the last fifteen years. Legionella is a type of bacteria found naturally in freshwater like lakes and streams, but it has become more widespread in man-made water systems like showers, faucets, and plumbing systems. In 2016, about five thousand Americans were diagnosed with this severe (and sometimes fatal) form of pneumonia, called Legionnaire’s disease, which people contract from breathing small droplets of water contaminated with the bacteria. How do they contract it? When they are in the shower.

					

				

				I’m working with hundreds of communities now (and thousands more are reporting in), and these numbers represent just a small sample of what we are dealing with.

				
				If you think getting involved isn’t for you or that you’re not a leader, I’ve got some news for you. We’re all leaders. We can’t afford to sit on the sidelines anymore—none of us can. You, your kids, your grandkids, and your neighbors need a better world now and a legacy to leave for future generations.

				If you can answer yes to any of the following questions, then you have what it takes to effectively lead yourself and others. It’s that simple.

				
						
						Did you get out of bed this morning and make breakfast?

					

						
						Did you drive your kids to school?

					

						
						Did you show up to a work meeting or organize a friend’s birthday party?

					

				

				The problems we face today are too big for any one person, even me. I need your help. I want to leave a legacy for my grandchildren and yours. We can either use our power to turn the state of our water around or leave our grandchildren with polluted water everywhere and not a drop to drink.

				This is your wake-up call, America. Are you ready to act?

			

			
				PASSING THE TORCH

				When I had the honor of carrying the Olympic flame through Pasadena, California, during the 2002 Salt Lake City torch relay, I was scared. No one had given me instructions and I wondered, what am I doing here? But when the person before me handed me that flame, I took off confidently. I suddenly knew exactly what to do. Every time I meet with community members who are organizing for cleaner water in their town, I see the same thing happen. I ask a few questions and offer a few suggestions, and then they take off running with their ideas for change. They know what works best in their community.

				I’m counting on you now to do the same. Consider this book your invitation to get involved. I’m here to show you how, and once you’ve got the basics, you’ll have everything you need to save yourselves. It’s time to wake up the hero within you, and now is the time to start. Ultimately, it’s we, the people, who will save the day.

				
				
					
						[image: ]
					

					
						The 2002 Winter Olympics torch relay was a sixty-five-day run throughout the United States that led to the opening ceremony of the games in Salt Lake City, Utah. Erin carried the flame in Pasadena, California, on January 16.

					
				
				
					UNDERSTANDING MEASUREMENTS

					You will see me using different measurements throughout the book, such as parts per million (ppm), parts per billion (ppb), or parts per trillion (ppt), as they are the most common terms used to describe small amounts of substances found in water. They represent a measure of concentration. For example, a ppm means that in a million units of water exists one unit of that chemical. Scientists uses these measurements to show the amount of a toxic chemical found in a drinking water supply or body of water. It’s wild when you think about how a small dose of a chemical can inflict so much damage.

					
					You can easily convert these numbers too, if needed.

					1 ppm = 1,000 ppb = 1,000,000 ppt

					DEFINING TOXIC SUBSTANCES & THEIR IMPACT

					You will also see me use the terms toxic substance, toxic chemical, or poison throughout this book. Let’s define it as any substance that on ingestion, inhalation, absorption, or exposure within the body, even in relatively small amounts, can cause disorder or harm. Any chemical can be toxic or harmful under the right conditions. Many factors will impact how harmful a substance can be, including how much and by what means a person is exposed and how sensitive that person may be to a substance. Each person is different in terms of constitution, immunity, and more, which is why people display different health problems and issues from the same substance. Some people may not show any signs for years, or ever, after exposure to a toxin, while others may become sick more quickly.

				
			

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			IT BEGAN IN HINKLEY…AND IT’S EVERYWHERE NOW

			Everything for me started in Hinkley, California, a tiny Southern California community located in the Mojave Desert. I was thirty-one years old, a single mom with three little kids. I’m now fifty-eight and have four grandchildren!

			In 1991, I was working as a legal clerk and discovered that a carcinogen called hexavalent chromium (also known as chromium-6) had contaminated the water in the town—leading to a years-long environmental investigation and lawsuit. I started my work with the idea that one person can make a difference, and as I went along, I decided that person could be me.

			By 2016, a report from the Environmental Working Group (EWG) found that about two-thirds of the American population—218 million people—are drinking water contaminated with potentially unsafe levels of that same chemical, chromium-6. To say that I’m furious is an understatement. Hinkley was one small town with a giant electric company that thought they could pollute the water and get away with it. Today, Hinkley is everywhere, and I’ll tell you exactly how it’s happened.

