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Oversight:
The City’s PLANYC 2030 sustainability goal to “open 90% of our waterways for recreation by reducing water pollution and preserving our natural areas” and how best to achieve it.


On February 14, 2007, the Committee on Environmental Protection, chaired by Council Member James F. Gennaro, will hold an oversight hearing on the City’s PLANYC 2030 sustainability goal to “open 90% of our waterways for recreation by reducing water pollution and preserving our natural areas” and how best to achieve it.

I.
Introduction

In response to a broad array of issues, including the desire to improve water quality in the water bodies surrounding the City, Mayor Bloomberg established the Mayor’s Office of Long-Term Planning and Sustainability (the “Office”) to develop, among other things, a long-term growth and development plan (“the Plan”) for the City and to incorporate sustainability goals and practices into all aspects of the Plan.  The Mayor also set up a Sustainability Advisory Board (“SAB”), chaired by Deputy Mayor for Economic Development and Rebuilding Daniel L. Doctoroff and made up of sixteen representatives from environmental, labor, community, and business groups, as well as City Council Speaker Christine C. Quinn and Council Member James F. Gennaro, Chair of the Council’s Environmental Protection Committee, to help identify the most important issues to address in the Plan, including targets to aim for and measures to take to meet those targets.

On December 12, 2006, Mayor Bloomberg gave a speech at the Queens Museum of Art wherein he introduced an effort, known as PlaNYC, to make the City more “sustainable” over the next 25 years.  In the speech the Mayor identified 10 goals for the City to pursue.  The Office, as well as members of the SAB, are now engaging the public, relevant organizations, and others in an effort to gather recommendations on how to meet these goals.  This hearing will focus on one of those goals: “[to] open 90% of our waterways for recreation by reducing water pollution and preserving our natural areas.”

The City’s five boroughs are literally surrounded by water, and the health of those surrounding waterways has paid a price over time from their proximity to such a large human population.  The City, however, has spent considerable effort, especially in recent years, trying to restore those waterways, and we have made significant progress.  Furthermore, the City has major plans to continue that revitalization into the future.  Nevertheless, additional endeavors can and should be undertaken.  Combined sewer overflows continue to dump unacceptable amounts of pollutants into our waterways, and only a fraction of our wetlands and other natural areas survive.  In such a built environment, with such a high percentage of surface-area that is impervious, capturing, storing, and filtering stormwater through natural systems is difficult.  But with ingenuity and planning, we can use the green spaces that we have, and find creative ways to add new ones, so that we can better manage our stormwater, thereby protecting the waters that surround us.

II. 
Combined Sewer Overflows (CSOs)
Combined sewer systems are sewers that are intended to collect stormwater
 runoff, sewage, and industrial wastewater in the same system of pipes.  During periods of heavy rainfall or snowmelt, discharges of untreated sewage and stormwater quickly fill combined sewer systems and, once they have reached their capacity, overflow directly into marine waters, lakes and rivers.  These overflows are known as combined sewer overflows or “CSOs”.   

Although raw sewage in CSOs may be diluted by stormwater, CSOs are harmful to public health and aquatic life because of the pollution, such as chemicals and disease-causing pathogens, which they nevertheless discharge into water bodies.  Stormwater typically contains heavy metals, oil and grease, organic toxins, bacteria, nutrients and sediments.  These pollutants degrade water quality, harm or kill fish and other aquatic life, contaminate sediments, and may threaten drinking water supplies in certain jurisdictions.
  Untreated wastewater also typically contains household waste that includes fecal coliform bacteria and other pathogens, in addition to industrial discharges.  

As the organic solid material in wastewater that originates in households decays in water, it uses up the oxygen that is necessary for the survival of plants and animal species.   In addition, the presence of excessive nutrients that are found in organic waste matter, such as nitrogen and phosphorus, may also lead to eutrophication,
 resulting in the further depletion of dissolved oxygen.  High coliform levels, and other types of bacteria, threaten human health when ingested and are often the only factor preventing recreational use of our waters and waterfront. 

