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Statement by MassDEP of Preliminary Findings Regarding the Water Supply Incident in 

Spencer, Massachusetts April 25-27, 2007 
 
The Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection (MassDEP) was notified by the 
Spencer Water Department of an incident involving water operations on Wednesday morning, 
April 25, 2007.  The Spencer Water Department reported an overfeed of Sodium Hydroxide into 
its water distribution system.  The incident resulted in numerous transports of users to the 
hospital for treatment as the result of exposure to and ingestion of water with an elevated pH 
level. 
 
In addition to issuing a “Do Not Use” Order and requiring flushing of the system to ensure the 
removal of the contaminated water, MassDEP also commenced an investigation into the causes 
of the incident. 
 
While the MassDEP investigation will continue, in order to keep the public apprised, MassDEP 
is releasing its preliminary conclusions of the causes of the event based upon interviews with 
Water Department personnel and review of Water Department data.  Representatives of the 
Environmental Police assisted MassDEP staff in the interviews. 
 
The cause of the incident appears to be operator error and the failure of alarm systems to notify 
the operators of the problem when those operators were off site. 
 
Based on interviews, MassDEP believes that the incident began as a result of the operators 
placing the Sodium Hydroxide feed system in “manual operation mode” as part of maintenance 
and repair of the line.  Sodium Hydroxide is commonly used to treat the water to prevent the 
leaching of lead and copper into the drinking water from domestic plumbing.  The Sodium 
Hydroxide feed is normally in automatic operation, meaning an electronic control provides the 
proper dose of chemical into the water distribution line.  In normal, automatic operation, Sodium 
Hydroxide only flows into the system when a pump moving water out of the treatment plant is 
operating. The sodium hydroxide feed shuts down when the pump turns off. This system ensures 
the proper dosage and adequate dilution of the Sodium Hydroxide in the water supply. 
 
By placing the pump in manual mode, the feed system continues to feed Sodium Hydroxide into 
the system whether water is flowing through the distribution line or not. 
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The operators, making repairs to the line on Tuesday, April 24, 2007, switched the system to 
manual operation to make repairs to a leaking line.  At the end of the day it appears that they 
failed to return the switch to automatic operation.  This resulted in approximately 34 gallons of 
Sodium Hydroxide entering the system overnight from April 24 to April 25, 2007 – a period of 
approximately twelve and a half hours- without proper dilution. 
 
In the morning of April 25, at approximately 4:30 am, when the Treatment Plant pumps began 
moving water into the system, a concentrated amount of Sodium Hydroxide entered the 
distribution system. 
 
The operators apparently recognized the error and returned the system to automatic feed at just 
before 7 am on April 25. (This Sodium Hydroxide feed system was later disconnected from the 
system completely and remains off line pending further investigation).    
 
The error was compounded by a failure of the alarm system to notify operators when they were 
off site.  The plant during the nighttime hours was not in operation. As indicated earlier, pumps 
do not begin operating until the early morning hours.   
 
While the MassDEP review indicates that alarms were sounding in the building, no alarms were 
being sent to operators outside the building.  This resulted in the situation continuing unabated 
until the early morning hours of April 25th.  MassDEP is continuing to investigate why the 
alarms did not ring off site to notify operators. 
 
As a result of our review, MassDEP will be referring the operators of the system to the Board of 
Professional Licensure for their error in leaving the Sodium Hydroxide feed system on manual 
overnight from April 24th to April 25th. 
 
MassDEP will continue to evaluate the cause of the alarm system malfunction before issuing 
specific orders regarding alarms and other safeguards to prevent this from happening again. 
 
The Sodium Hydroxide feed system remains offline until this review is completed and MassDEP 
has reviewed and approved modifications to the feed system. 
 
MassDEP will continue to conduct its investigation to determine whether there are other 
operational issues also in need of redress. Appropriate enforcement orders will be issued at the 
conclusion of the investigation. 
 
The Town of Spencer has been fully cooperative in this investigation. 
 
This matter has been investigated by Paul Anderson, Andrea Lemerise and Eugene Brunelle of 
the Bureau of Resource Protection of the Central Regional Office of MassDEP.   MassDEP  
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expresses its appreciation to Lieutenant Gail Larson, Sergeant Patrick Haley and Officer Chris 
Baker of the Environmental Police in assisting MassDEP in this first phase of the investigation. 
 
       Martin Suuberg 
       Regional Director 
       MassDEP Central Regional Office 
       Worcester, Massachusetts  
       May 2, 2007 
 
MassDEP is responsible for ensuring clean air and water, safe management and recycling of 
solid and hazardous wastes, timely cleanup of hazardous waste sites and spills, and the 
preservation of wetlands and coastal resources. 
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