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Where does our drinking water come from in WNY? (here) 

 
(Lake Erie) 

What are Combined Sewers? 
Combined sewer systems (CSS) are designed to collect storm water runoff, sewage, and industrial 
wastewater in the same pipes and bring it to the publicly owned water treatment facilities. These 
systems are typically found in older cities and villages like those in Western New York. 

What is a CSO? 
A combined sewer overflow (CSO) is the discharge of untreated sewage that happens when the 
supply of sewage exceeds the water treatment facility’s capacity to receive sewage. This happens 
most frequently during rain events. As a result, the excess sewage is discharged directly to our 
streams, rivers, and Lakes. This means raw sewage, including human waste, discharges directly into 
our drinking water supply. 

This is what that looks like: 
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So where does WNY sewer water go from a CSO? 
Combined sewer overflows go directly into Lake Erie, Buffalo River, Niagara River, and their 
tributaries through 36 separate CSO sites in WNY, most of which are in the 60th Senate District.1 
These CSO sites collect sewage from most of our communities in WNY, including suburbs 
surrounding the City of Buffalo which are outside the 60th Senate District. 

 

The results? Untreated human sewage draining into our 
recreational waters as well as our drinking water supply. 

Here’s what that means: 

� Lake Erie is frequently in violation of NYS water quality standards, 

� Impacts to human and aquatic health, 

� Beach closures due to sewage, detected by measuring of E.coli counts 

� Aesthetic impacts due to floating debris or slicks in effected areas such as Canalside, Buffalo River, 

Scajacquada Creek, Delaware Park, Cazenovia Creek, and the Outer harbor (to name a few), 

� Close shellfishing beds, 

� Toxic algae blooms, and 
� Reduced oxygen levels in the water which are harmful to organic life  

 
It is worth emphasizing that this is not just bacteria like E.coli but actual raw sewage—human fecal 
matter, urine, incompletely metabolized legal and illegal drugs, traffic pollution including asbestos 
and other waste products-- which contain untold diseases and pollutants.  
                                                           
1 There are approximately 937 CSOs in NYS. In the past 23 years this number has dropped from 1300 to 937. At this 
pace, it will take nearly another 70 years before the COS infrastructures in NYS are replaced (assuming funding). 
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Here is what the beach closures have looked like in WNY2: 
  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Oh, and in case you forgot, this is still the same lake we get our 
drinking water from through this, the Emerald Channel Intake 

 

 

                                                           
2 http://wivb.com/investigative-story/erie-county-beaches-closings-up-in-recent-years/ 
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Erie County has become particularly problematic with 58% of all reported sewage overflows 
statewide coming from just Erie County alone3. An estimated four billion gallons of raw sewage 
discharge into local waterways each year.  It is estimated that in November of 2015, 500,000 gallons 
of untreated sewage discharged into the Buffalo River from a single incident.   

 
 
So what's being done to fix the problems? Sadly, very little. 
The NYS DEC has set out two types of abatement categories: water quality based (more expensive) 
and technology based. The DEC set out the following options for abatement of CSO discharges while 
readily acknowledging that “these options can be expensive and may be cost prohibitive for some 
communities”: 

� Separation of storm water and sewer lines 

� Storage tanks to hold overflow during storm event 

� Expansion of waste treatment capacity 

� Retention basins to hold overflow during storm events 

� Screening and disinfection facilities for the overflow 

� Green infrastructure to reduce storm water flows into combined sewer system 
 

                                                           
3 http://www.buffalonews.com/city-region/more-sewers-overflow-in-erie-county-than-any-other-part-of-new-
york-20160310 
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The short of it—solving the problem is expensive and creates a real 
dilemma for our local communities. 
 
The estimated cost to upgrade sewer infrastructures and separate storm and sanitary sewers is 
as follows: 

o $50MM to upgrade sewer infrastructure in West Seneca  
o $70MM to upgrade sewer infrastructure in Cheektowaga 
o $1-2B to upgrade sewer infrastructure throughout WNY 
o $36B to upgrade sewer infrastructure in NYS over the next twenty years 
o $20B to upgrade sewer infrastructure alone4 

Recent social media post by County Legislator Pat Burke, who has been a steadfast advocate on this 
issue: 

“Caz Creek sewage update: Two months ago, I posted about the sewage 
discharges running from West Seneca into Caz Creek. I spoke with West 
Seneca officials and I am confident they are moving in the right direction! 
They have invested $19 million dollars over the last five years and plan to 
invest millions more. Because the Fairfax station before Caz Park is so close 
to the creek, the wet wells cause the system to back up, when this happens, 
the sewage release is 15mg per liter which is close to the average of mg per 
liter after the water is treated. There are still some problems with their 
system and I will do everything I can to assist them. Stay tuned!” 

