
REPORT:  MORE THAN HALF OF CITIES, TOWNS IN GREAT LAKES REGION VIOLATING CLEAN WATER ACT RULES ON SEWER OVERFLOWS

WASHINGTON, D.C.///May 17, 2005///The Great Lakes – along with streams and rivers in six upper Midwest states (Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, and Wisconsin) – are being inundated with billions of gallons of raw human waste and other untreated sewage that cities and towns should be cleaning up under eight-year-old Clean Water Act rules, according to a new report issued today by the nonprofit Environmental Integrity Project (EIP).   The report finds that the failure of Great Lakes states and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to address “combined sewer overflows” (CSOs) poses a major threat to public health and will degrade upper Midwest waterways for “several decades” to come if the sewer overflow problem is not brought under control.

The Environmental Integrity Project was joined today by Friends of the Chicago River, Michigan Clean Water Action, Friends of Milwaukee’s Rivers, Great Lakes Public Interest Group (PIRG) and Ohio PIRG in issuing the report entitled “Backed Up: Cleaning Up Combined Sewer Systems in the Great Lakes.”  The report concludes that “more than half of the municipalities in the Great Lakes states do not meet even minimum Clean Water Act requirements for combined sewer overflows.  Evidence suggests that 62 percent of the municipalities are not meeting the basic maintenance or reporting requirements for combined sewer overflows, and 54 percent do not have approved long-term plans required by law for upgrading sewage collection or treatment systems.”   

“Combined sewer systems” carry both storm water and raw sewage to a wastewater treatment plant through a single collection system.  During heavy rains, the sewage collection systems are overloaded and proceed to dump of a mix of pathogens, toxins, and other contaminants directly into Great Lake and regional rivers and streams.  As the report notes:  “Combined sewer overflows are a major threat to water quality in the Great Lakes states -- which are home to 43 percent of the nation’s 828 CSO communities -- making water unsafe for swimming, boating or fishing …”

Report author Michele Merkel, counsel to the Environmental Integrity Project, said:  “If we don’t deal with the combined sewer overflow problem, the Great Lakes will become the Not-So-Great Lakes.  The Bush Administration needs to reverse its proposed cuts to federal funding and step up enforcement instead of eliminating current restrictions on discharging inadequately treated sewage into waterways during rain events. The Administration’s proposed ‘blending’ policy allows sewage plant operators in the Midwest and elsewhere to routinely mix largely untreated sewage with fully treated wastewater prior to discharge. This means that our waters will receive more viruses, toxic chemicals and other pollutants.”

Mike Shriberg, Great Lakes Advocate for the Public Interest Research Group (PIRG), said: “Sewage overflows are a major public health threat yet only two states – Michigan and Indiana – require real-time reporting of these hazardous releases.   Residents in states that lack a reliable warning system may be unknowingly exposed to sewage.  Every city and town that releases raw or partially treated sewage is supposed to provide public notification, yet many are simply ignoring this requirement.  This dangerous situation and breaching of public trust must be stopped.  Citizens around the Great Lakes deserve to know when their water is being contaminated with sewage.” 

Cheryl Nenn, Milwaukee riverkeeper, Friends of Milwaukee's Rivers, said:  “Combined sewer overflows are a bona fide threat both to the environment and humans.  Among the principal pollutants in CSOs are microbial pathogens and toxics, such as oil and pesticides that wash from streets into the sewer system during a rain or snowmelt event.  Microbial pathogens include hundreds of different types of bacteria, viruses, and parasites.  They are easily transported by water and can cause disease in fish and shellfish and illness in humans.  Toxics present in CSO discharges include metals (such as cadmium, lead, mercury, silver, and zinc) and synthetic organic chemicals -- such as PCBs and pesticides -- which pose serious threats to human health.”
Erin Bowser, state director, Ohio Public Interest Research Group (Ohio PIRG) said:  “We can afford to clean up CSOs.  Cities like Youngstown and Toledo, Ohio have demonstrated that costs can be managed.  But there is no question that clean-up costs money, which is why Congress should reverse the Bush Administration’s proposed cuts to the federal revolving loan fund used to help offset the cost of sewer upgrades.  We need to work together to make sure people understand that these investments will help our rivers and lakes be safe and clean.”
Todd Main, director of policy and planning, Friends of the Chicago River:   “Illinois has been a leader in the Great Lakes region in controlling our CSO's, but our work is not finished.  Our goal is to make the Chicago River fishable and swimmable by 2020 and to do that we need dedicated leadership to secure the local, state, and national funding necessary to complete Phase Two of the Tunnel and Reservoir Project (TARP). We must also expand the use of green infrastructure in the Chicagoland area to control and filter storm water.”

