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Ottawa River cleanup reaches an important milestone

By Tom Henry, Toledo Blade Columnist, toledoblade.com

The Ottawa River, known as Ten Mile Creek west of Toledo, has long been Ohio's most polluted waterway. But all is not lost.

The Ottawa reached a milestone in its long recovery this spring. The state of Ohio allowed some -- though not all -- of the river's do-not-eat fish advisories to end after 21 years.

Anglers now are encouraged to limit themselves to one meal a month of common carp and one meal a week of all other fish species caught in the Ottawa River between Main Street in Sylvania and Secor Road.

Between Secor Road and Auburn Avenue, anglers can enjoy a meal a week of other species, but should not eat carp at all.

Do-not-eat advisories remain in effect from Auburn Avenue east to where the river empties into western Lake Erie's Maumee Bay, because of high levels of industrial lubricants known as PCBs, which cause cancer.

Progress has been excruciatingly slow, but at least there is some. Last spring, advisories against making skin contact with river water were lifted for the first time in 20 years west of the I-475/I-75 split. Advisories remain in effect in the lower 8.6 miles of the river east of the I-475 East bridge.

The price of Ottawa River pollution goes beyond the millions of dollars spent to cap the most notorious landfills along its banks. You have to wonder whether North Toledo property values -- and the local economy -- would be better off today if all that toxic waste had been contained years ago, but that's hindsight.

The river has become one of the Great Lakes region's biggest examples of how much more costly it is to clean up pollution than to prevent it. In 1998, as officials were capping the river's two worst landfills, they spent $5 million to cut off, drain, and excavate a tributary that had been Ohio's hottest spot for PCBs for 26 years.

In 2010, the Ottawa played host to one of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency's largest projects. Nearly 300,000 tons of contaminated sediment were dug up at a cost of $47 million.

Much of the Ottawa's pollution predates modern environmental laws. Two decades ago, a local restoration committee called the Maumee Remedial Action Plan told me, the Ottawa was lined with a hodgepodge of nearly two dozen landfills, many contiguous to one another.

They weren't sure they knew where all the landfills were. Some were illegal, others had poor or little documentation, and all were presumed to be leaking.

Jeff Wander, a former Ohio EPA inspector, had rocks thrown at him when he made his rounds by boat. Local gadfly June Brown, an Ottawa Hills woman who became the river's biggest ally, relentlessly pursued lazy bureaucrats.

Much -- but not all -- of the pollution began during the era of so-called midnight haulers before World War II. But even after the federal government passed the landmark Clean Water Act in 1972 to curb industrial discharges, the river was written off as a sewer.

By the mid 1990s, toxic substances escaped from the Dura Avenue landfill so quickly that the city of Toledo applied what is best described as a steel bandage. It drove girders into the river where the most contaminated waste was coming out of the landfill, so that it could be captured and treated on-site.

But the bleeding continued along other parts of the river. The idea of landfills, legal or not, next to a body of water that flows into one of North America's largest freshwater lakes, Lake Erie, is mind-boggling. But the practice wasn't given a second thought years ago.

Nor is it a thing of the past. Toledo's Hoffman Road Landfill, which opened in 1975 and is expected to remain in operation through 2026, straddles the Ottawa, although it at least has the benefit of modern engineering to prevent leakage. Harsh industrial chemicals aren't allowed.

The Ottawa River is an example of how far we have come in dealing with waste disposal. Links between chemical exposure and cancer weren't on the nation's radar until 50 years ago, when marine biologist Rachel Carson published her groundbreaking book Silent Spring.

I still don't feel comfortable eating fish from the Ottawa River, or making contact with its water, even in areas now deemed safe. But with each sign of improvement, I think maybe there's hope for eventual recovery after all.

