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WASHINGTON — Nearly
90% of all violations of the Safe
Drinking Water Act are not re-
ported in the government data-
base that alerts consumers and
triggers legal action when wa-
ter systems dop't meet health
standards, a federal audit says.

The Environmental Protec-
tion Agency audit suggests
there are tens of thousands
more cases a year than previ-
ously documented in which wa-
ter systems break safety rules.

Violations range from
missed water quality tests to
contamination problems.

“It’s likely that regulators are
unaware of many health risks
to consumers that have been
going on for extended periods,”
says Erik Olson of the Natural
Resources Defense Council, an
environmental group.

The audit, obtained by USA
TODAY, reviews the accuraCy
of the Safe Drinking Water In-
formation System (SDWIS).

The state-federal database is
the main depository for in-
formation on 170,000 public
water systems that must meet
water quality and testing stan-
dards. It also is the basis for an
EPA Web site that lets consum-
ers check systems’ records.

The audit blames many of
the database's shortcomings on
state regulators, who have pri-
mary responsibility for enforc-
ing safety rules. Based on a
sampling of state files and wa-
ter system records, the audit
finds that 80% of the unlisted vi-
olations are . missing because
states didn’t report them.

Other problems include
glitches in data transfers and
different interpretations of

what constitutes a violation.
© State officials note that all
but about 10% of the unreport-
ed violations involve failure to
test properly. Many are missed
deadlines or other errors that
may not involve safety.

Most are resolved by “the
water system and a (state) field
engineer to our satisfaction”
without being reported, says
David Spath, head of Califor-
nia’s drinking water program.

In an investigation last Octo-
ber, USA TODAY reviewed
SDWIS data and found 40,000
water systems with violations
of testing and purity standards.
Of those, 9,500 systems serving
25 million people had viola-
tions that the EPA deemed “se-
rious threats to public health.”

The new audit suggests that
the violations found by the
newspaper might reflect just
12% of what is really occurring;
88% are going unreported.

“This (audit) is part of an
overall effort that we're mak-
ing to improve our data,” the
EPA's Chuck Fox says. “The job
is obviously not done yet."
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Study: Bus
safer than
driving kids
to school

By Jayne O'Donnell k\
USA TODAY

Parents worried about the
lack of safety belts in school
buses are not improving their
children’s safety by driving
them to school, a report re-
leased today shows.

An average of 600 school-age
children a year died in auto ac-
cidents during school hours
from 1987 to 1997, according to
an analysis of federal statistics
released by Cal LeMon, an in-
dependent school bus safety ad-
vocate. During the same peri-
od, 11 children on average died
while riding in school buses
that crashed.

About 24 million students
ride school buses, or half of all
school-age children. Most of

the others ride in cars, aithough
some walk, ride bikes or take ,

public transportation.

The 60-1 odds “should be a
wake-up call for parents and
make them think twice before
driving their children to school
or allowing teen-agers to drive
to school unnecessarily,” Na-
tional Highway Traffic Safety
Administration chief Ricardo
Martinez says.

Many parents who are wor-
ried about the lack of safety
belts on school buses drive
their children to school. A sur-
vey financed by the govern-
ment and the industry-backed
School Bus Information Coun-
cil found that one-third of par-
ents believe incorrectly that
driving their children to school

is the safest way to get them -

there.

“The greatest threat of harm
to their children is not violent
incidents or weapons at school
but their choice of transporta-
tion,” says Mike Martin, exec-

utive director of the National *

Association of Pupil Transpor-
tation.

But Arthur Yeager, a school
bus safety advocate in Edison,
NJ, says that although “you
don't want to have an inexperi-

enced 16-year-old driving to -

school,” it could be safer for
parents to drive children if bus-
es are poorly maintained or
travel high-risk routes.
LeMon's report also shows
that 21 states have some buses
that were built before 1977,
when many basic safety fea-
tures, including high-back,
closely spaced seats and pad-
ded interiors were federally re-
quired. Louisiana has the high-
est percentage on the road,
14%. Older buses made up 5%
or more of school bus fleets in
Washington, Oklahoma, Ne-
braska, Pennsylvania, North
Dakota and South Carolina.
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Ancient trees need a little
help from a friend: Fire

By John Ritter A\
USA TODAY
SEQUOIA NATIONAL
PARK, Calif. — No plant on
Earth inspires more awe than
giant sequoias, those cathe-
drals of antiquity that remind
humans of their brevity.
Now, proof that wisdom
comes with age, the big trees
are playing a central role in
the evolution of policies on
forest fires in public lands.
It was the giant sequoias,
some more than 2,500 years
old, that taught foresters to revise their think-
ing about their worst enemy: fire. Today, for-
esters say they can use sequoias to teach a du-
bious public that fire is good for a forest.
And none too soon, scientists say. Decades
of putting out — or trying to put out — virtu-
ally every fire have turned forests into danger-
ously overgrown tinderboxes, ripe for catas-
trophe far beyond the 200,000-plus acres
burning this week in seven Western states.

