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What are CEC’s and Why Should I Care?
Just when it is thought society is getting water quality issues in focus, and has started working on them, a new issue arises, that also needs attention.  CEC’s stands for "Contaminants of Emerging Concern".  These contaminants fall under the more nebulous categories of drugs, hormones, and agents found in fragrance and cosmetics, cleaning products, fire retardants, yard chemicals and other products.  These contaminants in surface water may not currently be high on the list of concerns of many storm water professionals but they are getting increasing attention from the public and potentially from regulators.  Most of these substances are not the pollutants commonly dealt with, such as sediments or dissolved metals that watershed managers can select and apply Best Management Practices (BMPs) to remove or that are commonly addressed by today’s regulations referred to in total maximum daily loads statements.  
The detection of such substances in public water supplies often makes the headlines, but there has been a notable lack of information about which ones, in particular, might have consequences for the environment or for human health.  Public reactions range from alarm, as some of these substances have been suspected of causing, but not actually proven to cause, ills from allergies to cancer to reproductive disorders to autism to Attention Deficit Disorder.  Other people have apathy about CEC’s or fear that society will generate needless regulations to control them. In the absence of more definitive research, it's difficult for the public-and for water-quality professionals, for that matter, to sort out truth from speculation. 

A conservation organization, Heal the Ocean, has just issued a detailed research report called "Ocean Wastewater Discharge in the State of California" that includes more details on many CEC substances.  The Heal the Ocean report points out that most of these CECs are not regulated or even tested for, but that, should further research show them to be harmful, existing technologies can remove many of them from the water supply. This would, of course, require upgrades to wastewater treatment plants, and the report also discusses some of the technical and financial implications of doing that.  It includes a detailed inventory of discharge amounts and treatment levels for wastewater treatment facilities throughout California.  In keeping with the organization's philosophy, though, the report also advocates source control-including calling on individual consumers to make more informed choices in the products they purchase and in how they dispose of those products, as well as greater use of reclaimed water for non-potable uses such as irrigation. 
More details about the “Heal the Ocean” organization are available at their website at www.healtheocean.org and a copy of their report can be downloaded from the web at www.healtheocean.org/images/_pages/research/HTO_COWDI.pdf.  The Heal the Ocean report looks at research that has so far been done on these substances.  Significantly, the report raises the issue of the cumulative effects of long-term exposure to substances and possible bioaccumulation of substances in human and animal tissue, something that has often been overlooked in testing for toxicity or the effects of acute exposure.  So as earlier suggested we all need to be better informed about CEC’s in what we purchase, what specific chemicals are in these items, and how we should properly dispose of any leftover products.
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