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MICHAEL MALLIN
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Wise planning protects water

he natural beauty of the
T coastal environment is a

major draw for both tour-
ists and new residents. However,
unless environmentally sound
planning is incorporated into
coastal development schemes,
some of the very qualities that
draw people to the coast will be
lost beyond repair.

In the past two decades the
North Carolina coast has experi-
enced a huge increase in popula-
tion. This population increase has
led to major changes in the land-
scape, from sparsely populated
rural character to densely popu-
lated urbanized development.

The population increases and
associated land use changes have
caused water quality problems in-
cluding algal blooms, fish kills,
and closing of shellfishing areas
due to high levels of fecal bacte-
ria. This not only leads to ecologi-
cal damage to our water re-
sources, but economic loss to
commercial fishermen and their
dependents as well.

These water quality problems
are caused by inputs of pollution
from the changing landscape. The
pollutants include nitrogen and
phosphorus from fertilizers, bac-
teria from manure deposited by
dogs, cats, and other domestic or
wild animals, pesticides and her-
bicides, metals from industrial or
commercial areas, and other toxi-
cants.

Because of sewage treatment
improvements in recent years,
most coastal pollution now enters
our waterways by being washed
in from the landscape during rain-
storms, called non-point source
pollution. The U.S. EPA cur-
rently considers non-point
source runoff to be the biggest
threat to our water quality.

There are several ways to re-
duce non-point source pollution.
Some of these include establish-
ment of streamside vegetated
buffer zones, constriction of
properly functioning wet deten-
tion ponds, installation of biofil-
ters to treat runoff, and preserva-
tion and construction of wetlands.
However, the greatest gains in
water pollution prevention for
developing areas can be achieved

The greatest gainsin
water pollution
prevention can be
achieved by proper
advance planning for
environmentally-
friendly growth.

by proper advance planning for
environmentally-friendly growth.

In a forested or rural area, rain-
water and runoff infiltrates
through the soil and vegetation,
and in doing so is cleansed of pol-
lutants. When such an area is de-
veloped, a large portion of the
natural terrain ends up being cov-
ered by roofs, roads, driveways,
sidewalks, and garking lots.
These are called impervious sur-
faces, because the rainwater can-
not pass through these surfaces.
Thus, the land cannot function as
a pollution filter but instead accu-
mulates pollutants on these im-
pervious surfaces.

Recent scientific studies from
around the country have shown
that stream water quality de-
creases with increasing amounts
of impervious surface coverage in
the watershed. In New Hanover
County, tidal creeks that have
watersheds containing more than
10 percent impervious coverage
become closed to shellfishing
from high bacterial counts. Re-
search in other states has shown
that impervious coverage above
ten percent causes declines in

»stream fish and bottom organism

communities, and impervious
coverage above 30 percent
causes severe pollution of the
water.

Another problem caused by
impervious surfaces is an in-
crease in flooding. The rainwater
is not absorbed by soil and vege-
tation, but instead strikes pave-
ment and other surfaces and
rushes off down hill. Water thus
accumulates elsewhere on yards,
roads, or businesses, causing
flooding that may last for days.

The increased amount of water
rushing into a stream after a rain-
storm also causes erosion of
stream banks
properties. The flooding that
commonly occurs in urbanized
lowland coastal areas is largely

d the adjoining .

caused by loss of natural wet- -
lands coupled with large in-

creases in impervious surface
coverage.

The way to combat these prob- V

lems is to anticipate them and
plan development ‘in advance.
The overall goal in such planning
should be to minimize the
amount of impervious surface
coverage of an area while maxi-
mizing the amount of “green”
space, preferably landscape left in
its natural vegetation. There are
a number of ways to achieve this.

- Shopping area parking lots are
often designed for maximum holi-
day shopping traffic, while large
paved areas lie unused during
much of the year. Outlying park-
ing areas can be left in grass or
covered with “semi-pervious”
materials that allow percolation
of water while still providing a
solid substrate to support an au-
tomobile. In less-used areas,
sidewalks can be placed on one
side of the street only instead of
both sides.

Instead of large paved cul-de-

sacs on dead end roads, T-shaped
turnarounds can be used, or traf-
fic circles with vegetated areas in
the middle. Instead of developing
wetlands, these important pollu-
tion filters should be preserved
and can even be incorporated into
runoff treatment schemes. Vege-
tated buffer zones consisting of
native plants should be left along
streams and runoff ditches to re-
duce inputs of nitrogen, phos-
phorus, sediments, and bacteria.