The U.S. Forest Service esti-
mates that 39 million acres in
national forests alone are at
high risk of major wildfires.
Setting intentional fires to thin
them out, called controlled
burning, is a key strategy to
ease the danger.

Yet despite a major federal
policy shift in 1995, and qua-
drupled spending since then,
the amount of controlied burn-
ing in the West remains small.
Many forests are so thick with
brush and trees that they need
to be thinned first with chain-

saws, but not nearly enough of that is being
done, a General Accounting Office study in

~ April found.

Moreover, an entrenched fire-suppression
ethic dies hard, particularly in the face of a
misinformed public, outright opposition and
clean-air and water mandates.

“We have this vast backlog of literally hun-

dreds of millions of acres throughout the
West that are more dangerous now than be-
fore fire suppression,” Interior Secretary
Bruce Babbitt says.

The GAO study predicted a 10-to-25-year

. window to thin forests “before damage from

uncontrollable wildfires becomes wide-
spread.” But public opinion and a century-old
“10 a.m. policy”— put out fires by 10 the
morning after they're discovered — don't
change easily. That’s where giant sequoias
come in. The trees are so revered — three of
the first four national parks had them — and
they elicit such an emotional reflex in people
that they're seen as potentially powerful tools
to educate the public about fire.

By using fire to help manage giant sequoia
groves in the western Sierra Nevada, the only
place on Earth where they grow naturally,

foresters believe the public

COVER will not only see the value of

————— controlled burning but also

STORY be willing t0 compromise

=—————— on environmental concerns.

And cutting the risk of gi-

ant conflagrations that threaten lives and

property has become an urgent public safety

issue throughout the West as urban devel-
opment nudges up against forests.

“We're strongly supportive of efforts to re-
store fire to its natural, ecological role,” says
Jay Watson, Wilderness Society regional di-
rector for California and Nevada. “But it's still
targely misunderstood by the general public.
The public sees smoke in the air and thinks
1's a bad thung.”
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But to a giant sequoia, among the biggest
and oldest living things, fire is critical to per-
petuating the species. Fire creates openings
in the forest canopy that allow sun-loving
seedlings to thrive.

With fires suppressed during most of the
century, sequoias simply didn't reproduce, ex-
cept in a few places where logging had
cleared openings. Practically no new seed-
lings took root. That alarming observation,
that an entire generation of sequoia repro-
duction had been lost, sparked a research
frenzy. The result was a 30-year learning
curve that reshaped fire policy.

By the mid-1960s, scientists knew that the
trees needed fire, but when they set off con-
trolled burns in sequoia groves, no seedlings
came up. It took a 1977 burn that got out of
hand in Kings Canyon National Park to show
them why.

A high-intensity fire scorched a 2-acre sec-
tion, creating a “hot spot” within the much
larger controlled blaze. Seedlings sprouted
soon after, and scientists saw that low-
intensity fire alone wasn’t enough. There had
to be spots, at least a quarter-acre, where all
the other species that competed for water
were burned off, where the soil was dis-
turbed and where the heat opened sequoia
cones so seeds could fall to the ground.

That had been nature's way, producing a
Swiss-cheese mosaic in the 75 known sequoia
groves up and down the Sierra. The trees are
often found in clusters, three or four or more

together, forged out of age-old hot spots.

Nathan Stevenson, a U.S. Geological Sur-
vey ecologist, took hundreds of core samples
from giant sequoias to show the utter failure
of 20th century reproduction. “Fire suppres-
sion has had a greater effect on giant se-
quoias than anything else humans have
done,” he says.

Scientists also noticed that after years of
fire suppression, a lightning-ignited natural
wildfire would burn so hot from accumulated
brush that it killed mature sequoias. A 250-
foot-tall, 20-foot-diameter sequoia is normally
resistant to fire. Fire scars it — creating those
blackened, hollowed-out “cat faces” around
the trunk — but the tree heals and actually
grows faster for a while after fires.

Tree rings as time capsules

Core sampling and the study of sequoia
tree rings led to discoveries about the history
of fire in the Sierras that scientists say have
major implications for the 21st century. The
rings are remarkable time capsules of year-
by-year data on fires and climate.

. Some of what was learned seemed self-
evident: Fire was more frequent and severe
in drier, hotter years and less frequent in wet-
ter years. A pattern became apparent: Fire -
came often to sequoia forests, every eight to
20 years, and usually at low intensity. Occa-
sionally a severe blaze would rip through.

Samples from groves up and down the Si-
erra revealed years, as many as five a centu-
ry, when fire didn't just burn single groves but
was prevalent throughout the mountains. Of
course, in these “regional” fire years of the
past, the forests weren't overgrown as they
are today. Today, a regional fire year means
millions of dollars in firefighting costs.

Even more sobering was what the rings
told scientists about drought. The bottom line:
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