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OVERSIGHT - CHALLENGES IN MANAGING THE DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION WASTEWATER INFRASTRUCTURE


I. INTRODUCTION 
On December 11, 2019, the Committee on Environmental Protection, will hold an oversight hearing on the Department of Environmental Protection’s wastewater infrastructure, and the cause of the widespread flooding of basements in the South Ozone Park and South Jamaica neighborhoods with raw sewage. The Committee has invited representatives from the New York City Comptroller’s Office, the New York City Office of Emergency Management (OEM), the New York City Department of Environmental Protection (DEP), and other interested parties to offer testimony. 
II. BACKGROUND
During the early morning hours of Saturday, November 30th, a blockage in a sewage line at 150th Street near Kennedy Airport caused raw sewage to back up into basements in the South Ozone Park and South Jamaica neighborhoods.[footnoteRef:1] The blockage affected an area of approximately 40 square blocks, bounded by Baisley Pond Park and the Van Wyck Expressway to the east and west, and Rockaway Boulevard and the Belt Parkway to the north and south.[footnoteRef:2] Severity of flooding ranged from a few inches of raw sewage, to several feet in some homes.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  David Brand. Blocked sewage line floods hundreds of Queens homes with waste-tinged water. Queens Daily Eagle. December 2, 2019. https://queenseagle.com/all/blocked-sewage-line-floods-hundreds-of-queens-homes-with-waste-tinged-water  (last accessed 12/6/19)]  [2:  Michael Shain. City admits it was late to sewer mess. Queens Chronicle.December 5, 2019. https://www.qchron.com/editions/queenswide/city-admits-it-was-late-to-sewer-mess/article_fd62f39b-c45f-5c5a-8b9e-649e6112a38b.html (last accessed 12/6/19)]  [3:  Michael Shain. South Ozone Park sewage backup cleanup underway. Queens Chronicle. December 2, 2019. https://www.qchron.com/editions/south-ozone-park-sewage-backup-cleanup-underway/article_9531dfbe-1526-11ea-8119-33aa0700a6a0.html (last accessed 12/9/19)] 

A tweet from Mayor Bill de Blasio’s official twitter account appeared to state that sewage had backed up into approximately 300 homes,[footnoteRef:4] although Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) spokesperson Tim Timbers later clarified that the 300 figure referenced the number of homes in the service area of the affected sewer line, while confirmed flooded basements numbered closer to 80 homes.[footnoteRef:5] Residents reported that their calls to 311 to alert city officials of the issue were not addressed with a level of urgency befitting the situation.[footnoteRef:6] DEP Commissioner Vincent Sapienza stated that 311 staff did not initially recognize that the cluster of calls from the area were related to the same issue.[footnoteRef:7] Analysis of the 311 service request dataset on the NYC Open Data Portal found 504 total sewer or street flooding related calls between 11/30/19 and 12/3/2019, with 21 citing an incident within the affected zip code.[footnoteRef:8] [4:  Mayor Bill de Blasio. Twitter Post. November 30, 2019. 3:06pm . https://twitter.com/NYCMayor/status/1200914077662547969 (last accessed 12/6/19)]  [5:  Jim O Grady. 'It's Not A Nice Situation,' Says Homeowner After Sewage Tsunami Hits South Jamaica. Gothamist. December 1, 2019. https://gothamist.com/news/its-not-nice-situation-says-homeowner-sewage-tsunami-hits-south-jamaica (last accessed 12/6/19)]  [6:  Michael Shain. City admits it was late to sewer mess. Queens Chronicle.December 5, 2019. https://www.qchron.com/editions/queenswide/city-admits-it-was-late-to-sewer-mess/article_fd62f39b-c45f-5c5a-8b9e-649e6112a38b.html (last accessed 12/6/19)]  [7:  Id. ]  [8:  NYC Open Data Portal. 311 Calls from 2010 to Present. https://data.cityofnewyork.us/Social-Services/311-Service-Requests-from-2010-to-Present/erm2-nwe9 (last accessed 12/5/19)] 

