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In 2007 a large outbreak of cryptosporidiosis in Galway 
raised the profile of drinking water in Ireland.  In the 
same year changes in drinking water legislation had 
major implications for public health and public health 
professionals.  Following on a very successful session on 
Waterborne Disease at the Winter Scientific Meeting in 
December 2007, Dr BethAnn Roch has kindly agreed 
to provide a brief overview of new legislation and how it 
might impact on our practice.   
 
Responsibility for providing safe drinking water lies 
with the water supplier, whether that be a local authority 
or group water scheme.  Public health professionals 
provide advice to the water supplier.  Now for the first 
time that advisory role is made explicit in the legislation.  
The same legislation has introduced a supervisory role 
and powers of enforcement for the Environmental 
Protection Agency and local authorities. 
 
Legislation and drinking water 
Until 2007 the sole statutory basis for the role of public 
health physicians in relation to drinking water was 
infectious disease legislation.  Infectious Disease 
Regulations S.I. No. 390 of 1981states that where there 
is a case of an infectious disease or a probable source of 
infection, a medical officer of health ‘shall make such 
enquiries and take such steps as are necessary… for 
investigating the nature and source of infection, for 
preventing the spread of such infection and for removing 
conditions favourable to such infection.’  
 
Now new drinking water legislation explicitly refers to 
the role of the HSE.  Drinking Water Regulations S.I. 
No. 278 of 2007 require the sanitary (local) authority to 
consult with the Health Service Executive where there 
are implications for public health.  In determining a 
potential danger to human health, a sanitary authority is 
required to take appropriate action ‘in consultation with’ 
and ‘subject to agreement with the Health Service 
Executive’.  Supervisory authority has been assigned to 
the EPA and local authorities.  The EPA has supervisory 
authority over sanitary (local) authorities where the latter 
is the water supplier while the local authority has  

 
 
supervisory powers over other water suppliers.  The 
supervisory authority may issue a direction ‘subject to  
agreement with the HSE’ and grant a departure from the 
parametric values ‘subject to the agreement of the HSE’.  
 
Other legislation which impacts on the provision of 
drinking water is the Water Services Act 2007 which 
stresses the importance of the ‘protection of human 
health’ and ‘protection of public health’ and changes 
terminology so that ‘water services authority’ replaces 
‘sanitary authority’.   Following recommendations from 
the national Forum on Fluoridation in 2002, Regulation 
S.I. No. 42 of 2007 reduces the range of fluoride in 
public water supplies to 0.6-0.8 mg/l (previously 0.8-1.0 
mg/l).  In addition, following the new Framework for 
Major Emergency Management in 2006, the Water 
Services National Training Group is developing a 
Drinking Water Incident Management System. 
 
 

 

Drinking Water and Public Health – impact of new legislation 
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Structures 
HSE services involved with drinking water are the 
environmental health service, public health departments, 
microbiologists, laboratory and dental services. In some 
areas there are regular water liaison meetings between 
the HSE and local authority for sharing information 
about water monitoring and disease patterns, but 
arrangements vary across the country.  The 
environmental health service is usually the first point of 
contact for the HSE with local authorities and, in some 
counties, carries out the water monitoring programme on 
behalf of the local authority.  In addition the 
environmental health service carries out water 
monitoring under food safety legislation and is involved, 
together with HSE dental service, in the fluoridation 
programme. 
 
Implementation of legislation 
Implementation of the new drinking water legislation is 
being facilitated by a series of guidance documents 
produced by the EPA and Department of the 
Environment.  Also, the EPA has established a web 
resource for cryptosporidium at 
www.enforcementnetwork.ie.  In January 2008 the EPA 
published a report ‘The Provision and Quality of 
Drinking Water in Ireland’ for the years 2006-2007.  
This is the seventeenth drinking water report but the first 
report since the EPA was assigned supervisory and 
enforcement powers and responsibilities.  The report 
describes monitoring results by county, enforcement 
actions taken and highlights general issues across the 
country.  A review of risk assessments for public water 
supplies is underway.  The Water Services National 
Training Group has commenced a training programme 
for water services authorities in preparing and 
implementing a Drinking Water Incident Response Plan.  
 
