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Water rules coming in March

By MICHAEL RISINIT 
THE JOURNAL NEWS 
(Original publication: November 18, 2002)

Federal regulations meant to reduce the stew of pollutants washing off
roadways, parking lots and lawns take effect in March and 
municipalities throughout the region are scrambling to meet the new 
far-reaching requirements.

"The towns know it's there, a looming deadline and there's work to be
done," said Westchester County Legislator Michael Kaplowitz, 
D-Somers, who chairs the legislature's environment committee. 
"Everybody's moving in a pretty good direction."

Known as Phase II Stormwater Regulations, the new rules are the next
step in the federal Clean Water Act. The regulations are an effort to
clean the 40 percent of the nation's waterways that are still impaired by
pollution, according to the Environmental Protection Agency. Almost
every city, town and village in Westchester, Putnam and Rockland
counties must develop storm-water management plans — a costly
proposition for some.

Water from rain or melting snow runs off land, carrying contaminants 
that pollute streams, rivers, lakes, reservoirs and aquifers. The pollution 
can lead to closed beaches, lakes choked with weed growth and 
contaminated drinking water supplies.

"This may seem strict, but at the same time, the amount of pollution 
coming from all these things is tremendous," said James Tierney, the 
watershed inspector general for state Attorney General Eliot Spitzer. 
"Once people begin to realize what an enormous contributing factor 
polluted runoff is to impaired water, people will realize we need to address this."

Municipalities are required to detail how they will reduce pollutants discharging from
storm-water sewer systems, such as oil, fertilizer and pesticides. Infrastructure modifications,
surveys of existing discharges and public education will be used to protect water quality. Phase
II also addresses construction activities that disturb areas as small as an acre — requiring site
managers to control erosion.

Compliance calls for a concentrated effort among town, building, planning and zoning boards 
and highway departments, said Walter Artus, a senior project manager with Chazen Companies,
an engineering and environmental consulting firm that does work across the state.

"In the Hudson Valley, I think there's a lot of unawareness and they're not prepared," Artus said.

The new rules are an extension of regulations enacted in 1990. Those addressed storm-water
runoff from municipalities with populations greater than 100,000 and construction activities 
disturbing more than 5 acres.

"Gradually, we need to be getting ready for these regulations," said Tom Schueler, executive 
director of the Center for Watershed Protection. The Maryland-based organization works with 
governments and watershed organizations around the country on watershed protection, 
including storm-water management. The center recently helped the state Department of 
Environmental Conservation develop a storm-water management manual.

"It's going to require a pretty dramatic increase in effort at the local level," Schueler said.

To that end, municipalities and counties are holding informational seminars. Some have written 
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letters to the DEC, the state agency overseeing the federally-mandated program, as they prepare 
their approaches to an almost overwhelming task.

"In Patterson," Town Supervisor Michael Griffin wrote, "the system used to convey storm water 
is a network of unconnected pipes, catch basins and ditches which result in hundreds of 
storm-water outfalls. To have a surveyor prepare a map of all storm-water outfalls will cost in 
excess of $100,000."

About $3.4 million from the state's Environmental Protection Fund and $1 million in federal 
grants are available to help implement the program in New York. Cost is certainly a concern, 
Southeast Supervisor Lois Zutell said.

"We've started with some engineering studies and some planning studies, using (computer 
mapping) to locate pipes and catch basins," Zutell said.

Rockland officials are sponsoring an educational session Wednesday night on how to reduce 
storm-water runoff and meet the new requirements. More information is available by calling 
Rockland County Planner Joe Simoes at 845-364-3391.

"I think some of the towns might be surprised (at the amount of work needed to comply)," 
Simoes said.

There are low-cost ways to comply with the new law, environmental officials and consultants 
said. Occasional street sweeping, the vacuuming of catch basins and limiting the use of 
fertilizers that include phosphorous would help minimize the level of contaminants in runoff.

"It's time to get started," said Schueler of the Center for Watershed Protection. "We really can't 
clean up the waters of New York fully unless communities clean up storm-water problems."

Send e-mail to Michael Risinit 
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