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Written Testimony Supporting House Bill 6761, An Act Concerning A
Review of Drinking Water Supply Locations and Equipment in Public
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Senator McCrory, Representative Currey, Ranking Members Berthel and McCarty,

and members of the Environment Committee:

My name is Jess Zaccagnino, and I am the policy counsel of the American Civil
Liberties Union of Connecticut (ACLU-CT). I am writing to testify in support of House
Bill 6761, An Act Concerning A Review of Drinking Water Supply Locations and
Equipment in Public Schools.

The ACLU-CT believes that all children deserve access to education in buildings
where children can thrive and have their basic health needs met with potable
drinking water, functioning air conditioning, and proper ventilation. Because of
systemic racism and systemic inequity, the students who do not have access to these

basic necessities are most often kids from low-income families and kids of color.

Environmental racism has a long history in this state and country. Robert Bullard, a
giant in the field of environmental justice, wrote “[h]istorically, toxic dumping and
the location of locally unwanted land uses (LULUs) have followed the ‘path of least
resistance,” meaning [B]lack and poor communities have been disproportionately
burdened.”! Factors like proximity to highways, industrial businesses, and other

sources of pollution and hazardous waste, have direct and scientifically-proven harms

to public health.?2 Centuries of exclusionary zoning and racist covenants prevented
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people of color from accessing housing in communities further away from these
externalities.3 The effects of exclusionary zoning are still felt today. Data from a 2016-
2019 Environmental Protection Agency review of the public water systems that
consistently violate the Safe Drinking Water Act are 40 percent more likely to serve
people of color.4 Noncompliant systems also take longer to return to compliance when
they are among communities of color. When water systems systemically fail to
provide drinking water to communities of color, these same communities are less
likely to trust whether their water is, in fact, clean.® This has a direct,
disproportionate financial impact on people of color: 55 percent of Black households
and 44 percent of Latinx households report only drinking bottled water at home.¢ In
contrast, only 28 percent of white households drink only bottled water, and they are
more likely to also purchase less bottled water and drink unfiltered tap water than

others.”?

School districts serving communities of color and low-income communities are more
likely to have aging, underdeveloped, and underfunded water systems.8 According to
the Centers for Disease Control, children are more easily exposed to environmental
contaminants for a variety of reasons, including that they drink more water per
pound of body weight than adults and that children are less able to break down and
dispose of harmful contaminants.® Exposure to lead-contaminated water can cause
significant health problems, like anemia, kidney and brain damage, developmental
disabilities, and decreased growth.10 A report by the U.S. Government Accountability

Office found that 41 percent of school districts, accounting for 12 million children, had
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not tested for lead in 2016 or 2017, and another 16 percent of schools did not know
whether a lead test occurred.!! Of the schools that did test for lead, 37 percent found
that there were elevated lead levels in their water.12 In Connecticut, one study found
that of the few schools that tested for lead, 43 percent had high levels of lead between
2000 and 2015.13

House Bill 6761 is an important measure in addressing the racial and income
disparities in the quality of drinking water in schools. The bill requires local and
regional boards of education to conduct tests of drinking water supply and locations
in all school facilities and provides an avenue for schools whose water systems do not
live up to standards to obtain a grant to remediate its infrastructure. The ACLU-CT

supports House Bill 6761, and urges this Committee to do the same.
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