There are many other proven
techniques that planners, elected
officials, and developers can uti-
lize to preserve water quality in
developing areas, so that the
beauty and ecological function of
natural areas will be maintained
for future generations.

Michael Mallin is a research as-
sociate professor at the University of
North Carolina at Wilmington’s
Center for Marine Science.
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hostile to regulation, the Environ
mental Working Group said

plant owned by DuPont and by
three sewage plants, one run by

% of USA’s waterways still not cleaned, EPA says

Former and current government
employees say that the landmark
lean Water Act of 1972 is being
thwarted by state pollution control

encies that let powerful polluters
off the hook, and by federal officials
who fail to step in.

Among their charges:

» In Montana, criminal penalties
are invoked against big
luters, which are treated more li

[

:
|

is nothing like it is on paper,” says
David Sligh, former senior environ-
mental engineer at the Virginia De-
partment of Environmental Quality

A new M< the Environ-
mental iﬂ roup, an envi-
ronmental advocacy group, says
42% of state inspections of facilities
that already had been found in vio-
lation of the Clean Water Act were
“drive-by,” in which inspectors
weren't required to get out of their
cars. More than 280 facilities run
by known _uuansiug.n in-
spected at all, says an
uﬁwnw of EPA data »ﬁ:ﬂﬁcﬁ
1997 to October 1999, .

That doesn’t mean there's been
no progress. In 1972, about 60% of
waterways were too polluted for
swimming or fishing, and head-
lines were filled with environ-
mental horrors: Ohio’s Cuyahoga
River bursting into flames; Boston
Harbor called a cesspool; and Lake
Erie declared dead.

Those environmental uagedies
were largely righted. More broadly,
an infusion of federal funds helped

states treatment;
plants ._._.G_.wﬁmﬁ un_u___niﬁ or barely

;
§
;
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One upshot is that water quality
varies widely from state to state. A
fish ﬁ% state considers Hﬂan
contam mercury to
eaten can be on the menu in anoth-
er, says Barry Sulkin, Tennessee's
former chief of water pollution en-
forcement.

The EPA's own Office of inspectoi
General criticizes the agency for al-
lowing states to adopt weak water
quality. For example, EPA officials
who oversee Delaware, Pennsylva-
nia, Maryland, Virginia and West
Virginia permitted those states to
use “less protective” water quality
criteria that made it possible for
bacterial contamination to go un-
detected, the inspector's office re-
ported in 1999.

State and local employees who
are aggressive enforcers of envi-
ronmental rules say they are often
chastised or penalized by their su-
periors for angering politically
powerful lawbreakers. “My em-
ployees and | would get chewec
out if the (polluters) complainec
that the water quality standarde
were too restrictive,” says Sligh,
who now works for the American
Rivers environmental group.

State officials deny that

“We put a lot of effort into en-
forcing the law as consistently as
possible,” says Bill Hayden, &
spokesman for the Virginia Depari-
ment of Environmental Quality

But justice is not dispensec
equally, Sligh and others say

A few years ago, the Smith River
in south central Virginia was being
polluted by a now-closed chemical

the city of Martinsville and two by
Henry County, Sligh says. The pub-
lic facilities complained and were
relieved of meeting the standards
imposed on DuPont

“It's possible for different facil-
ities to have different permit stan-
dards,” Hayden says.

Sulkin says that even when pol-
luters are fined, they might not end
up paying in full. Violators may re-
negotiate penalties, refuse to pay
or declare bankruptcy, he says.

State officials say they purposely
allow lawbreakers to avoid paying
the whole penalty if they take ac-
tion to stop pollutin,

Former state employees aiso say
they have pleaded with regional
EPA officials to step in and veto per-
mits to polluters, and to force state
agencies to live up to the Clean Wa-
ter Act or forfeit federal funds re-
ceived for carrying out the law.

With EPA help, states do a better
job of following the law and dealing
more severely with polluters, say:
Kevin Keenan, former manager ol
enforcement and legal support foi
Montana’s water quality agency
But the EPA, understaffed and fac-
ing a hostile Congress, often seems
to care more about ﬂm,ﬁ::m along
with state agencies than oversee-
ing them, he adds.

The EPA is in a tougn spot, but
does step in when a state doesn'
do its job, says J. Charles Fox, assis-
tant EPA administrator for the Of-
fice of Water. “In the long run, we
will be more successful, I would ar-
gue, if we work with the states to
build their capabilities.”




