
New Rule Would Save Money But Won't Save Polluted 
Rivers 
 
Published: May 2, 2006 
 
The state Department of Environmental Protection needs to be concerned with the costs of 
environmental regulations. But the agency should not lose sight of its primary mission: protecting 
resources. 
 
And its proposed water quality standards seem more concerned with cutting costs than saving 
rivers. 
 
The DEP has set the bar far too low in a proposal that would allow industries and municipalities to 
continue fouling water bodies rather than clean up their operations. The rule, which would take  
effect only after approval by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, applies to the lower 
Hillsborough, the St. Johns and other rivers around the state. 
 
The Clean Water Act requires states to develop cleanup plans for polluted waters and sets water 
quality standards for oxygen, bacteria, chlorides and other factors. For rivers that are badly 
polluted, the EPA may grant states a variance, but first they must demonstrate to federal 
regulators that a major cleanup is unrealistic. 
 
DEP officials want to relax standards for some tainted rivers, saying the target standards would 
not be achievable even if they were restored to their natural state. 
 
"If natural resources can be fully protected at a cost of $500,000, do you think it would be 
responsible of us to spend $1 billion?" Jerry Brooks, deputy director of resource management for 
DEP, asked the Tribune's Mike Salinero. 
 
Nobody wants to waste money, but, as conservationists point out, the DEP plan would use a 
vague scientific methodology to justify lowering water-quality standards. 
 
In contrast, EPA now requires states to follow a rigorous scientific protocol. 
 
With only modest scrutiny, the proposal would free sewage plants and industrial operations from 
ever having to cut pollution discharges enough to restore a river for fishing and swimming. 
 
Jennifer Murphy, an attorney with the Mid-Atlantic Environmental Law Center, told Salinero: "It's 
just giving them a freebie to get out of meeting their water quality standards." 
 
The agency for years has tried to weaken standards for the St. Johns River, which receives the 
discharges from 33 wastewater treatment plants and a pulp mill. 
 
An Army Corp of Engineers study had found the St. Johns needed a 60 percent reduction in 
runoff. DEP adopted a plan that called for only a 22 percent cleanup. When EPA approved that 
plan, environmentalists filed suit and prevailed in federal court. 
 
Some tradeoffs, of course, are inevitable. Not every water body can be made pristine. DEP does 
need to recognize economic realities. 
 
But in this case it looks to be raising the environmental white flag without much of a fight. 
 

 


