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Underscore Need for Cities, Hospitals to
Prepare Response Plans for Water Disruptions

A

sudden massive electric grid
power outage sweeps quickly
through New York State, and
then into portions of New
England, Ohio, Michigan and Ontario,
Canada. The blackout affects 45 million
people in eight states, in addition to 10
million people in Ontario.
As a result of the outage, the majority
of hospitals in the region have lost water
pressure because generators that power
their water pressure pumps are not working or are burnt out from overload.
The biggest risk now: The loss of pressure has created a major potential for the
biological contamination of the water
supply of each of these hospitals, including
the possibility of legionella contamination — a prelude to potential outbreaks of
the deadly Legionnaires’ disease.
The scenario above took place on Thursday, August 14, 2003 — and fortunately,
did not lead to an outbreak of Legionnaires’ disease, although there were other
serious consequences. But the potential
was there, and recent severe storms are
causing some city water supply officials
and hospital officials to review disaster
response plans related to water supply
disruptions and bacterial contamination.
“When power generation and distribution ceases in a major power grid creating
a blackout event, the backup electricity
powering the pumps that push water
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through a city’s water system can become
overloaded and can go as occurred in
Detroit, Michigan, Toledo, Ohio, as well
as Cleveland,” said Danny T. Hutchins,
president of DiHydro Services Inc, a total
water management company that offers
pipe restoration, laboratory, cross connection and other water-related services.
“With a resulting drop in pipe pressure,
the piping systems are open to potential
public health crisis in the form of bacteria
entering the water supply,” he said. “In this
circumstance, drinking water can become
contaminated and a normally trusted water system becomes the breeding ground
for waterborne infection and disease.”
Hutchins said the blackout of 2003
is a perfect illustration of how vulnerable water supplies can become when
a natural disaster or other event shuts
down power in an area. He cited several
examples of what occurred on that day in
2003, including:
Q In Cleveland, all four of the city’s
water pumping stations that move
water uphill from Lake Erie to 1.5
million customers went down at once,
leaving residents without water. Since
only one station is needed to pump
water to all customers, officials never
anticipated that all four pumps would
go down simultaneously.
Q Although Detroit’s water system had
backup generators in place at some
water utility plants, the power gener-

ated was not enough to keep a suitable
amount of pressure in the pipes, leaving 4.3 million residents of Macomb
County without water service during
the entirety of the blackout.
“Despite the inconveniences and
challenges of water service interruptions,” Hutchins said, “an even
bigger concern was the lasting effects
of those water service disruptions:
namely, disease introduction through
lost water service.”
While federal bioterrorism response
legislation passed in 2002 requires water
utilities and emergency response providers (hospitals) to assess their vulnerabilities to terrorist attacks and develop
emergency response plans and other
type of emergencies — including power
blackouts — in reality that is not always
the case.
The problem, Hutchins noted, is that
“there is little or no money to develop and
implement comprehensive plans needed to
protect the “water utilities and water supplies at hospitals and other facilities.”
There are solutions to providing water
during supply disruptions, according
to Hutchins, “although some are better
than others.” During the blackout of
2003, for instance, a majority of area
hospitals passed bottled water to patients
and staff — a solution that Hutchins said
is “at best, cumbersome, and at worst
very labor-intensive and expensive.”
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Other hospitals were fortunate to
have been equipped with an emergency chlorination system from
DiHydro, which disinfected hospital
water supplies and emergency standby
stored water. “Our systems were able
to keeping the water free of harmful
bacteria,” Hutchins said, “and helped
those hospitals — and thousands of
their patients — get back to normal
more quickly.”
The DiHydro system supplied continuous emergency chlorine disinfection for
twenty-five hospitals’ primary supply
water piping in four counties throughout
the power blackout and through the boil
water alert periods (a total of 10 days).
Hutchins described the DiHydro system
as “a dual powered, stand alone emergency chlorination system that is ready
to respond to emergencies 24 hours a day,
seven days a week.”
What would Hutchins say to hospital
facility engineers and managers who
want to prevent similar disruptions to
their water supplies during a natural

Dr. Danny Hutchins taking part in a seminar during Facilities America. Photo courtesy of AFE.

disaster or other event that disrupts
water supplies?
“Hopefully, hospitals have learned their
lesson from the blackout in 2003,”he said,
“and have considered the benefits of using
an emergency chlorination system for
their water supply backup — rather than
relying on bottled water.” FEJ

DiHydro Services is an AFE Global
Technical Partner. AFE thanks DiHydro for
their support of our training, certification
and professional networking programs.
More information about DiHydro Services
pipe restoration and emergency chlorination systems, visit their website at www.
dihydro.com.

!
E
T
A
D
E
H
T
E
V
A
S
r 11-12, 2011
Octobe

ADMISSION TO THE EDUCATION
SESSIONS AND EXPO IS
FREE TO AFE MEMBERS AND
OTHER QUALFIED FACILITIES
PROFESSIONALS!
So save the date now…and for the
best choice of education sessions,
visit www.facilitydecisions.com
when REGISTRATION OPENS
ON JUNE 1.

AFE’s Facilities America Conference, the premier event for facilities
operations and maintenance professionals, is returning to Las Vegas in 2011!
The event will be held in conjunction with the Facility Decisions Conference
and Expo at the world famous Mirage Hotel Events Center and will offer:
s More than 70 education sessions, with topics ranging from energy
savings to developing facilities operations and maintenance budgets
s Numerous networking events, including the AFE Awards Ceremony
s Previews of the latest time, money and energy-saving technologies
and services from hundreds of vendors

NOT AN AFE MEMBER?

Join today at www.afe.org/membership
FacilitiesAmerica.indd 1

May | June 2011 Q  Facilities Engineering Journal Q  www.AFE.org

The facilities professional’s
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