Cyndi Roper, Michigan campaign director, Clean Water Action, said:  "The Bush Administration's sewage dumping proposal would remove the finish line on sewage overflows into the Great Lakes and Michigan's other waters. While many communities have stepped up to the plate to stop dumping sewage into our drinking water sources and recreational areas, communities that delayed taking action would undermine these efforts. This is unfair. The Bush Administration should back off of the sewage dumping proposal, enforce the current law, maintain a level playing field, and protect the health of our families and the region's vital tourism industry."

KEY REPORT FINDINGS

· More than three out of five Great Lakes communities violate CSO standards.  According to an EIP review of EPA data, only about 38 percent of the communities actually comply with the minimal Clean Water act requirements.  In some cases the compliance rates are even worse.  For example, 2001 data compiled by the Ohio River Valley Water Sanitation Commission showed that at least nine out of the 10 facilities that discharge to the Ohio River had not fully implemented basic controls.   Far too many Midwest municipalities have not taken relatively low-cost actions to reduce overflows by improving operations, which could in turn reduce or eliminate the need for more expensive solutions.  

· More than half of Great Lakes municipalities do not have long-term plans in place to clean up the CSO problem.  A total of 54 percent of the towns and cities still do not have approved long-term control plans.  Almost a quarter (22 percent) of these municipalities have not even submitted the plans to the states for approval. There are significant differences between the states in regard to long-term plans for CSO controls.  Indiana has approved only 17 of the 107 long-term plans required in the state, while Michigan has approved 38 out of 42.  Because the planning process is truly “long-term,” and may require up to 20 years to complete, the backlog in development and approval of plans could leave the Great Lakes exposed to raw sewage from CSOs for decades to come. 

· The Midwest public is being kept in the dark about CSOs and related health threats.  Although public notice is required by law, some permittees neither adequately notify the public when combined sewer overflows occur, nor do they provide information about the health threats presented by CSOs.  Only Michigan and Indiana have real-time reporting of CSO events, provided in a format that is readily accessible by the public.  The most widely used method of public notice in other states is to post permanent identification signs at CSO outfalls.  Lack of notice about sewage spills and what they mean leaves the public exposed to unnecessary risk; neighborhoods may not be aware that the nearby river or lakefront is overloaded with bacteria and unsafe to enter.  Michigan is the only state that compiles detailed information about overflows in an annual report so that the public can know the extent of the problem in the state.  However, no state, including Michigan, was able to provide comprehensive data on the water quality impacts of CSOs on the receiving waters.

· Enforcement of CSO controls is weak.  EPA and Great Lakes state governments completed a total of only 66 inspections of CSO systems in 2004, primarily in Illinois, Indiana and Ohio.  In the four years prior to 2004, the states reported only 35 inspections across 358 CSO communities.  While EPA has brought a number of cases in court, only three states – Michigan, Ohio and Indiana – have initiated any enforcement action against municipalities violating Clean Water Act CSO requirements.

· CSO controls are affordable, but federal threats to funding won’t help clean up the problem.  EPA’s Clean Water State Revolving Fund helps states and municipalities offset the cost of sewer upgrades, including projects to phase out CSOs, but the Bush Administration has proposed cutting the budget for the fund by about $370 million.  States and municipalities typically must finance over 85 percent of wastewater control costs themselves, so even if federal cuts do not take place, increases in local sewer rates may be required in some municipalities to cover the costs of CSO control. 

REPORT RECOMMENDATIONS

· EPA and states should enforce combined sewer overflow rules.

· States should require public notification within 24 hours of spills taking place.

· EPA needs to set firm deadlines for long-term control plans.

· Groups should build support for more federal/state funding and other financing of CSO improvement projects.

· Congress should reject any proposed cuts to the Clean Water State Revolving Fund (CWSRF) and should increase federal funding instead.  
The report also urges states and citizens should oppose the Bush Administration’s proposed guidance that would eliminate current restrictions on discharging inadequately treated sewage into waterways during rain events. The draft guidance would allow sewage operators to divert sewage around certain treatment units, and then “blend” the largely untreated sewage with fully treated wastewater prior to discharge.  
For a full copy of the report, go to http://www.environmentalintegrity.org on the Web.

ABOUT EIP 

The Environmental Integrity Project (http://www.environmentalintegrity.org) is a non-profit non-partisan organization dedicated to stronger enforcement of existing federal and state anti-pollution laws, and to the prevention of political interference with those laws. EIP's research and reports shed light on how enforcement and rulemaking affect public health. EIP also works closely with communities seeking enforcement of environmental laws.

CONTACT:  Ailis Aaron, (703) 276-3265 or aaaron@hastingsgroup.com.

EDITOR’S NOTE:  A streaming audio recording of a related news event will be available on the Web as of 6 p.m. ET/5 p.m. CT on May 17, 2005 at http://www.environmentalintegrity.org.
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