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Section 1  

Introduction 

This	 Final	 Generic	 Environmental	 Impact	 Statement	 (Final	 GEIS)	 has	 been	 prepared	 in	
accordance	 with	 the	 environmental	 review	 process	 for	 implementation	 of	 the	 primary	
recommendations	 in	 the	 Suffolk	 County	 Subwatersheds	Wastewater	 Plan	 (SWP).	 The	 SWP	
supports	 the	 development	 of	 a	 Countywide	 wastewater	 management	 strategy	 through	 the	
establishment	of	‘priority	areas’	for	nitrogen	reduction,	establishment	of	nitrogen	load	reduction	
goals	 for	 each	 priority	 area,	 and	 the	 development	 of	 a	 recommended	 wastewater	 upgrade	
strategy	to	meet	nitrogen	load	reduction	goals.	Changes	to	the	County	Sanitary	Code	that	have	
taken	place	under	previous	New	York	State	Environmental	Quality	Review	Act	(SEQRA)	reviews	
as	well	as	those	recommended	in	the	SC	SWP,	will	enable	the	Suffolk	County	Department	of	Health	
Services	(SCDHS)	to	work	with	United	States	Environmental	Protection	Agency	(USEPA),	New	
York	State	Department	of	Environmental	Conservation	(NYSDEC),	New	York	State	Department	of	
Health	(NYSDOH),	Towns,	Villages,	residents,	property	owners	and	stakeholders	to	implement	
the	 wastewater	 treatment	 technologies	 required	 to	 achieve	 nitrogen	 reduction	 to	 the	
groundwater,	drinking	water,	and	surface	water	resources	across	the	County.		

1.1 SEQRA History 
The	SCDHS	Division	of	Environmental	Quality	(DEQ)	is	the	project	sponsor.	On	August	31,	2016	
SCDHS	DEQ	notified	interested	and	involved	agencies	of	its	intent	to	assume	Lead	Agency	status	
and	as	such	 in	accordance	with	Title	6	NYCRR	Part	617.6(a)	and	(b)	 to	classify	 this	proposed	
action	as	a	Type	I	Action.	No	objections	were	received	within	30	days	of	the	mailing.	As	a	result	
of	this	SEQRA	coordinated	review	process	Suffolk	County	was	established	as	SEQRA	Lead	Agency	
and	is	responsible	for	conducting	the	environmental	review	of	this	action.		

After	 Suffolk	 County	was	 established	 as	 SEQRA	 Lead	 Agency,	 the	 Suffolk	 County	 Council	 on	
Environmental	Quality	 (SC	CEQ)	 reviewed	 this	proposed	project	at	 their	September	21,	2016	
meeting	and	recommended	 to	 the	Suffolk	County	Legislature	 that	 the	action	be	classified	as	a	
Type	I	action	with	a	Positive	Declaration.	The	Suffolk	County	Legislature	passed	Resolution	#849‐
2016	at	their	October	5,	2016	meeting,	identifying	the	Proposed	Action	as	a	Type	I	action	under	
SEQRA	with	a	Positive	Declaration	requiring	the	preparation	of	a	Draft	Generic	Environmental	
Impact	Statement	and	the	initiation	of	the	scoping	process.	

A	Final	Scoping	Document	was	prepared	that	included	the	addition	of	relevant	issues	identified	
during	the	public	scoping	process,	as	well	as	identification	of	issues	not	included	in	this	Draft	GEIS	
(i.e.	outside	the	scope	of	the	proposed	project).		At	their	February	15,	2017	meeting,	the	SC	CEQ	
recommended	 that	 the	Legislature	adopt	 the	Final	Scoping	Document.	The	Legislature	passed	
Suffolk	County	Resolution	176‐2017	at	their	March	28,	2017	meeting	adopting	the	final	scope	of	
the	Draft	GEIS.		

Under	SEQRA,	the	preparation	of	a	Generic	Environmental	Impact	Statement	is	appropriate	for	
the	consideration	of	‘an	entire	program	or	plan	having	wide	application	or	restricting	the	range	
of	future	alternative	policies	or	projects,	including	new	or	significant	changes	to	existing	land	use	
plans,	development	plans,	zoning	regulations	or	agency	comprehensive	resource	management	
plants.’	[6NYCRR	Part	617.10(a)(4)]	
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The	Suffolk	County	Subwatersheds	Wastewater	Plan	and	Draft	Generic	Environmental	 Impact	
Statement	 were	 formally	 released	 for	 public	 comment	 on	 August	 16,	 2019.	 Public	 notices	
appeared	on	 the	County’s	Reclaim	Our	Water	webpage,	 the	 Suffolk	County	News,	 the	Suffolk	
County	Council	on	Environmental	Quality	webpage,	the	Suffolk	County	Department	of	Economic	
Development	and	Planning	webpage,	NYSDEC	Environmental	News	Bulletin,	NYSDEC	Long	Island	
Nitrogen	Action	Plan	webpage,	and	the	Smithtown	Messenger.			

A	 30‐day	 comment	 period	was	 identified/noticed	whereby	 comments	would	 be	 received	 by	
SCDHS	 through	 September	 16,	 2019.	 The	 August	 16,	 2019	 notice	 also	 identified	 two	 public	
hearings	to	be	held,	one	on	September	5,	2019	at	the	Suffolk	County	Legislative	Auditorium	in	
Riverhead	 and	 the	 second	 on	 September	 6,	 2019	 at	 the	 Suffolk	 County	 Community	 College	
Brentwood	Campus	in	the	Health,	Sports	&	Education	Center	Lecture	Hall.		

