Obama and Snyder to Flint: Drink filtered water and be patient
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FLINT — Despite reports about snubs and conflict, President Barack Obama visited Flint on Wednesday and delivered messages remarkably similar to those Michigan Gov. Rick Snyder has promoted -- drink filtered water, flush your pipes, and while the replacement of lead service lines is important, be patient for a process that will likely take years.

While not diminishing the enormity of the Flint public health catastrophe, Obama also stressed -- in terms much more forceful than Snyder has -- that the vast majority of Flint children should be free of harm from exposure to lead in the city's drinking water, provided they receive proper medical attention and parental care.

The test now in Flint is whether the messages will resonate more strongly coming from Obama than they have coming from Snyder, whose administration is seen as largely responsible for creating the lead.

Though Obama's remarks appeared well-received in Flint, they already have drawn scorn from activists such as filmmaker Michael Moore, who said he was disappointed with Obama's message.

Officials want Flint residents -- with the exception of pregnant women and children younger than 6 -- to move away from bottled water and start drinking filtered water from their taps. They say it's critical to get more water moving in the Flint distribution system to heal the pipes with a new protective phosphate coating. Reduced reliance on bottled water would also increase convenience for Flint residents and ease emergency response logistics, as well as reduce costs.

"I know that there is a lot of suspicion about whether or not the water coming out of people's taps in their homes are safe, or whether they are still contaminated and still a problem," Obama said after a briefing with government officials at the Food Bank of Eastern Michigan.

"I want to emphasize that the EPA (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency) has looked at this very carefully, and they are very confident that if you use a filter, then it is safe for kids over 6.

"We're still, out of an abundance of caution, recommending bottled water for children who are under the age of 6, or pregnant women. But if you're over 6, then, in fact, filtered water is safe and it works."

Obama made a point of drinking what he said was filtered Flint tap water, both at the food bank and later at Northwestern High School. Snyder staged a similar event for the media on April 18 and pledged to drink from jugs of filtered Flint water for 30 days, except when traveling.

Lead began leaching into the city's drinking water in April of 2014 because of mistakes made when the city switched its drinking water source to the Flint River from Lake Huron while Flint was under the control of a state-appointed emergency manager. The state acknowledged a lead poisoning problem around Oct. 1, after months of denials.

The Snyder and Obama administrations have clashed over Flint: with the EPA pointing the finger of blame almost exclusively at Michigan, while Snyder has pointed to failings in responses by the EPA, where an official raised alarms about lead in Flint water in the summer of 2015, but couldn't prompt decisive action until Snyder finally acknowledged a problem around Oct. 1.

There also was a perceived snub by Snyder when he initially reacted to news of the Obama visit to Flint by saying he had a full schedule and was not sure whether he could attend.

But Wednesday, though Obama repeatedly referred to the governor as "Schneider," he also invited the governor to join him in the presidential limousine on the ride from Bishop International Airport, and he tried to quell the boos when he raised Snyder's name during his remarks at Northwestern High School, saying, "We're doing some business here."

Obama, again echoing frequent remarks made by Snyder, said it's no time for politics or fighting over who caused what. Instead, all levels of government must work together to address both Flint's short-term and long-term needs as quickly as possible, he said.

Though Snyder was booed and heckled when he spoke at the high school Wednesday, Snyder spokesman Ari Adler said Thursday the governor and Obama are on the same page.

"Having the president come to town to say many of the same things the governor has been saying was a big help in continuing a strong partnership for Flint," Adler said. "Government at all levels working together is what the people of Flint deserve and what the people of this country need to ensure their health, safety and overall well-being."

Obama told more than 1,000 people at the high school that he has "sent Flint the best resources our federal government has to support our state and local partners."

"The agencies that serve you -- the agencies that specialize in health and housing, and those that support small businesses and our kids’ education; those that are responsible for the food that our children eat and, of course, the water we drink -- everybody is on duty.

"The National Guard is on duty. This is a hands-on-deck situation -- all hands on deck.'

Though he urged residents to drink filtered water and to turn on their taps for five minutes a day to help flush the system, Obama said he backed Flint Mayor Karen Weaver's plant to replace lead service lines and other potentially dangerous pipes in Flint as quickly as possible.

"But that may be a long-term process," he said. "It may take a year. It may take two years. It might take more to get all the pipes replaced."

Obama also said that while it's critical that all children be checked for lead exposure, most children of a generation ago, including himself, likely were exposed to unsafe levels of lead at some point and have turned out fine.

"Most of all, do not somehow communicate to our children here in this city that they're going to be saddled with problems for the rest of their lives," Obama said at the high school. "Because they will not.

"They’ll do just fine, just like I did fine with a single mom, and a lot of you did fine growing up in a tough neighborhood. They’ll make it as long as we're there for them and looking after them, and doing the right thing for them and giving them the resources that they need."
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