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Windsor cleans up act as Detroit spews sewage into river

By Dave Battagello, The Windsor Star

While Windsor builds a $60-million riverfront basin to stop raw sewage overflows, the City of Detroit is dumping billions of gallons of untreated waste into the Detroit River.

The Detroit Free Press reported Tuesday Detroit’s ancient sewer system allowed 37.2 billion gallons of raw and partially treated waste into our shared waterways the past two years.

The newspaper studied state records and found record levels of bacteria polluting the river and other area water because of outdated and inadequate sewers.

“The City of Detroit’s wastewater treatment plant is the largest source of sewage-related contaminants in the entire Great Lakes,” said Matthew Child, director of watershed restoration for the Essex Regional Conservation Authority.

“Clearly, it’s a plant that requires upgrading or expansion. For Canadians, we definitely have a shared interest in seeing that addressed.”

Three dozen communities in Metro Detroit dumped a combined 80 billion gallons of excess sewage and other hazardous materials over the past two years into rivers and lakes - the volume of nearly seven million backyard swimming pools, the newspaper said.

But Detroit, which is facing a $300-million budget deficit and possible bankruptcy, does not have the will or resources to fix the problem. 

Other Detroit-area communities are also struggling to handle heavy rains which leads to raw and partially treated human waste overflowing the system and going into the river or lakes.

“The average person thinks that when they flush the toilet, everything is gone. Unfortunately, human waste ends up in our waterways a lot of times,” Doug Martz, chairman of the Macomb County Water Quality Board told the Free Press.

Detroit’s waste water plant is in the industrial community of Delray, not far from Zug Island. The water flow most often pushes that city’s raw sewage downriver toward Amherstburg and affects Lake Erie communities of Colchester, Kingsville and Leamington.

It’s part of the reason water quality conditions on Lake Erie this past summer were worse than we’ve seen in a long time, Child said.

“You saw water that was green,” he said. “A major source is from untreated sewage. It’s definitely a big concern.”

There were high hopes expressed Tuesday by environmentalists on this side of the border that an Obama administration US$475-million commitment to the Great Lakes in September may be tapped into to fix Detroit’s waste water plant.

But forget that idea, said Robert Burns, designated as Detroit Riverkeeper and leader for Friends of the Detroit River non-profit group.

“From what I understand, that current pot of money is not to be allocated for infrastructure improvements,” he said.

The funds are to be focused on invasive species, habitat restoration or cleaning sediments.

“You have all this money coming from the federal government on the U.S. side, but no help with infrastructure projects and that’s what we need to do,” said Burns. “It’s putting the cart before the horse. It makes no sense.”

Burns guessed it will take from $1 billion to $2 billion to complete the necessary work at the Detroit waste water plant. That’s about the same amount of government spending on the Detroit plant over the past 30 years, he said.

“These retention basins and sewer projects costs hundreds of millions to do and it’s unfortunate money available through Detroit and the federal government has diminished considerably.”

Meanwhile, Windsor has pushed ahead with a $110-million expansion of the Lou Romano treatment plant which has added a secondary treatment to sewage before it enters the river. In addition, the new retention basin being constructed until March 2011 along the riverfront between Devonshire Road and Ouellette Avenue will capture storm water overflow, give it primary treatment before either entering the river or redirecting to the Lou Romano plant.

Previously, about 50 times a year raw sewage would overflow in the core city into the river.

“This will take care of 90 per cent of the problem,” said Greg St. Louis, project manager for the city.

Prior to the two projects, Windsor was identified as the third-largest polluter in the province dumping sewage into the Great Lakes, according to data collected by Ecojustice, an environmental advocacy group.

Among eight municipalities responsible for dumping the largest amount of undertreated sewage in 2006 and 2007 into lakes Ontario and Erie, Windsor unloaded 4.3 billion litres of sewage and storm water overflow. Niagara Falls topped the list with seven billion followed by Hamilton with five billion.

Derek Coronado, of the Citizens Environmental Alliance, said that everybody is downstream from someone in the Great Lakes and while Detroit’s waste water woes largely affect downriver communities and Lake Erie, Windsor reaps toxic waters from as far away as Sarnia’s chemical and petroleum industry. 

“Windsor is taking advantage of some (federal) infrastructure money and that’s good, but we’re still downstream from someone else,” Coronado said. “Everyone in the Great Lakes has to make the effort.” 

He called the Detroit area’s sewage woes a longstanding issue. The combination of sanitary sewers and stormwater sewers into one system early last century — including Windsor’s city core — was “the biggest civil engineering mistake in the history of municipalities,” Coronado said.

“Every major community has these problems because sewage treatment can’t handle the volume,” he said.

If infrastructure dollars don’t come, then water conservation to ease stress on the system or support for green initiatives to cleanse the existing system are the only remaining alternatives, Coronado said.

