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WHAT HAPPENED WITH THE CLASS ACTION CASE ABOUT CAMDEN CITY CONTAMINATED DRINKING WATER?

In 2001, the NJ Dept. of Health and Senior Services released a report that explained that Camden residents had been exposed to hazardous toxins from the Puchack Well Field, a Superfund site in Pennsauken. The Well Field had been a source for Camden drinking water for many years until the last Puchack well was closed down in 1998. 

In 2002, a group of Camden City residents filed a class action lawsuit against the City and the companies that had polluted the water supply. They asked for medical monitoring and damages for the money paid for contaminated water. In 2006, the trial judge refused to hear the case as a class action, and in 2007, granted judgment to the City and the polluters. He found that the residents had known for years that there were problems and waited too long to bring the lawsuit, even though city and state officials had repeatedly said that the water was not harmful. 

The residents appealed this ruling. In June, 2009, the appellate division upheld the trial judge’s decision. On January 14, 2010 the NJ Supreme Court issued an Order denying the residents’ appeal. That was the last step in the appeal process, so the case is now over. The case was dismissed on a technical ground, however, and no court ever found that the drinking water was not contaminated or that City residents had not been exposed to dangerous toxins.  

CONTAMINANTS THAT HAVE BEEN FOUND IN CAMDEN DRINKING WATER:

PCE (tetrachlorethlyne), TCE (trichlorethylene), Hexavalent chromium, Lead, and Mercury. These toxins can cause cancer, blood disorders, stroke, kidney and liver disease, nervous systems disorders, skin problems, lower birth weights, breathing problems, brain damage, developmental disorders, and behavior problems.

CAMDEN DRINKING WATER – IS THERE STILL A PROBLEM?

Drinking water quality improved once the Puchack Wells were closed. The Morris Delair Plant, Camden’s main water source, finally got systems installed that remove TCE and PCE from the drinking water in October, 2006. The more recent testing has not shown any contamination above drinking water quality standards. However, there are still reasons to be concerned: 

· The Camden water and sewer system is very old and in places, very decrepit. 

· The recent state audit of the privatized Camden water system revealed that the United Water has not been maintaining the system properly to protect it from contamination. 

· All of Camden’s well fields are in polluted areas and could become more contaminated. 

· Older water pipes are made with lead, which will leach from the pipes into the water. 

· The water is sometimes discolored and contains sediments. 

· The water testing is done only a few times a year and may not detect all of the contamination. 

· There are pollutants for which there is no testing and no established standards. 

· Camden residents have been found to have significantly higher cancer rates than other NJ residents, which could be caused by environmental contamination. 

WHAT YOU CAN DO PROTECT YOURSELF AND YOUR FAMILY

· Reduce lead exposure – run the tap for at least 1 minute when using it for the first time in the morning and any time it has not been used for several hours; never use hot water from the tap for cooking or making drinks like tea and coffee
· Filters – install a filter in the tap, or use a pitcher with a filter.

· Boiling water does not remove toxins - Boiling will only get rid of bacteria, and can release toxic fumes into the air. 

· Be careful using bottled water. Bottled water is subject to little regulation and testing, and often is nothing but filtered tap water. 

· Monitor the situation. Check the annual “Consumer Confidence Report” that the water company is required to send you. Watch for news reports about contaminated sites in Camden or drinking water quality. Call the NJ DEP hotline at 1-800-WARNDEP if you see a problem you want investigated.  
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