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Ohio beaches still second worst in country among coastline states
By Doug Brown, The Plain Dealer, Cleveland.com

Ohio beaches remain the second most polluted in the country and Cuyahoga County overtook Lorain County for the most polluted beach water among Ohio counties alongside Lake Erie, according to an environmental advocacy group. 

The Natural Resources Defense Council report released Wednesday analyzed more than 3,000 beaches last year from the 30 states with coastlines. It found Ohio's beaches are the most polluted along the Great Lakes. 

Euclid Beach and Villa Angela, both in Cleveland, were among 19 beaches across the nation on the list of top "repeat offenders," exceeding the EPA's maximum bacteria standards every year since 2007. 

The report said "our nation's beach water continued to suffer from serious contamination and pollutants by human and animal waste." The group has compiled its survey for 22 years. 

Frank Greenland, of the Northeast Ohio Regional Sewer District, expanded on the problem in the area. "The overflow of raw sewage to area waterways is a huge problem," he said during a joint press conference with the advocacy group on Wednesday. 
He said some of the contaminated water comes from outdated sewer systems -- many of which are 70 to 100 years old -- that leak into rivers and streams flowing into Lake Erie. 

"When a house gets old, a house starts to break down. Same thing with sewers," said Greenland. 

The natural resources organization studied regularly collected water samples at 62 beaches along the Lake Erie shoreline in 2011, and found 22 percent of the samples exceeded public health standards, nearly triple the national rate, and one percent higher than last year. One in three water samples in both Cuyahoga and Lorain County were excessively contaminated, the report said, more than four times the national rate. 

Louisiana remains the only state with worse beach water than Ohio. Louisiana's contamination rate dropped from 37 to 29 percent from 2010 to 2011. Ohio's contamination rose from 21 to 22 percent over the same span. 

"Ohio and other Great Lakes states have the same set of problems," said Karen Hobbs, senior analyst in NRDC's Water Program. These include aging and failing infrastructure, combined sewer systems that flow directly to the lake, and increased rain that the organization attributes to climate change. (Read the full text of the group's Great Lakes report in the DocumentCloud viewer below).

Hobbs said senior citizens, children and those with weak immune systems are particularly susceptible to waterborne illness that the bacteria can bring, including stomach flu, skin rashes, pink eye, and hepatitis. She pushed for the EPA to improve the standards of acceptable water pollution levels. 

Greenland, director of the sewer district's watershed program, said last year's record rainfall impacted the local numbers. "With increased rainfall comes increased storm water runoff, bringing more pollutant sources," he said. 

Local officials have also contended that:
Sewers in Cleveland and inner-ring suburbs that carry sewage from residential homes are unable to effectively carry rainwater, said Jeannie Chapman of the sewer district. She said when it rains, the old outdated pipes collect the runoff and create "discharge points," where the human waste leaks into water sources that flow into the lake. 

Pollution along Lake Erie is nothing new. Greenland said in 1972, an estimated nine billion gallons of raw sewage from the sewers flowed to the lake. That has now been reduced to about 4.5 billion gallons of raw sewage annually. 

The sewer district will spend $3 billion over the next two decades, primarily on seven massive tunnels to store wastewater overflows until they can be treated, part of a clean-up plan approved by a federal judge in 2011. The first of those tunnels should be built by 2015 and reduce pollution levels at Euclid Beach and Villa Angela, Greenland said.

He said a "regional storm water management program" should be in place next year to reduce pollution by "routinely inspecting, monitoring, maintaining and improving streams. ."

In the meantime, the sewer district is developing a predictive and real-time pollution monitoring system, called Nowcast , designed for beachgoers looking to stay clean. In the past, water pollution could only be known the day after, he said.

