Water Quality on Block Island

2003 Report of the Island Steering Committee

Akey goal of Block Island is to protect the guality of 1ts drinking water supply and the waters of 18 ponds and har-
bors. During the vear 2003 water guality was in general excellent, There were problems — improvements are still

necded — but mostly the news is good

To help i thes protection elfort. in 2000 the Town of New Shoreham recerved an $840.000. five-year arant from the
lederal Environmental Protection Agency, The Town Council created an lsland Steering Committee (18C) to coordi-
nate ¢fforts funded by this grant. 1SC works cooperatively with the public and private agencies concerned wath water
guality — the Harbors Department, Water Department, Sewer Commission, Shellfish Commission, and the
Committee for the Great Sall Pond. & nongovernmental community group performing water-quality monitoring: This

15 the ISC report tor the year 2I603,

WASTEWATER MANAGEMENT

While the town™s sewage disposal plant handles wastes
tor much of the wown's eommercial distnen mne out of
ten private homes have individual septic systems,
Llndersay now is o major effort oo inspeet all of these
pravate systems (there are 11350, o replace the gnes that
have Talled. and to upgrade the rest 1o the high standard
necessary o protect the island, Remaining cesspools are
tor b replaced with approved treatment sysiems. Further,
the law now reguires that all onderground Fuel storage
ks be removed,

The timetable: About one-ball of the sland’s septic sys-
tems have already been inspected. The rest are to be
inspected by the end of the year 2004, Required upgrades
o replacements are o be completed by the end of 2003,
Responsibility for zetting this done is cenlered 1 the
town's Office of Wastewater Management, which is par-
tially tunded by the EPA grant.

OF those mspected, 94 percent huve passed. The inspec-
tions also identified 33 cess pools and steel tanks which
must be replaced by the end ol 2005,

In addition. as of year-end 2003, 37 underground fuel
tunks had been found and removed. However. an accu-
riate hsting ol the nomber and location of these manks s
not available and the Tewn Council is currently consid-
ering adopting a regulation requiring their removal rather
than relying on volunary action

Beginning m November 2003, a private company, under
contract with the 1own, ook over the seplic-system
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inspection process, Costs lor this service: plus the costs
o run the wastewater management olTice, are covercd by
the EPA grant. Property owners are not charged for the
initial nspections, but are responsible for any costs
involved in uncovering the tank 1o provide access o the
nspedton

Financial Assistance: Moncy is available from the EPA
granl (o help homeowners defray the costs of inspecting
and upgrading septic systloms,

Acrebate of up o 5350 is offered o property owners 1o
help pay Tor ank improvements (e.g., adding a filter and
risers 1o provide access), There are Ffunds available for
the first 800 properties to be upgraded.

Further, the twown his added o new plan for people age 63
and over who ive on fised mcomes, and Tor property
owners living on the istind six months of the vear o
mere. They can gualify for rebates of up o 51000 1o
help cover tank improvement costs. These funds are
awvalable Tor work completed before the end of March
WA,
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PROTECTING THE
GREAT SALT POND
Cleanup plus prevention

Rlock Island’s Great Salt Pond s ome of the
husiest haating harbors i New England. and
the goal 1% w0 keep 1t one of the cléanest. so that
i1 meets safety standards Tor fishing. shell fish-
ing, and swimming. To that end the island has
4N exlensive program o monitor water quality
and 1o digpose of sewage from hoats (there are
more than 1,300 of then in the Great Salt Pond
o some busy summer weckends).

Cleaning up Sewage: 1Lis against the law o dis-
charge sewage from any hoat in any Rhode
[<land harhor. Block Island led the state i el
ting this “MNo Discharae” standard,

Successful enforcement reguires cooperation  from
hoaters. and convenient pumpoul Facilities for marine
holding tanks. Pumpout boats, operated by the town, arc
available on radio call throughout davlight hours, In
addition, marinas are reguired 10 affer pumpouLs.

