Congressmen press 2 bills on Lake Erie toxin 

National standard sought 

By Tom Henry, Toledo Blade Staff Writer
At least four members of Ohio’s congressional delegation are trying to fast-track efforts for a national standard to control western Lake Erie’s primary algae toxin while also seeking more federal money for infrastructure projects to reduce sewage overflows that contribute to the problem.

U.S. Rep. Marcy Kaptur (D., Toledo), U.S. Sen. Rob Portman (R., Ohio), and U.S. Sen. Sherrod Brown (D., Ohio) said on Wednesday that they have introduced a pair of bills in their respective chambers that call upon the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to expedite its review of dangers associated with microcystin, the toxin produced by at least two forms of Lake Erie cyanobacteria classified as harmful algal blooms, or HABs.

The bills would require the U.S. EPA to publish a health advisory on microcystin within 90 days.

U.S. EPA Administrator Gina McCarthy also would be required to issue a progress report within 120 days on consumption, treating, and testing, with the idea being that would fast-track the development of a national standard that area water plant operators and public health officials have demanded.

After learning about the bills via The Blade’s Web site, the agency issued a lengthy statement to the newspaper about what it is doing to accelerate research.

The EPA expects to have a health advisory for microcystin and at least one other toxin published by early 2015 to help plant operators and public health officials better protect the western Lake Erie region’s water supply.

“In addition, there is a current [U.S.] EPA project researching the treatment of algal toxins in numerous communities, including Toledo. The agency has been evaluating microsystin and other contaminants associated with algal blooms,” the U.S. EPA said. “The EPA is continuing to gather information to inform a determination whether to regulate these contaminants.”

The agency, in addition to other ongoing efforts related to algae research, noted its recent announcement for $12 million in Great Lakes Restoration Initiative funds to help track and address sources of western Lake Erie’s harmful algal blooms.

At issue is the World Health Organization’s recommended limit of 1 part per billion microcystin for drinking water, which many states, including Ohio, have used as a fallback because there is no federal EPA standard.

Numerous officials, including the administrations of Gov. John Kasich and Toledo Mayor D. Michael Collins, have implored the U.S. EPA to move faster and give them some peace of mind about whether the WHO standard is conservative enough.

Some states, such as Minnesota, haven’t waited and have adopted tighter limits.

“I hope our bill expedites the work on drinking water standards,” Miss Kaptur said.

Mr. Collins said he is “cautiously optimistic” about the bill.

“As I stated in my Aug. 11 letter to our elected federal officeholders, Toledo and many other cities need additional resources that can be put into research to find ways to reduce or eliminate harmful algal blooms as well as developing more cost-effective and reliable methods of testing," Mr. Collins said.

Mr. Brown said the action is necessary because American consumers and businesses “deserve a safe and reliable water supply.”

Mr. Portman said the Toledo water crisis, which occurred the first weekend of August when 500,000 metro area residents scrambled for bottled water when their tap water was deemed unsafe, showed it is “critical that all levels of government work together to determine if our drinking water is safe for human consumption.”

“As we continue to work to ensure that Ohioans have access to safe and clean drinking water, this legislation is an important step toward knowing what is safe and what is not,” Mr. Portman said.

During a conference call with reporters, Mr. Brown said the legislators did not put the U.S. EPA under a firm deadline to adopt a standard because “a date is a moving target we won’t know until the legislation moves.”

The U.S. EPA has said microcystin is one of more than 100 toxins in the natural environment that are under review.

It has given no timetable for when it will concur with the WHO guideline or develop a stronger one.

Also Wednesday, Mr. Brown released a report of more than 70 Ohio communities at various stages of re-engineering antiquated sewer systems that collect both raw sewage and storm water when there is heavy rain.

The resulting spills, called combined sewer overflows, affect waterways throughout the country but are especially pronounced in older cities in the Midwest and Northeast.

The report shows Ohio once had 90 communities affected by combined sewer overflows, many in northwest Ohio where sewage flows into the western Lake Erie basin and helps algae grow.

Combined sewer overflows are believed to be second-biggest contributor, after agricultural runoff, to phosphorus pollution in the basin.

The largest sewer problem in northwest Ohio is Toledo’s. The city is scheduled to complete its engineering fix in 2020 at a cost of $521 million. That work won’t eliminate overflows, but will reduce them to the point that they only occur during the largest storms. For years, raw sewage has spilled into area waterways after almost every rain.

In conjunction with the report, Mr. Brown said he introduced a bill that would authorize $1.8 billion over five years for a grant program to help financially strapped communities do the sewerage work under a 75-25 percent cost share.

But Mr. Brown said he was not sure how Congress would react to a proposal to increase the U.S. EPA’s multibillion-dollar Clean Water State Revolving Fund.

“I can’t say your rates will stabilize or come down tomorrow. But we can fund this,” Mr. Brown said. “We’ve had the best infrastructure in the world and now we’re behind.”

A similar bill was introduced in January by U.S. Rep. Bob Latta (R., Bowling Green) and a Democratic congressman from Minnesota, Tim Walz.

That legislation would give municipalities 30 years instead of 20 years to repay loans, and allow them to take up to 30 years to finish the work.
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