Impact of legislation 
The new drinking water legislation has brought both 
qualitative and quantitative changes for the HSE.  More 
queries are being received locally and there is a new 
relationship with the EPA.  Developments have 
highlighted the need to further harmonise procedures 
and practices around the country to ensure an 
appropriate and consistent approach to drinking water 
issues where there may be a risk to public health.  
 
An HSE Population Health Water Group has been 
formed with representatives from Public Health 
Departments, the Environmental Health Service and 
HPSC.  Initial work for this group includes 
 

· to review lines of communications within HSE 
and between HSE and other agencies 

· to establish a resource for sharing and obtaining 
information 

· to develop a consistent approach for response to 
exceedances which may pose a threat to human 
health 

· to update ‘Drinking water and Public Health’ as 
a resource document  

 
A National Committee has been established between the 
EPA and HSE which will meet on a quarterly basis. 
 
For further information please contact 
bethann.roch@hse.ie. 
 
Dr BethAnn Roch, Chair of HSE Population Health 
Water Group. 
 

 
 
Winter Scientific Meeting in RCPI 6th December 2007 
Speakers Session #2: Waterborne Infection 
Mr David Drury; Dr Beth Ann Roch, Dr Diarmuid O'Donovan, Prof 
Jeni Colbourne, Dr Heidi Pelly, Mr Jim Cullen,  
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Dr Siobhan Jennings; Dr Kathleen Bennett, Prof. Cecily Kelleher; Dr 
Emer Shelley, Prof Simon Capewell 
 
This year’s Winter Scientific Meeting took on a new 
format with two sessions devoted to debate and 
discussion on current topics led by invited speakers.   
The first of these sessions was entitled “Is Rose Still 
relevant in the 21st Century?” and was inspired by a 
paper in the BMJ in 2006 which suggested that the time 
for population strategies was over for cardiovascular 
disease and countries should move to high risk 
approaches.  Chaired by Professor Cecily Kelleher, four 
excellent presentations gave us an overview of how far 
Ireland had gone in CHD prevention, current policy 
conundrums and papers pro and anti the Rose approach.   
 
The second themed session was on Waterborne 
Infection.  Again inspired by recent outbreaks and 
changes in the legislation as outlined in our front page 
piece, the audience were treated to an in-depth informed 
discussion on the realities of providing clean water to 
our population.   Progress in the Irish situation was 
powerfully compared to similar debates and 
developments in England by Professor Jeni Colbourne, 
Chief Inspector, UK Drinking Water Inspectorate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Dr Patricia Fitzpatrick, Dr Peter Wright, Ms Nicola Fitzsimon 
 
 
 

 
Dr Deirdre Mulholland; Dr Aine McNamara; Dr Emer O'Connell. 
 

 

 
Dr Bob McDonnell, Dr Peadar Kirke 
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The session on Wednesday morning dealt with Health 
Services research.  Papers were presented on attitudes of 
women to the gender of radiographers, the results of the 
acute hospital bed utilisation review, hand hygiene and 
satisfaction with general practice.  Dr Tracey Cooper  
and Dr Mary Hynes presented an overview of Quality 
and Risk from HIQA and the HSE’s perspective.   
 
Thursday morning started with a session on Infectious 
Diseases.  Outbreaks were the main focus with three 
presentations on different aspects of outbreak control 
and a report on improving uptake of influenza vaccine. 
 
The final session of the meeting was entitled “Public 
Health Practice” and covered a range of topics, including 
national trends in smoking in Ireland, a description of 
the UK response to polonium contamination in London, 
a national needs assessment for arthritis, a discussion on 
metadata and a paper on breastfeeding. 
 
The poster prize went to Dr Jane Whelan and the 
Zachary Johnson Medal for the best presentation went to 
Dr Helen Maguire of the Health Protection Agency for 
her presentation on Polonium-210. 
 
 
New Staff Member at the Royal College 
of Physicians 
 
There has been a welcome recent addition to the staff of 
the Royal College of Physicians. 
 

Ann O’Shaughnessy, PhD, MSc. 