			But first let’s get back to these roots. Hinkley is really a kind of barren town, but there’s a beauty to it and that’s why people live there. Not everyone wants to live in the big city around congested streets and honking horns. People move to places like Hinkley for wide open spaces and to see the stars at night. It had sprawling alfalfa fields and farms filled with dairy cows. It’s the kind of place that’s supposed to be safe to live and raise kids in.

			
			A big part of my fascination with what happened in Hinkley came from my parents and from growing up in Kansas. In the Midwest, we know that the greatest gift we have isn’t how much money we have in the bank—it’s our water, it’s our land, it’s the air we breathe, it’s our health, and it’s our family.

			I was doing my best to uncover what the heck was happening out there. Originally, the law firm I worked for had taken on a real estate case from a woman who didn’t want to sell her house to Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E), the largest public utility company in the world at that time. When I went to visit the town and hear her story, it was obvious something more was brewing.

			The first thing I noticed was that the water was lime green. I thought, “Okay, we’re definitely not in Kansas anymore.” I had never seen green water like that. Then I noticed frogs with two heads, and others just lying lifeless at the surface of the water. The trees were dying. Wildlife was missing. People would tell me bizarre stories about their animals too, and how they would run in circles and knock their heads against trees. The cattle had hundreds of visible tumors all over their bodies—something I had certainly never seen before. The stories from people who lived out there centered around sickness. People had everything from constant nosebleeds to multiple miscarriages to cancer. The town was rural. It was supposed to be a serene, peaceful environment, but something was affecting the people, the wildlife, and the plants. It didn’t make sense.

			I kept pondering everything I had seen in the town. What’s the one thing that trees, animals, and people all rely on? What’s something that brings them all together? It’s the water. Water is the source of life and it takes life too, and that’s what set me on my journey.

			On the three-hour drive from Hinkley back to my home in Los Angeles, I was constantly wondering what the hell I was doing. I made very little money. I never saw my kids, who were all under the age of ten. Everyone thought I was crazy and that I had no business researching a toxic case, or at least that’s what they told me.

			Yet this little nagging thought from my dad kept me going. He taught me that deception is the root of all problems. In Hinkley, and everywhere since, the problems I work on start with a lie—something we are all taught about as kids growing up. In high school, I lied to my dad once about being at school when I really had skipped that day to go to my friend’s lake house. The one thing you couldn’t do was lie to my dad. He grounded me for an entire school semester, which meant no phone privileges, no dating, and no social activities after school, and I missed a trip to Chicago I had scheduled with friends. The day after “my sentence,” he flew out of town on a business trip, and before he left, he wrote me a letter that I have kept all these years. I want to share the most important paragraph from it with you.

			
			I know last night tore you up—it did me too! But we are dealing here with a very basic principle and you are old enough to understand it. That is, if you, your brothers and sister, your Mother and I cannot freely and honestly communicate with each other and believe what we are saying and hearing then we have lost everything! To do otherwise tears up the very fabric of our family, which until you start your own, is the finest possession you will have on this Earth.

			

			My dad was right, and in today’s world we have lost the most basic principle of open, honest communication and trust. It doesn’t matter how much money you have in the bank or if you are a liberal or conservative, no one should be poisoned or lied to about it. Ever.

			I kept following my instincts in Hinkley. I kept talking to the people who lived there. It seemed obvious to me that when people drink a poison, it’s going to make them sick. But I wasn’t a doctor or a scientist, a lawyer or a government employee. I didn’t study mass torts. What business did I have out there? One time I was talking to a PG&E expert, telling him about some of my findings, and he said, “Oh, we see that out here all the time.”

			I don’t think so! Green water and two-headed frogs are not normal.

			

			—

			Lesson: Use your senses. If you’ve noticed something strange in your community, don’t let other people’s opinions get in the way of one of the most basic scientific skills—trusting your observation.

			
			In fact, people ask me all the time how I got started in Hinkley and wonder what tools I used during that case. I tell them about three very simple concepts: logic, leverage, and loyalty. Let me explain.