CSOs may also be a source of “floatables,” visible buoyant or semi-buoyant solids, such as debris, paper, plastic and other litter.  “Floatables on beaches and waterways, also known as marine debris, create aesthetic impacts and safety issues that detract from the recreational value of beaches and other public shorelines.”

III. 
DEP’s CSO Program


New York City’s wastewater treatment system is one of the largest in the world.  It consists of fourteen wastewater treatment plants (WWTPs), ranging in design capacity from 40 million gallons per day (mgd) to 310 mgd.  These WWTPs treat “virtually all of the dry-weather sewage generated in the City.”
  The City’s wastewater treatment system also consists of over 6,000 miles of sewers, most of which are combined sewers, which unfortunately contribute to CSOs being considered “the largest single source of pathogens in the New York Harbor region.”
  

The DEP has identified 36 CSO abatement projects, which vary from the construction of “massive underground storage tanks” near Flushing Bay and Paerdegat Basin to the “deployment of booms and nets in canals and creeks near 23 other CSO outfalls.”
  Thus, the DEP’s CSO control program does not focus solely on the construction of large holding tanks, which were to be constructed pursuant to a 1992 consent order (See section IV, infra).  The Flushing Bay retention tank costs “$273 million with a combined storage capacity of 43 million gallons.  Paedergat Basin costs $288 million and will provide 30 million gallons of storage capacity.”
  In addition, the DEP’s 10-year capital plan includes the construction of an Alley Creek storage conduit, which is anticipated to have a 5 million gallon storage capacity, at a cost of approximately $100 million.

In addition to raw sewage that is discharged into waterways as a result of CSOs, these events convey “floatable” materials into the sewer system and surrounding waterways.  Floatables can damage sewage equipment, cause beach closures, and harm wildlife, among other thing.  The DEP has a number of programs to address this pollution, including additional street cleaning in critical areas, placing hoods on catch basins to keep debris out of the CSOs, booming and netting in places where CSOs discharge into waterways, a shoreline dumping program, and the operation of a skimmer fleet, among others.
  

The DEP is also trying to address stormwater runoff and mitigate the impact of CSOs by more “natural” means, especially through The Bluebelt project in the South Richmond area of Staten Island.  This program, which was initiated in 1996, “uses streams, ponds and other wetland areas — instead of expensive and intrusive storm sewers — to perform the natural functions of conveying, storing and filtering stormwater.”
   The Bluebelt program provides multiple benefits to the communities it serves while providing cost-effective stormwater management.  Beyond collecting, holding, and filtering pollutants from the water, this program preserves natural drainage systems such as ponds, streams, and wetlands; protects open and natural spaces; provides habitat for diverse plant and animal species; and saves tens of millions of dollars that would have been spent on new infrastructure.

There are other “green” approaches to stormwater management that could be used in the City that also provide advantages beyond abating CSOs, flooding, and other stormwater-related problems.  These include, among other things, rain gardens, green roofs, porous pavement and permeable concrete, and many others.
  In addition, even in a built environment such as New York City, there are extensive green areas, from large parks to median strips, whose drainage and storage capacity could be maximized and enhanced through creative drainage techniques so as to be better employed in the task of managing stormwater.  Protecting and expanding wetlands and other natural areas would also serve to prevent flooding and CSOs.

IV.
Conclusion


CSOs and other pollution constitute a significant threat to the vitality of the City’s waterways, diminishing their potential for recreational, habitat, and other uses.  Controlling stormwater through “green” practices, such as by better using and even enhancing the potential for green spaces to control runoff, adding new green spaces to the City, protecting and enlarging wetlands, and similar practices, can all contribute to the health and sustainability of the waterbodies that surround us.  Many of these practices would improve our environment in other ways, such as by filtering the air, mitigating the heat island affect, and adding new green spaces for people to enjoy.   Through the Office of Sustainability and Long-Term Planning and the Sustainability Advisory Board, the Mayor has developed and proposed an aggressive goal of improving the quality of our waterways.  Through this hearing, the Committee will hear testimony from the administration, environmental groups, and other interested parties on how best to achieve this goal.
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