Residents were informed by DEP officials that their potable water supply was not contaminated by the backup, but were asked to curtail water usage until the blockage could be bypassed, in order to avoid further compounding flooding already exacerbated by heavy rains on Sunday, December 1st.[footnoteRef:9] The residents were also asked to turn off their heat, hot water, and electricity while the problem was addressed.[footnoteRef:10] A temporary aboveground bypass system completed on Sunday December 1st was expected to prevent further backup issues while the affected sewer line, located 40 feet below ground, is repaired.[footnoteRef:11] As of Monday, December 9th, the cause of the backup had yet to be determined,[footnoteRef:12] but a blockage caused by grease, or potential collapse have been suggested as possible causes.[footnoteRef:13] [9:  Michael Shain. City admits it was late to sewer mess. Queens Chronicle.December 5, 2019. https://www.qchron.com/editions/queenswide/city-admits-it-was-late-to-sewer-mess/article_fd62f39b-c45f-5c5a-8b9e-649e6112a38b.html (last accessed 12/6/19)]  [10:  Rosemary Misdary and Clayton Guse. No end in sight for hundreds of Queens residents left homeless by sewage flood. New York Daily News. December 1, 2019. https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/ny-queens-sewage-flood-water-main-thanksgiving-20191201-fbbw64cay5gubfrhxhtvqp34eq-story.html (last accessed 12/9/19)]  [11:  Rachel Green et al. Queens Residents Suffer Second Wave of Sewage Backups. New York Post. December 2, 2019  https://nypost.com/2019/12/02/queens-residents-suffer-second-wave-of-sewage-backups/ (last accessed, 12/9/19)]  [12:  Rainier Harris. South Ozone Park residents deal with latest sewage spill after decades of disrepair. Queens Daily Eagle. December 9, 2019. https://queenseagle.com/all/south-ozone-park-residents-deal-with-latest-sewage-spill-after-decades-of-disrepair (last accessed 12/9/19)]  [13:  Michael Shain. South Ozone Park sewage backup cleanup underway. Queens Chronicle. December 2, 2019. https://www.qchron.com/editions/south-ozone-park-sewage-backup-cleanup-underway/article_9531dfbe-1526-11ea-8119-33aa0700a6a0.html  (last accessed 12/9/19)] 


III. RESPONSE TO THE SEWAGE INCIDENT 
On December 2nd, 2019, Mayor Bill de Blasio announced that the City of New York, through NYC Emergency Management, intended to use emergency procurement to hire contractors to clean homes affected by the sewage spill.[footnoteRef:14] Additionally, DEP has acknowledged responsibility for the incident, enabling affected residents to file compensation claims with the Comptroller’s office.[footnoteRef:15]  A service center located at the Courtyard Marriot at 145-11 North Conduit Avenue was set up to serve as an intake center for affected homeowners to access city resources and obtain assistance with claim forms to seek reimbursement for out of pocket expenses.[footnoteRef:16] A DEP command center was set up at 133rd Avenue and Inwood Street for residents to inform DEP staff whether their basements needed to be pumped,[footnoteRef:17] and the NYC Office of Emergency Management and the Red Cross of New York has been providing shelter, food, and water at P.S. 223 on 150th Street and Sutphin Boulevard.[footnoteRef:18] City workers also canvassed the affected neighborhood, going door to door to assess damage and identify homes in need of assistance.[footnoteRef:19] Mayor de Blasio has committed the city to paying for cleanup costs, and to repairing or replacing boilers and hot water heaters destroyed by the flooding.[footnoteRef:20] [14:  NYC Office of the Mayor.  City Activates Emergency Procurement Contracts to Quickly Clean Homes Affected by Sewage Backup in Queens. https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/587-19/city-activates-emergency-procurement-contracts-quickly-clean-homes-affected-sewage-backup-in#/0 (last accessed 12/9/19)]  [15:  Anna Sanders. Cause of Queens sewage backup still unknown, repairs days away. New York Daily News. December 2, 2019. https://www.nydailynews.com/news/politics/ny-queens-sewage-backup-cause-unknown-repairs-20191202-qvzgzeogrzbwrdibg4iahq3bpq-story.html (last accessed 12/9/19)]  [16:  Id. ]  [17:  NYC Water. Twitter Post. Sunday, December 1, 2019. 7:21am. https://twitter.com/NYCWater/status/1201159641520099329 (last accessed 12/9/19)]  [18:  NYC Water. Twitter Post. Sunday, December 1, 2019. 7:30am https://twitter.com/NYCWater/status/1201161580244881408 (last accessed 12/9/190]  [19:  Michael Shain. South Ozone Park sewage backup cleanup underway. Queens Chronicle. December 2, 2019. https://www.qchron.com/editions/south-ozone-park-sewage-backup-cleanup-underway/article_9531dfbe-1526-11ea-8119-33aa0700a6a0.html (last accessed 12/9/19)]  [20:  Lorraine Mongelli and Bruce Golding. De Blasio finally visits neighborhood fouled by sewage backups. New York Post. December 2, 2019. https://nypost.com/2019/12/02/de-blasio-finally-visits-neighborhood-fouled-by-sewage-backups/ (last accessed 12/9/19)] 

IV. LOCAL WASTEWATER INFRASTRUCTURE MAINTENANCE
Residents of South Ozone Park have long complained about inadequate sewage infrastructure, with requests for facility improvements included in nearly every community board district need statement since 2008.[footnoteRef:21] A DEP spokesperson informed the Queens Eagle that the sewer network in South Ozone Park was last checked a month ago, but no details about the thoroughness of checking procedures, or whether the specific section that failed was inspected, were reported.[footnoteRef:22] A DEP map of projects in Southeast Queens shows an ongoing sewer line repair project in the affected neighborhood that began in 2017, and is expected to be completed in 2020.[footnoteRef:23] It is not known whether the blockage is related to the subject of the ongoing work. According to the DEP State of the Sewer 2018 report, approximately 635 miles of Queens sewer lines have been cleaned since 2013 in response to a complaint, and approximately 1,250 miles of sewer line have been cleaned on a proactive basis in the same timeframe.[footnoteRef:24] The report indicated that 87% of confirmed sewer backups in Queens were caused by grease blockages, the second highest of any borough, and 11% higher than the citywide average.[footnoteRef:25] [21:  Rainier Harris. South Ozone Park residents deal with latest sewage spill after decades of disrepair. Queens Daily Eagle. December 9, 2019. https://queenseagle.com/all/south-ozone-park-residents-deal-with-latest-sewage-spill-after-decades-of-disrepair  (last accessed 12/9/19)]  [22:  Id. ]  [23:  NYC Department of Environmental Protection. Ongoing Projects, Southeast Queens. https://nycdep.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Styler/index.html?appid=d65115c04eed4410bb5e068f22f3e290 (last accessed 12/9/19)]  [24:  NYC Department of Environmental Protection. State of the Sewers 2018. https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dep/downloads/pdf/water/wastewater/state-of-the-sewers-2018.pdf (last accessed 12/9/19)]  [25:  Id. ] 


