Is It Time for a Nation-Wide Water Emergency Response Program?

by Archie Degnan

Wisconsin’s Liaison to EPA’s Water Laboratory Alliance

The short answer is…”yes it is!”…and you are part of it.  Well, perhaps not yet, but Homeland Security and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) wish to introduce you to the Water Laboratory Alliance (WLA).  WLA, in a nutshell, is a network of facilities (laboratories, utilities, public health) that can take quick action to deal with a water-based emergency, whether natural or manmade.  The goal of the WLA is to be ready to handle such an emergency on a level from local municipality, to nation disaster

So what exactly does the WLA do? 

The WLA provides the laboratory capabilities and capacity to analyze water samples in the event of natural, intentional, or unintentional water contamination involving chemical, biological, or radiochemical contaminants. This support is provided through the establishment of a comprehensive, national laboratory response approach (the WLA Response Plan) structured for a systematic and coordinated response to a water contamination incident.

To provide the laboratory capability for environmental matrices, EPA developed the Environmental Response Laboratory Network, or ERLN, in 2008.  The ERLN is a nation-wide network of laboratories that addresses chemical, radiochemical as well as some biological threats in environmental media. As indicated earlier, the ERLN is also a member of the ICLN.

The ERLN is composed of laboratories of known quality that are prepared to respond to contamination events of any size.  ERLN laboratories have the capability to analyze environmental samples for chemical agents, biological agents, and radiochemicals. It is important to note that the ERLN operates under the Incident Command System or ICS which is a standardized scalable structure to coordinate emergency response. It also uses existing capabilities and networks.
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WLA needs laboratory capacity in order to build a stronger alliance, in a throwback to the “Uncle Sam Needs You!” patriotic poster campaign.  If your feel that your laboratory or facility can be a member of the WLA, you may also be thinking “what’s in it for me”?   As a WLA member, you will receive a number of benefits. During a contamination incident, you may receive analytical support to address any analyses not normally performed by your laboratory, such as analyses for select pathogens or chemical warfare agents.  Additionally, members are linked into a network of supporting neighboring laboratories that can help meet surge capacity needs.  Knowledge of your neighboring laboratories’ capabilities and capacities will help increase your utility or laboratory emergency response preparedness.  WLA Members also have access to validated methods for unregulated water contaminants and priority access to EPA-sponsored training opportunities and exercises. Participation in the ERLN & WLA is “free of charge” and is open to all laboratories that meet ERLN requirements.
Requirements include the following:

First, a laboratory must have a current Quality Management System (QMS), which can be National Environmental Laboratory Accreditation Program (NELAP), International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 17025, Drinking Water Certification  or be able to make an appropriate demonstration of an equivalent system.  To become a member, your laboratory must have analytical capabilities and capacities for chemical, biological, and/or radiochemical contaminants in environmental matrices.

Your laboratory must agree to use ERLN methods and reporting requirements as requested and will need to ensure data and information security.  Laboratories must participate in proficiency testing programs and may be subjected to audits as appropriate.  Specialty laboratories, such as radiochemical laboratories must meet laboratory specific health and safety requirements.  And finally, all member laboratories participate in the Laboratory Compendium. The ERLN/WLA Application Process consists of 4 steps:

First, complete the ERLN/WLA Application Packet and provide supporting documentation on quality system accreditation.  In doing so, please remember to check the box for the WLA if applying to both memberships. 

Next, complete the Lab Compendium registration process and enter or update the information for your lab’s profile. 

Next, attach the Lab Compendium Submission Summary page to your ERLN/WLA Application Packet. 

Lastly, submit your compiled Application Packet containing all required materials as directed.

We would like to encourage all of you to become members of the ERLN/WLA. If you have interest or questions about the EPA’s Water Laboratory Alliance, visit  the EPA ERLN website (www.epa.gov/erln/) or contact Archie Degnan (degnanaj@slh.wisc.edu).
