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Why Small Water Systems?
Financial Technology

Operator retention

Rural, Remote



What is a small 
system?

Small System range
Micro, very small, 
or small

Population served
Number of 
connections
Flow rate
Service (continuous 
or intermittent)



What is the extent of the issue?

• Estimated 3.7 million served by 
SDWS in US, Canada approx 
5 million

• Boil Water Advisories
– 1,760 across Canada, majority in 

BC and Ontario (2008)
– BC: Interior 22% of systems on 

advisory, 79 % on long-term 
(2011)



Characteristics of SDWS on Boil Water 
Advisories - BC

 Untreated surface water is a major driver 
of systems being on and remaining on 
advisory

 Size matters but type of governance 
system better predictor for being on and 
remaining on an advisory for residential 
systems

Edwards J, Henderson S, Struck S and Kosatsky T (2012) Characteristics of Small Residential and Commercial Water Systems 
that Influence their Likelihood of being on Drinking Water Advisories in Rural British Columbia, Canada - A Cross Sectional Study 
using Administrative Data. Journal of Water and Health (accepted for publication)



Waterborne Disease Events in SDWS in 
Canada

 Lack of source water protection
 Precipitation, spring thaw/run-off and high 

turbidity
 Inadequacy or failure of water treatment
 Malfunctioning water distribution systems
 Other factors - maintenance

Moffatt H and Struck S (2011). Water-borne Disease Outbreaks in Canadian Small Drinking Water Systems. 
http://www.ncceh.ca/en/major_projects/drinking_water

http://www.ncceh.ca/en/major_projects/drinking_water�


What are options to 
regulation?

Health Promotion

Private Well Initiative

Know your system, risk 
assessment tools

Consolidation of utilities



Health 
Promotion
 Engaging interest, behavioural 

change, tools

 Goal is improved system 
functioning

 Provide platform for SDWS to 
meet guidelines

 Address needs for information

 Financial Planning,  
performance indicators and 
benchmarks



Private Well 
Initiative
 Private wells and other 

sources
 Resource for Public 

Health and Environmental 
Health practitioners

 Characterise systems
 Pilot testing data 

collection
 Funding

Backer LC, Tosta N. Unregulated drinking water initiative for environmental 
surveillance and public health. Journal of Environmental Health. 2011, 73,7:31-32.Photo credit J. Edwards



Know your system/ 
risk approach
 Foundation for targeted 

intervention
 Multiple barriers
 Structured approach
 Identification
 Prioritization

 Risk assessment tools
 Health Canada and World 

Health Organization
 British Columbia Ministry of 

Health

Hrudey SE. Safe drinking water policy for Canada--Turning hindsight into 
foresight. Commentary. Toronto, ON: C.D. Howe Institute 2011 Feb.



Utilities Consolidation

 Amalgamation of smaller systems into 
larger systems systems to make them 
viable; either physically or operationally
 Sharing of assets/operator/finance
 ARUC-Alaskan Rural Utility Collaborative 

– Economies of scale
– Technical support
– Centralized billing

Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium. The Alaska Rural Utility Collaborative [cited 2011 May 23]: Available 
from: http://www.ruralrasc.org/files/Sustainability/DEHE_n121811_v1_ARUC_Brochure.pdf.

http://www.ruralrasc.org/files/Sustainability/DEHE_n121811_v1_ARUC_Brochure.pdf�


Other Resources
Testing and surveillance

•Real-estate 
transaction

Training – Circuit Riders

Web-based resources 
for system operators

Le M-L. Circuit rider training program for water operators. Fact sheet. 
Vancouver, BC: National Collaborating Centres for Public Health2010 
September. Available from: 
http://www.nccph.ca/docs/CircuitRidersTrainingProgramforWaterOperators2.pd
f

http://www.nccph.ca/docs/CircuitRidersTrainingProgramforWaterOperators2.pdf�
http://www.nccph.ca/docs/CircuitRidersTrainingProgramforWaterOperators2.pdf�


Recommendations

 Characterize systems
 Provide low cost loans, grants or other 

financial tools
 Increase status of DW operators

– Public Health role in the community
– Adequate pay for responsibility
 Amalgamate services for economies of 

scale



Thank you!

sylvia.struck@bccdc.ca

For more information about SDWS, please visit  http://www.ncceh.ca/en/major_projects/drinking_water
Funded by the Public Health Agency of Canada
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