There is no data on how much sewage the marinas pump
front boats (hose wasles 20 into the 1own’s sewer hnes
along with un-shore wastes senerated in the marinas. anl
cannot be differentiated). but there are figures from the
pumpout boals, and they are impressive: In 1992, the
pumpoul service collected about 15,000 gallons oF waste
(rom 8%3 boats, In 2003, pumpoul boats collected more
thart 110,000 gallons from 5,208 hoals.

A key point: On Block Istaril, this pumpout service is
free (o buaters, Costs are covered by the taxpavers and by
priviate donations,

Maonitoring for Quality: Two groups keep an cye ol
water quality i the Great Salt Pond. the Harbors
Department and the Committee Lor the Great Salt Pond
(CGSP)Y Harbors takes water samples at 14 locations.
and has them analyzed for fecal coliform. Every two
wieks during the sumimer CGSP volunteers collect sam-
ples at four locations in the Great Salt Pond and from six
wibutaries feeding into that harbor, Tests measure dis-
solved oxyeen. clanty, chlorophyll, and salimty. Onee 2
month, these samples are checked for bacteria, nirogen.
and phosphoris,

The results? At many test lpcations, most of the time in
20103, hacterial counts were well within limnits considered
ale for shell fishing and swimming. However, both
groups doing the testing reported rouble spots. Harbors
Department s lests showed higher coliform counts near
the marinas than in the anchorage arcas or ¢lsewhere in
the Great Salt Pond. Bacteria could have came from boat
sinks and showers (so-called “gray water™) or from ille-
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gal discharge of toilet wastes, CGSPTs tests show
mostly low bacterial counts in the Great Salt Pond, 1
high bacterial counts at several tributaries, In some cis:
these coliform counts were high multiples of sale leve
Clearly, while the Pond was mostly clean and heall
through 2003, some of the streams and drain-pipes U
feed into it were nol, Lund-based sourees were polluti
the Pond.

Two particularly bad problems, brou aht 1o light
CGSP's westing, were tracked down and corrected.
one. the Sewer Department identified an equipment |
ure that allowed sewage 1o flow Into 2 pond that drain
the seit. instead of being routed o the seWEeT syslem
the oiher, wastes were traced 1o private home, and
gwner was required Lo hook into the sewer asan ubu

PROTECTING THE FRESH WATER SUPP

While 90 pereent of the island’s homes have pri
wells, most hotels, stores and other gammercial e
lishments are supplied by the town Water Company,
public company has sin wells, with Sunds Pond usc
a stand-hy, Water 1s preated with FEVErse-OSIMOsts 0
ment. Perindic testing is dane 1o assure that drin
water is safe [or human consumption.. In 2003,
chowed thal tewn water wils well within limits 14
contaminants —microbials (bacteria and viruses).
canics (salts and metals), pesticides and herhicides
varions other organic compounds.

Further, 4 progoiamn wis introduced using grant fur
monitor ground water by sampling tap water m p
homes. Every spring and fall tap water samples ane
from 15 houses and analyzed for hacterial and che
contamination, The areas selected were matched
1986 study in order o identily potential water
changes. So [ar none has heden found,



HAZARDOUS WASTE DISPOSAL

After seven years of Town efforts; initiated by the
Conservition Commission, o arrange for an on-island
household hazardous waste pick up, the first collection in
lifteen vears was held on Auguost %, 2002, The response
wis far greater than expected. The success of this first
collection of paints, chermicals, and pesticides led to a
second huezardous waste pick up held on Octoher 23,
2003, when more than 4,000 pounds of waste from pes-
ticides 1o poison o paint was collected. This collection
wos conducted by Clean Harbors, an environmental con-
tractor, [or transport to the Rhode Island Resource
Recovery Corporation CEO-Depot on the mainland Tor
sale disposal.