Unfortunately, NYS Comptroller Thomas DiNapoli estimates there is an $800MM annual funding gap for 
sewer infrastructure alone. The reality is, the lack of investment in the state’s water infrastructure is a 
significant burden on local governments and a hindrance to economic development—it also poses a serious 
risk to our water supply and our health. 

Western New Yorkers should not have to choose 
between even higher taxes and drinking water 
that quite literally has crap in it. We need to fix 
this problem, and we need to fix it now. 

-Amber A. Small 

 
 

                                                           
4 Tapped Out, New York’s Clean Water in Peril, Environmental Advocates of New York, An analysis of the Sewage 
Pollution Right to Know Act of 2012. 
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Solutions? We’ve got some. 
� Calling on New York State to create a 20 year financing mechanism specific to CSO communities 

so they can afford mitigation measures and long term upgrades to sewer facilities. This could be 
accomplished through a combination of federal, state and private grants and the establishment 
of an annual state zero or low interest bond fund to finance infrastructure upgrades at an 
estimated cost of $1B a year. 

� Ensure that our communities adopt complete streets initiatives which include, not only 
accommodating all people who use the streets for transportation, but all the services these 
public spaces provide including sewer and water infrastructure upgrades. 

� Amend NYS Smart Growth law to obligate analysis of impact on existing/proposed sewer 
infrastructure. 

� Coordinate with communities to apply for DEC grants for monitoring CSO overflow5 
� Create short term solutions at brownfield sites to capture overflow and treat through wetland 

retention ponds and additional basins. These sites would need to be monitored closely and use 
plants and naturally occurring bacteria to break down sewage. After the infrastructure 
upgrades, these sites could still be used for the treatment of street runoff down the line. In 
addition to litter, traffic runoff often contains oil, gas, asbestos from brake dust, etc.6 

� Engage community stakeholders in every municipality while coordinating efforts across WNY to 
ensure this problem is handled holistically. 

� Implement monitoring and immediate alert requirements for CSO sewage spills. 
� Build a public relations campaign to notify the public of risks and solutions related to CSO 

events. 
� Explore all other possible solutions for both long term resolution and short term mitigation. 

Here are the benefits: 

� Ensuring water quality (including our drinking water) 
� Reduction in water lost through leaks in aging infrastructure 
� Recreation and tourism 
� Health and safety 
� Environmental conservation of our most precious natural resource—water 
� Reduction of toxic algae blooms in Lake Erie 
� Reduction of harmful bacteria such as E.coli 
� Security of not being dependent on water from outside WNY 
� Create good paying jobs throughout WNY from upgrading infrastructure 

                                                           
5 DEC recently announced an extension for the Sewage Pollution Right to Know Grant! The new deadline for applications is 
August 26, 2016. This is a grant for communities with CSOs. The grant is intended to provide up to $50,000 per community to 
install CSO discharge detection, monitoring, remote communications, or public notification systems. This will help notify the 
public of discharges of untreated sewage from combined sewer overflows. More can be found on the DEC’s sewage Pollution 
Right to Know CSO Grant page. 

6 "New York City found that it could avoid spending USD$3-8 billion on new waste water treatment plants by investing USD$1.5 
billion in the purchase of land around the reservoirs upstate. This land purifies the water supply for free." 
http://wwf.panda.org/about_our_earth/about_freshwater/intro/value/ 



8 | P a g e  
 #ThinkBigVoteSmall | www.smallforsenate.com | July 2016 

It should be emphasized that this is not just an expense for our communities, but an investment. The 
World Health Organization has estimated that for every US$1 spent on water supply, an economic 
return of at least US$3 is achieved.7   

Examples of communities who have done this: 

The City of Bremerton, Washington completed its CSO Reduction program in 2009 with an investment of 
more than $50 million that achieved a 99.9% reduction in CSO events and volume. The city continues to 
improve the combined sanitary sewer system in an effort to eliminate CSOs and reduce operating costs.   

 

  

                                                           
7 http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/wsh0404summary/en/ 