V. LOCAL HYDROLOGY
According to hydrological analysis done by the United States Geological Services, as of 2010, the water table in South Ozone Park is less than 11 feet below the soil surface.[footnoteRef:26] Shallow water tables are associated with a heightened risk of substructure flooding,[footnoteRef:27] and present a challenge for crews working to repair the sewer main, as the high water table necessitates wells to be drilled to drain water from around the affected section, which must then be sealed off before repairs can begin.[footnoteRef:28] Additionally, sewer pipes that run through areas with a high water table can be overwhelmed by inflow and infiltration of the surrounding water in the event of a crack in the pipe, as groundwater drains into the channel, filling the sewer to capacity, causing backflow to flood into any areas below the overload level.[footnoteRef:29] [26:  US Geological Services. Historical hydrologic monitoring and analysis by the USGS in the five boroughs of New York City. ]  [27:  Id. ]  [28:  Michael Shain. City admits it was late to sewer mess. Queens Chronicle.December 5, 2019. https://www.qchron.com/editions/queenswide/city-admits-it-was-late-to-sewer-mess/article_fd62f39b-c45f-5c5a-8b9e-649e6112a38b.html  (last accessed 12/6/19)]  [29:  Global Water. Why is inflow and infiltration a problem? http://www.globalw.com/support/inflow.html (last accessed 12/9/19)] 

VI. HEALTH CONCERNS FOR AFFECTED HOMEOWNERS
Untreated sewage can contain a variety of dangerous pathogens such as those that cause cholera, dysentery, typhoid, and hepatitis, as well as parasitic organisms such as cryptosporidium, giardia, roundworms, tapeworms, hookworms and whipworms.[footnoteRef:30] These pathogens can present significant health risks to exposed parties. Proximity to raw sewage can also expose individuals to dangerous gases such as hydrogen disulfide, methane, ammonia and carbon monoxide, which can cause symptoms ranging from sore throat, cough, chest tightness, breathlessness, thirst, sweating, to irritability, with higher levels of exposure correlated to more severe symptoms.[footnoteRef:31] [30:  U.S Environmental Protection Agency “Public Health Concerns About Infectious Disease Agents” https://www3.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/mstr-ch5.pdf (last accessed 12/6/19)]  [31: Rajnarayan R. Tiwari. Occupational health hazards in sewage and sanitary workers. United States National Institute of Health https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2796749/ (last accessed 12/6/19)] 

Additionally, damp conditions in the aftermath of a flood incident often lead to mold contamination throughout affected areas, with walls, carpets, wood, porous materials such as ceiling tiles, books, papers, items made from composite particleboard, and appliances containing insulation, such as refrigerators, freezers, cooking stoves, dishwashers, hot water heaters, washing machines and driers at high risk of harboring spores and fostering mold growth.[footnoteRef:32] Exposure to mold can trigger asthma attacks, result in nose and throat irritation, wheezing, coughing, lower respiratory tract infections, and lead to more serious lung infections in populations with pre-existing respiratory conditions, and the immunocompromised.[footnoteRef:33] Infants who live in homes with a high Environmental Relative Moldiness Index (ERMI) are more likely to develop asthma symptoms by the age of 7 than those living in homes with low ERMI values, with each 10 point increase in ERMI correlated with an 80% increase in asthma risk.[footnoteRef:34] [32:  Federal Emergency Management Agency. Mold can be a Danger After Flooding. https://www.fema.gov/news-release/2010/09/22/mold-can-be-danger-after-flooding (last accessed 12/6/19)]  [33:  Id. ]  [34:  National Institute of Health. Household Molds Linked to Childhood Asthma. https://www.nih.gov/news-events/nih-research-matters/household-molds-linked-childhood-asthma (last accessed 12/9/19)] 

VII. CONCLUSION
While DEP works to address this issue, steps should be taken to assure that residents are not burdened with debris and sewage from a failure to properly maintain the wastewater infrastructure.  Actions need to be taken to protect residents from the potential negative health effects associated with the damage this incident has caused.  The Committee would like to know what efforts are being made to address and prevent situations like this from occurring.  Clogged or broken infrastructure needs to be regularly addressed and impacted residents should be assisted in making claims to address the considerable damage to their homes.  
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