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Upstream Sewage

Editorial, The Toledo Blade

The order by U.S. District Judge Sean Cox enables the Detroit department's director to hire, fire, and promote managers, to outsource work, and to overhaul work rules for union employees. The order preserves union contracts, but cancels rules governing seniority, overtime, and bumping rights, and prevents unions from filing grievances or charges of unfair labor practices. More cuts are expected after the next round of union bargaining.

Detroit's 71-year-old waste-water plant is the nation's largest. It treats sewage from more than 4 million residents. During the three decades the plant has been under federal court control, Judge Cox says, the system has run amok.

Mismanagement is behind the Detroit department's long-term failure to comply with the Clean Water Act, the 1972 landmark federal law that ushered in the modern era of sewage treatment.

Toledoans have paid much attention to the $521 million expansion and upgrade of this city's sewerage network, a program known as the Toledo Waterways Initiative. Yet the federal government needs to study further the connections between Detroit's waste water and western Lake Erie's algae. That could further strengthen the case against Detroit, to prevent 30 more years of pollution.

Sandy Bihn, an Oregon city council member and founder of the Lake Erie Waterkeeper Alliance, is ramping up her campaign for government studies of what gets into the lake via the Detroit River. Ms. Bihn toured the Detroit waste water plant last month.

She says she was alarmed to learn that several sludge incinerators were not working, causing waste to be stockpiled. Much of that waste gets washed into the Detroit River, even as the city continues a 10-year project to modernize the waste plant.

"It's like super-fertilizer," Ms. Bihn told The Blade. "It's huge. It has consequences for the lake, obviously."

At least 80 percent -- by some accounts, as much as 95 percent -- of the water in western Lake Erie's Maumee Bay comes from the Detroit River. The Maumee River is by far the next largest contributor.

Both waterways are affected by sewage overflows and agricultural runoff, as is the bay itself. The sheer volume of water that comes down the Detroit River -- as well as evidence that contributors to algae growth may be more resilient than previously thought -- means that pollution from the north cannot be ignored.

Judge Cox's order enforces a plan proposed by Detroit officials who seek more efficient sewage controls. As politically charged as administrative overhauls can be, it is in the best interest of Detroit, Toledo, and the entire Lake Erie watershed for this one to work.