PUBLIC WATER SOURCES

The condition of public water sources, which includes
cormmunity wells (Ministers/Sheep’s Meadow, Scarles
Ball. Transient (hotel and restauranty as well as the Town
water supply. is constantly monitored by the Rhode
Bsland Department of Health and waler compuny person-
nel. Transient water sources have hacterial analysis done
monthly, Reports of lecal coliforms may indicate humian
contamination and the water supply is condemned until
the souree is found and fixed. At this time there are 27
transient waler sources. three commumity wells and the
public water company on Block [sland,

The water company has 6 wells: 5 actively in use. Wells
#1.2.3 are relatively shallow, while wells #5 and 6 are in
i cretaceous aguifer over 200 leet deep. Wells are meas-
ured monthly lor water column height., drawdown and

Fresh Pond is designated by the Bhode Island State Department of
Heallh adan auxiliary drinking watar ragervoir.

pumping capacity. The height of the water column when
not being pumped retlects the aquiler level. There was
o varation between spring 2003 and fall 2003, indicat-
mg the aguifer is stable.  In addition 50 analates are
measured yearly pre- and post-treatment. giving data on
the condition of water being used and distributed.  This
includes inorganic, organic and radiologic compounds, A
water confidence report 1s mailed to all customers and is
also available at Town Hall, The state of Rhode 1slind
has conducted numerous classes and assessments dealing
with possible bioterror targets, To this end a study was
done that showed the water company wells wese not
under the direct influence of surface water.

SPECIAL PROBLEMS
Some special problems oceurred during the year To wit:

— Hueavy spring rains in 2003 raised the water tble on
the island and overloaded many sepuc systems. Many
systems required extra pumpouts. Some were [ooded 1o
4 point where they were condemned as “failed.” which
trizecred mandatory replacement.

~ A sewage spill occurred at one of the town's five
pumping stations when an old pump Guled. That pump
and another older unit have been replaced. A portable
senerator is being added (o the system. o be tiken 1o the
pump sites if needed becuuse ol power Lailures or brown
(LS,

— Oil spills were reported on several occasions, One
was in the Hog Pen at the south end of the Great Salt
Pond, during a fuel oil wranster. Others appear 1o have
heen leakaze from small eralt in the harbor.
The Great Salt Pond now has o spill-con
Leimmient hoat —a diesel-powered  lifeboat
manned by volunteers. Loaned by the Block
lsland Maritime Institute, and equipped with
the help of the Tourism Council, the boat is
kiept on anchor near the T nas.

— Boal sewage violations have occurred
despite the law, No one knows how often
this has happenad, but eyewitness accounts
tell of toilel wistes seen in the waler near
boats at marinas, and along beaches down-
wind. While the cleanup effort generally
rates as i osuccess, amd most boaters seem
willing o do ther part. it is clear that the
“No discharge” law 15 not 100% effective.

— Leaking underground fuel-storage tanks
are a serious threat 1o the island’s fresh
water supply, but the tanks have to be found
hefore they can be removed.  Large, com-
mercial tanks have already been rémoved.



but the wwn's building official belicves that 40 1o 50
tanks still exist at residences on the island, No one is sure
where all of them are locwed. Some homeowners T HAY
have tanks and not know i, The town offers a $300
rebate for digging out tanks, but this covers only a frac-
ton of the cost of removal and replacement.

SHELLFISHING AND AQUACULTURE

Shellfishing and agquaculture are important 1o the island,
and it is vital W keep the water clean lor clamming and
aystenng, Shellfish are particularly “pollution sensitive:™
The bacterial limit considered safe for swimming is 50
fecal coliform colonies per 100 milliliters of water; One
third of that is sbove the limit set for safe shell Fishing,
Thus. water monitors keep a close eye on coliform
counts in the Great Salt Pond locations where there are
two ovster farming operations. and in areas that are
opened 10 clamming at different times of the vear. The
Shelllish Commission has the authority Lo stop shell fish-
ing any time pollution numbers reach limits,

About 2.000 clamming licenses are sold euch vear b the
town: In recent vears clummers have harvested  more
than the Porl can supply. Thus the town has been seed-
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ing the Pond with additional shell fish — ahout 100,000
quahogs i year plus top necks and cherrystones. This
year they will be adding about 10,000 pounds of bay
scallops,

Muny New England harbors heavily used by hoaters can-
notsately permit shell fishing, Block Island can. but only
il it can be kept clean.
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