Head of Education and Professional Development  

Ann joined the College in September 2007 and will 
work closely with the Executive and all relevant College 
Committees on the development of medical education 
programmes for doctors at all levels. She joins the 
College from Connolly Hospital, Blanchardstown where 
she had established and managed the vascular diagnostic 
unit. Ann also served as Chairperson of the Allied 
Health Professional Group for three years. Ann is a co-
founder of the Institute of Clinical Measurement Science 
and has worked with the Institute of Technology, Kevin 
Street to develop and implement a new Clinical 
Measurement degree programme. She has served on the 
Committee of the Society for Vascular Technology of 
Great Britain and Ireland as Secretary and President. She 
is an Accreditor for Society examinations. Her PhD 

focused on the long-term outcomes of deep vein 
thrombosis.  

 
 

2007 Jacqueline Horgan Bronze Medal 
Meeting 

Thursday, November 22nd, 2007. 
 
 
The 2007 Bronze Medal meeting was held at the Royal 
College of Physicians of Ireland in Kildare Street, 
Dublin 1.  The Jacqueline Horgan Bronze Medal is 
presented annually for the best oral presentation of a 
work of population health/epidemiological interest.  The 
Medal commemorates Dr. Horgan’s lifetime work in 
these areas.  The meeting was held in the afternoon this 
year in an attempt to facilitate the attendance by Faculty 
members at this important meeting.  Attendance at the 
Section’s meetings has fallen in recent years and the 
attendance at this year’s Bronze Medal meeting was 
again poor. 
 
There was stiff competition for this year’s Bronze Medal 
and six papers were eventually selected for presentation 
from the eighteen abstracts submitted.  This year’s 
Medal was awarded to Dr. Jane Whelan from the 
Department of Public Health, HSE South in Kilkenny 
for her provokingly entitled paper ‘That is no country for 
old men? Being old in Ireland: a fit state?’, the first 
question in the title being a quote from WB Yeats 
‘Sailing to Byzantium’. 
 
In her presentation, Dr. Whelan stated that, despite the 
increasing numbers of people over 70 years of age in 
Ireland, there is little age-specific data available.  She 
then outlined her cross-sectional descriptive study in 
which a structured interview was conducted in their 
place of residence with an age-stratified random sample 
of 500 participants from the South East aged over 70 
years.  The study looked at their health status, functional 
ability and patterns of both formal and informal service 
use. 
 
Two thirds of the sample rated their health as good/ very 
good/ excellent, while 36% reported a long-term illness 
and 17% had a moderate or severe disability.  In her 
conclusion, Dr. Whelan emphasised the issues 
concerning the personal safety of older people in their 
homes, their access to professional services in the 
community and to public transport that her study had 
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highlighted.  She also described the relationship between 
age, health and disability, and identified practical 
changes which would support the independence of 
elderly people. 
 
The other papers presented at the meeting covered a 
wide range of topics.  Dr. MT Cooney presented a paper 
entitled ‘High density lipoprotein cholesterol is a 
powerful independent predictor of cardiovascular death 
and is strongly related to body mass index.’.  Dr. 
Cooney’s group from the Adelaide Meath Hospital 
looked at the effect of high density lipoprotein 
cholesterol (HDL-C) on cardiovascular risk and its 
relationship with other risk factors.  They showed that 
low HDL-C is a strong predictor of cardiovascular death, 
particularly in women, and that the inverse relationship 
between HDL-C and BMI was stronger than expected. 
 
Dr. MA Mc Aleer presented a paper on ‘The Prevalence 
of Papulopustular Rosacea and Lack of Relationship to 
Photodamage’.  The prevalence of rosacea is uncertain 
with reported rates ranging from 0.09-10%, possibly 
reflecting the imprecise diagnostic criteria used.  Dr. Mc 
Aleer’s group from the Regional Centre of Dermatology 
in the Mater Hospital, Dublin, determined the prevalence 
of this skin disease in two randomly selected Irish sub-
populations and looked at its relationship to UV 
exposure.  They found a prevalence of 2.7% for the 
disease and demonstrated that it was not related to UV 
exposure or cutaneous photodamage. 
 
Dr. K Doherty from the Department of Preventive 
Medicine and Health Promotion at St. Vincent’s 
Hospital, Dublin, discussed an encouraging study of 
‘Who stops smoking after leaving hospital?’  This study 
showed that hospitalisation has a huge impact on 
smokers, with a validated point prevalence for smoking 
cessation at six months after discharge of 11.4%.  
However, the study also showed that, while three-
quarters of smokers who are admitted to hospital want to 
quit, only 23% were referred to the smoking cessation 
service.  Dr. Doherty and her co-author, Professor Daly, 
concluded that interventions were clinically effective 
once sustained post –discharge but were only offered to 
a minority of those interested in quitting in their study. 
 
