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The Waterfront Alliance is a non-profit civic organization and coalition of more than 
1,000 community and recreational groups, educational institutions, businesses, and 
other stakeholders committed to restoring and revitalizing New York Harbor and the 
surrounding waterways.  
 
Over the last generation, many of New York’s waterways have become clean 
enough for regular recreational use, as more people are boating, fishing, and 
swimming in our shared waters thanks to progress spurred by the Clean Water Act and 
capital improvements made by the City and the State. New York Harbor is also now a 
more conducive place for fish, shellfish, and marine bird populations, even as 
commercial shipping grows.  
 
But we still have a long way to go in order to meet the standards of “fishable and 
swimmable” waters. While toxins in our waterways have been reduced considerably, 
significant problems persist. One significant cause of water pollution is combined 
sewer overflow (CSO), which occurs when excess stormwater and untreated 
wastewater discharge directly into the city’s waterways. On average, approximately 20 
billion gallons of sewage are dumped into the waters each year, depending on rainfall 
volumes. We must take several steps to ensure that our waterways are not only 
protected but improved, to foster the wellbeing of millions of residents and visitors and 
support the regional economy. 
 
We are at risk of underinvesting in solutions to our antiquated combined sewer 
system that pollutes the waterways during precipitation events. In 2005, the City 
and State executed an order to reduce CSO volume in New York City. This agreement 
called for a citywide and waterbody-specific long-term control plans (LTCPs) to achieve 
specific standards consistent with water quality goals of the Clean Water Act. Twelve 
years later, six LTCPs have been approved, of which with several more pending or 
under development.  
 
Additional review of and financing for CSO remediation plans is necessary for 
public health and environmental sustainability. Unfortunately, these plans fall short 
of what is needed to properly clean our waters. They fail to meet federal health 
standards for contact with the water. After implementation, they will continue to allow 
billions of gallons of sewage to overflow annually into our waterways. Several plans do 
not reduce sewage outfall, opting instead for a chlorine disinfection technique, which 
would kill indicator bacteria rather than clean the waterways. Twelve years into the 
process, several plans allocate a decade or more to complete the system upgrades.  
 
The City should conduct a review of citizen science results to identify potential 
modifications to timing and locations of its sampling program to sample where 
people come into contact with the water. Water quality samples are taken at dozens of 
locations across the city’s waterways by both NYCDEP and citizen scientists. This year 
the Waterfront Alliance launched the Harbor Scorecard, which among other indicators 
measures New York City community districts’ relative water quality based on combined 
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sewer overflow volume, Enterococcus bacteria and oxygen levels for fish survival. It 
revealed significant disparities: official water testing samples, generally taken in mid-
channel locations, fail to meet EPA standards for safe swimming in approximately 20 
percent of samples. Samples collected by citizen scientists, at nearshore areas where 
people are using the water for recreation and education, fail the same standards in 
roughly 33 percent of tests. Additionally, the City should commit to adopting the EPA’s 
current water quality standards for bacteria that pose human health risks, rather than 
the State’s outdated standards, which the EPA has found do not protect public health. 
 
The City should also prioritize green infrastructure improvements for better 
stormwater capture and healthy communities. Green Infrastructure captures 
stormwater runoff from streets, sidewalks, parking lots, and rooftops to reduce flow into 
overburdened sewers, as well as provides new community green space, using 
engineered systems that typically feature soils, stones, and vegetation. Greater review 
should be applied to ensure that NYCDEP will meet the long-term goals established 
through its Green Infrastructure Program, launched in 2011. Crucially, every agency, 
not just DEP, should commit to green infrastructure in all public construction projects, 
and have the necessary resources to do so. 
 
In addition to public investments, the City should develop a mix of incentives 
and penalties encouraging property owners to reduce their stormwater runoff. 
The City should study how and whether to reform NYCDEP’s current stormwater 
revenue mechanisms, which are based on metered water usage. One approach 
commonplace in more than 1,000 municipalities nationwide would be to create a 
stormwater fee, based on a property’s impervious area, in which rate payments reflect 
a property’s contribution to discharge and pollution, rather than usage. Use of green 
infrastructure, porous pavement, or green rooftops could lead to reduced rate 
payments and help establish a “polluter pays” principle for our shared waterways. 
 
New York City should be a world leader with healthy waterways for everyone to 
use. We look forward to the day when we do not look longingly on the Hudson, East, 
or Bronx Rivers on a sunny day after heavy rainfall the day before, and when untreated 
sewage poses no longer poses health risks to paddlers, swimmers, and marine habitat. 
We thank you for the opportunity to present this testimony, and welcome any questions 
you may have. 
 