			
				LEARN THE THREE L’S: LOGIC, LEVERAGE & LOYALTY

				Logic. It’s all about common sense. If you see a tornado coming your way, you are not going to take the time to go look at the Weather Channel and find out the category of the storm. Your instinct tells you to run and get to safety as quickly as possible. You can use those same kinds of observation skills when it comes to your water. Something smells funny? That’s a good observation. A lot of common sense came into play in my work in Hinkley, because I didn’t have a precedent for what was happening at the time. You can use this tool in your own community too. Did you get a water violation notice in the mail? Don’t just throw it in the junk pile. That’s a big clue that something is wrong with your water and that more investigation is needed. Use your logic and pay attention to what’s happening around you.

				Leverage. That’s all about gathering and building community. It involves talking to your neighbors and friends, which I know sounds like a strange concept in our digital world. Start fact-finding and asking questions together. Use the power of different perspectives to your advantage. Don’t be afraid to speak up and check in with one another. It’s not always easy because people may have different opinions, but this step can be a real game changer. Think about the impact of one person going to a city council meeting versus one hundred people showing up. We have strength in numbers, and if each person commits to talking to a neighbor or posting on their social media page, you can easily grow your impact. In Hinkley, we held community meetings and I personally went door-to-door talking with many people about what was happening. It was the first step in organizing and educating them about the issues at stake.

				Loyalty. This step is about not giving up and about staying committed to your cause. When you stick with a cause, you will get somewhere. You may have setbacks, but you keep going. People may try to throw you off your game, and you need to remember that drinking brown water (or whatever it is for you) is not normal. Follow that hunch. Loyalty to my cause is what helped me get through long nights of research, talking to hundreds of experts, and keeping at it for years until the case was settled.

				

				—

				
				Whatever your cause, you need nothing more than your eyes, ears, nose, and a little common sense to see an environmental catastrophe in the making. You see, officials, government regulators, and corporate minions all have one thing in common: they are just ordinary people doing their jobs, and many of them are out to lunch.

				I’m not foolish enough to think that we don’t enjoy a certain standard of life thanks to business and industry. We need jobs and commerce. People need cars to get around town and electricity to read books at night. I’m not suggesting we turn away from modern life. We do need to learn to work together. Business can’t make people sick or destroy the water we all need to live. It’s not sustainable. We need purpose-driven corporations that are willing to clean up their messes and to work with communities to support us all.

				We have a real opportunity right now to create change. Think about some of the biggest companies in the world, such as Google or Uber. These companies were created by looking at how to solve problems. Google’s original mission statement was “to organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible and useful.” Uber wanted to solve the question of how to get a ride at the push of a button. We need more people working on solutions to our water issues, and that means both entrepreneurs who want to create companies and employees working inside companies to help solve these big problems.

				Hinkley was just a microcosm of what’s happening throughout the world today. I’m here to sound the alarm for you. The EPA isn’t going to save us, and neither are our politicians. We need to rally ourselves.

				
				You might be thinking: I’m not an activist. I don’t understand the science of these chemicals or hold a degree in toxicology. Heck, I’m just trying to keep my family afloat and do the best I can.

				I hear you. At the risk of sounding overly confident in your abilities, I don’t think you need to be anything other than a compassionate, caring individual with integrity, respect, and appreciation for this world. It’s really all you need to get involved. It could mean looking around to notice any patterns, or smelling the air, or sometimes it requires getting very quiet. I find many things in the field simply by being silent. If you are quiet enough, you can hear nature speaking to you. Many times, I just listen.

			

			
				ACTION STEP: Identify the Problem

				Science is not just people in white lab coats or Einstein’s equations scribbled in a notebook. It’s an observation leading to a hypothesis—a possible theory. It’s truly a process of discovery that requires asking questions about the natural world and looking for answers.

				

				—

				The first step in the scientific method is simply asking a question based on something you observe. You know the basic questions: Who, What, When, Where, Why, or How? Start with these basic questions and from there you can start researching.

				Many times, as I go along in my investigation, I also use the concept of Occam’s razor, which is just a fancy way of saying “keep it simple.” Usually, the simplest solution is also the correct one. If the water looks or smells funny, most likely something in the water is making it look or smell that way. Plain and simple. If someone was dumping a substance into the water, and now you notice changes, then most likely the culprit is that substance.

				Here are a few good questions to ask:

				
						
						What has changed in the surrounding area?

					

						
						Has the source of drinking water changed?

					

						
						Are changes happening in the way we treat our water?

					

						
						Is it possible someone has been discharging substances into our water?

					

						
						Are there any new businesses in town or old ones moving out?

					

				

				These small changes have a big impact on our water systems.

				

				—

				I’ll never forget the day I was standing in the hot sun collecting

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
				FAKING THE SCIENCE
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					Build Your Confidence
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