Dr. MS Molloy issued an alert to emergency planners 
with a paper entitled ‘Major emergency alert systems, 
are they internally efficient and can they be improved?’  
Dr. Molloy’s group from various Dublin hospitals 
looked at how fit for purpose current communication 
structures are to alert the on-call hospital to an 

emergency.  They found that current methods of 
communication are inefficient, not fit for purpose and 
unlikely to work in a setting where large numbers of 
staff need to be mobilised. 
 
The last paper at the meeting was presented by Dr. PM 
Kearney on the ‘Effect of a national smoking ban on 
acute coronary syndromes’.  In this study, Dr. Kearney 
and colleagues from the Departments of Epidemiology 
and Public Health in University College Cork and Cork 
University Hospital, and Mallow General Hospital, 
looked at admissions of patients with acute coronary 
syndromes (ACS) to see whether there had been a 
decrease following the smoking ban in public places 
introduced in March 2004.  They observed a significant 
and sustained decrease in admissions for ACS in the 
years following the ban. 
 
The meeting was chaired by Dr. Anthony Staines.  The 
judges on this occasion were Dr. Patricia Fitzpatrick, Dr. 
Darina O’Flanagan and Dr. Bob McDonnell.  
 
 
 
 

 
Dr Kevin Kelleher, Dr Anthony Breslin; Dr Peter Wright, Vice-Dean, 
Winter Scientific Meeting. 
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Reports received by the Board of the 
Faculty of Public Health Medicine in 2007 
 
Recent correspondence to the Board that might be of 
interest to members includes: 
 
January  
Report on Epidemiology of TB (HPSC)   
Guide to Health Screening in the Workplace (CMO) 
Pandemic Influenza Preparedness for Ireland, letter & 
CD rom (HPSC) 
 
February 
National Guidelines on Childhood Overweight & 
Obesity (HSE Sligo) 
 
March 
The Impact of Fat on Public Health (President, UK FPH) 
Report of South Eastern Population Health Survey 2001  
(Dr. Orlaith O’Reilly) 
 
May 
Draft Standards & Recommended Practices for  
Decontamination (National Hospitals Office)  
 
June 
Code of Practice for Healthcare Records Management  
(National Hospitals Office) 
 
July 
EASAC Report “Tackling Antibacterial Resistance in 
Europe” 
 
October 
Guidelines for POCT  (Faculty Of Pathology) 
National Hepatitis C Database baseline report (HPSC) 
National Newborn Cystic Fibrosis Screening  
(Dr. S Denyer) 
 
November 
Report on Epidemiology of TB in Ireland, 2005 
Audit of Progress on Implementation of Building 
Healthier Hearts 99-05 (HSE) 

 
Attending Winter Scientific Meeting 2007, Dr Annette Dillon, Dr 
Eileen O'Connell; Dr Anne Dee. 
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5 Nations Health Protection Conference  
Tuesday 29th April and Wednesday 30th April 2008  

 
Sheraton Fota Island Hotel, Cork 
Closing date for registration Friday 11th April 2008 
Web address 
http://www.wales.nhs.uk/sites3/home.cfm?orgid=717 

 
 

Faculty of Public Health Summer 
Scientific Meeting 2008 

Tuesday 27th and Wednesday 28th May 2008 
Royal College of Physicians of Ireland 

6 Kildare Street Dublin. 
 

The closing date for receipt of abstracts was Wednesday 
2nd April 2008 

 
 

All Ireland Health Intelligence 2008 
Better Intelligence. Better Decisions. Better Health 

To be held in Dublin on 18th and 19th November 2008 
at the Royal Hospital Kilmainham in Dublin 

 
Enquiries should be directed to: 
Brian Ward, Institute of Public Health 
Tel: +353 (0)1 4786300 
Email: brian.ward@publichealth.ie 
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-  if you have any suggestions or items of news that you 
think might be of interest; 
 
- if you are organising a conference that would be of 
interest to Faculty members. 
 
Please circulate this newsletter to your colleagues; to 
ensure that you receive future editions please make sure 
that the Faculty has your up to date email address.  
Email the Faculty at fphm@rcpi.ie with your email 
address. 
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