Warning about water
Protecting aquifers, treating pollution crucial to life on L.I., speaker says
By Adrienne Lyons

Read the label on your lawn fertilizer before you
put it down.
That was the advice from Matthew Rizzo of the
conservation site liwater.org’s Jump In campaign
to members of the Baldwin Civic Association last
week.
Rizzo painted a grim picture of the status of fresh
water on Long Island, warning that nitrogen
from fertilizers is entering the local drinking
water in many places.
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The Bay Park sewage treatment plant in East
Rockaway

Baldwin, like most places on Long Island, gets its
water from the Magothy Aquifer, the middle of
the three underground aquifers that supply freshwater to the region. Because the top aquifer, the
Upper Glacial, is so polluted, most of the region has had to dig down to the Magothy.
The third aquifer is the 70-million-year-old Lloyd, which contains water that’s about 8,000 years old.
Because it’s so deep, accessing the Lloyd is difficult.
In the Five Towns, the wells are no longer using the Magothy; water already is being drawn from the
Lloyd, Rizzo said. ―We’re going to have to find another way to get water,‖ he warned.
Pollution from the Bay Park sewage treatment plant in East Rockaway is also affecting water quality
on Long Island, Rizzo said.
The plant, built in 1949, treats approximately 50 million gallons of sewage per day — 60 percent of
Nassau County’s sewage — and the treated effluent is released into Reynolds Channel.
The facility was out of service for two days after Hurricane Sandy, having been hit with a 9-foot tidal
surge, and roughly 100 million gallons of untreated sewage flowed into Hewlett Bay and Reynolds
Channel. Another 2.2 billion gallons of partially treated sewage was released during the 44 days it
took to fully restore operations. The discharge from Bay Park was the second worst in the Northeast
caused by Sandy –– and the worst in New York.
When it was installed, the plant’s outfall pipe was pointed west, so that effluent would flow into the
Atlantic and eventually disperse. But because of the tides and the slower-moving water of the
channel, treated waste has tended to linger, rather than flowing into the Atlantic.
If Bay Park’s effluent, whose high levels of nitrogen threaten aquatic plant and animal life in the
channel, were directed into the ocean instead, environmental experts contend, the wastewater would
dissolve in the ocean’s constantly moving water rather than remaining in the slower-moving waters
of the channel.

Now, Rizzo said, the current has pushed the effluent into the Woodmere dock.
As a result, he said, 60 percent of the salt marshes, coastal wetlands that are flooded and drained by
salt water brought in by tides, are gone. A second result, he said is the suppression of oxygen by
excess nitrogen.
Besides human waste and fertilizer, nitrogen is coming from pesticides. The highest concentration of
pesticides on the island is from wineries, Rizzo said.
Another problem with the water is a condition known as saltwater intrusion, which can stem from
excessive pumping. Some areas such as Long Beach, Rizzo said, are already seeing the effects of
saltwater intrusion into wells.
One solution is for governments to allocate money to capture nitrogen. This program would send the
excess nitrogen into the air, where it would dissipate, Rizzo said. Another possibility would be
legislation to limit fertilizer use.
Rizzo also advocated the passage of the Long Island water compact, an initiative that would install a
board to oversee the 45 water agencies across Long Island.
For homeowners, in addition to reading the labels on packages of fertilizer and following the
directions, Rizzo also recommended a program of organic lawn care that would include ending the
use of high-nitrogen fertilizers.
Mary Malloy contributed to this story.
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