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Time for a set of independent eyes at Facility 3
By Steve Pollick, Toledo Blade Outdoors Editor
E.coli is a dirty word. For that reason, the city of Toledo needs to call in an independent outfit to test Facility 3 to find out whether the tens of thousands of tons of sewage sludge being dumped there poses a threat to public health and the water quality of Maumee Bay and Lake Erie.

We can’t tell for sure, based on the politically polarized polemics witnessed in City Council last week, with the prospect of more of same on the way. We’ll never know the reality of what is going on out there, at the corner of the Maumee River and Maumee Bay, unless we bring in an analytical entity with no skin in the game.

This is an issue for scientists to settle, not politicians, though the latter control the purse strings. It says here that some independent testing and review of the operation is a cheap reassurance to the public that now should be questioning the public health safety and environmental threat from so much waste held in a storage compound virtually on the doorstep of the inestimably important Maumee/Erie water resource.

Such testing, coupled with an independent evaluation of the sludge-handling program and an accounting of where all the stuff goes, might cost on the order of thousands of dollars. That pales when compared to the hundreds of thousands of dollars paid annually to handle up to 50,000-odd tons of sewage sludge every year, much of it at Facility 3.

Not to mention nearly half a billion dollars being spent to separate the city’s sewer system to prevent the occasional dumping on raw sewage infested with E.coli and other pathogens into the Maumee River. Nor millions more being spent to clean up a couple of creeks east of Toledo in efforts in part to improve swimming conditions at contamination-plagued beaches, such as the one at Maumee Bay State Park.

E.coli are bacteria and we couldn’t live without them. Beneficent strains of them live in our own intestines, and those of other animals. But some strains are nasty and the cause for concern, along with other disease-bearing “microbugs.” Witness the furor in Ohio last week over E.coli-tainted ground beef and the subsequent sickening of some families who are it. Or the big bad bean sprouts outbreak in Europe in June.

The public deserves to know the answers to lots of questions. A simple don’t-you-worry-about-it pat on the head doesn’t get it. Facility 3 initially was built 30 some years ago by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to hold contaminated dredgings from the Toledo Ship Channel. It is nearly filled up. Where next to put it, not to mention the sewage sludge the city has been dumping there for a decade in increasing tonnages? Do the dumpers need permits to do this? If so, do they have them?

Is the testing that city and Ohio Environmental Protection say they have conducted sufficient to assure no public health or water quality threats exist? Is annual testing done and is it enough to assure that the sludge operation is under control and regular scrutiny? Toledo, after all, does not stop flushing its toilets just because it’s raining or snowing or it’s frozen outside, and the end-result of wastewater treatment, the sludge, has to be handled continually.

What happens in big rain events, when everything floods? Does Facility 3 somehow overflow into the river or bay, carrying E. coli and disease pathogens with the flow? How is any landfill-ready sludge that supposedly has weathered long enough at Facility 3 accounted for? Does all of it go to the right places, or is it just dumped “somewhere”?

Well, you get the drift.

City Council has opened a can of worms with Facility 3. Council has dallied with the issue of a new sludge-handling contract for 18 months.

It can wait a little longer and assure the public that the job is being done safely. This is no time for fast-tracking or pooh-poohing the issue of sewage sludge. Our health and the health of the Maumee River, Maumee Bay, and Lake Erie, demand otherwise.
