Environmental Close-Up: Changing the Nature of Environmental Regulation—The Safe Drinking Water Act

According to the American Water Works Association, the 1996 amendments to the Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA) amount to a radical rewrite of the 1986 amendments.  The amendments were written with little substantive input from the regulated community.  The 1996 amendments, however, were developed with significant contributions from water suppliers and state and local officials.  The new amendments embody a partnership approach that includes major new infusions of federal funds to help water utilities, especially the thousands of smaller systems, comply with the law.


What all this means is that the amended SDWA is more focused on what it was initially intended to achieve.  For example, rather than require the EPA to set standards for 25 new contaminants every three years, regardless of need or actual threat to public health (in some cases, it has been argued, this requirement impeded public health protection by diverting resources from the most critical needs), the amended law focuses the EPA’s efforts on regulating contaminants known to pose health risks and requires cost-benefit analyses and risk assessments to take place before new standards are set.  The act also allows the EPA to adopt interim regulations for contaminants on an emergency basis if they pose urgent health threats.  The act provides millions of dollars in new funding for crucial research; links source water to drinking water (and sets out a state-administered system designed to protect drinking water from becoming contaminated in the first place); authorizes a new system of federal grants to states that will enable water utilities to borrow funds to upgrade their systems; and requires water systems to provide customers with annual updates delineating the sources and quality of the water they provide.  It has been stated that the 1996 amendments are good for the public and drinking water industry alike.  They law has more flexibility, more state responsibility, more cooperative approaches, and is achieved through partnerships. 