Verbal	comments	were	received	from	24	commenters	at	the	public	hearing	on	September	5,	2019	
and	21	commenters	on	September	6,	2019.	Requests	 for	an	extension	of	 the	public	comment	
period	 were	 made	 during	 the	 initial	 30‐day	 comment	 period.	 In	 response,	 Suffolk	 County	
Department	of	Health	Services	submitted	a	request	to	CEQ	to	extend	the	public	comment	period	
for	an	additional	30‐day	period	bringing	the	public	comment	period	to	60	days	in	total.			

On	September	18,	2019,	Suffolk	County	issued	a	notice	officially	extending	the	public	comment	
period	through	October	16,	2019	whereby	comments	could	be	submitted	on	the	Draft	GEIS	and	
the	County’s	Draft	Subwatersheds	Wastewater	Plan.	The	notice	of	extension	appeared	on	 the	
County’s	Reclaim	Our	Water	webpage,	the	Suffolk	County	News,	the	Suffolk	County	Council	on	
Environmental	Quality	webpage,	the	Suffolk	County	Department	of	Economic	Development	and	
Planning	webpage,	Environmental	News	Bulletin	(9/25/2019),	and	in	the	Smithtown	Messenger.	
The	official	notice	was	provided	directly	to	federal,	state,	town	and	local	stakeholders.	

During	the	60‐day	public	comment	period,	written	comments	were	received	from	a	total	of	54	
Suffolk	County	 residents	 and	organizations.	Revised	or	updated	written	 comments	were	also	
provided	by	commenters.	The	complete	set	of	comments	is	appended	to	this	Final	GEIS.	

1.2 Scope and Content of the Final GEIS 
This	 Final	 GEIS	 (as	 is	 true	 of	 the	 Draft	 GEIS)	 is	 prepared	 to	 comprehensively	 address	
requirements	of	both	federal	and	state	laws	and	regulations	(i.e.	6NYCRR	Part	617).	As	such,	the	
Final	 GEIS	 has	 been	 prepared	 in	 accordance	 with	 Section	 8‐0109	 of	 the	 New	 York	 State	
Environmental	Conservation	Law	(SEQRA)	and	the	implementing	regulations	of	SEQRA	(6	NYCRR	
Part	617),	including	the	specific	provisions	that	relate	to	the	content	of	generic	environmental	
impact	statements	as	stated	in	6	NYCRR	Part	617.10.	

Suffolk	County	has	developed	the	SWP	in	an	open	and	transparent	process,	and	has	incorporated	
the	 information,	 experiences,	 perspectives	 and	 feedback	 provided	 by	 a	 wide	 variety	 of	
stakeholders	 engaged	 throughout	 the	 SWP	 development.	 The	 SWP	was	 developed	with	 the	
support	of	numerous	 stakeholders	 including	NYSDEC,	USEPA,	County	 and	Town	 government	
representatives,	 environmental	organizations,	 and	 academia.	 Suffolk	County	 convened	 expert	
workgroups	consisting	of	local	and	regional	technical	experts	and	regulatory	officials	to	provide	
input	on	SWP	development.	Refer	to	Appendix	A	of	the	Final	SWP	for	a	list	of	meetings	conducted	
with	experts,	stakeholders	and	the	public	during	development	of	the	SWP.	The	complete	Final	
SWP	is	provided	as	Appendix	B	to	this	Final	GEIS.	
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Section	 2	 of	 this	 Final	 GEIS	 provides	 an	 organization	 of	 the	written	 and	 verbal	 substantive	
comments	received	during	the	Public	Comment	period.	Individual	written	and	verbal	comments	
are	 organized	 and	 grouped	 into	 general	 major	 comment	 categories	 such	 as	 “Program	
Implementation	Concerns”,	“Cost	and	Funding	Concerns”,	“Modeling	Concerns”,	etc.		Individual	
comments	within	the	major	comment	categories	are	then	organized	and	grouped	further	into	33	
“General	Comments”	that	list	individual	comments	which	are	similar	in	nature.		Comment‐specific	
responses	are	provided	under	each	of	the	33	General	Comments.		Finally,	individual	commenters	
and	their	respective	comments	which	are	relevant	to	the	Proposed	Action	and	Draft	GEIS	were	
given	a	unique	identifier	for	organizational	purposes.		The	index	of	the	organizational	structure	
and	unique	identifiers	are	included	in	Tables	11a,	11b	and	11c	in	Section	2		

Section	3	of	this	Final	GEIS	includes	the	literature	cited	in	developing	the	responses	to	comments	
presented	in	Section	2.		

Pursuant	 to	 6	 NYCRR	 Part	 617.9(b)(8),	 the	 Draft	 Generic	 Environmental	 Impact	 Statement	
(August	 2019)	 and	 its	 appendices	 are	 incorporated	 by	 reference.	 The	 link	 to	 the	 electronic	
version	of	the	Draft	GEIS	is	provided	in	Appendix	A	to	this	Final	GEIS.		

Appendix	 B	 to	 this	 Final	 GEIS	 is	 the	 Final	 Suffolk	 County	 Subwatershed	Wastewater	 Plan	
(February	2020).	A	link	to	the	electronic	version	of	this	document	is	provided	in	Appendix	B.	

The	 transcript	 of	 the	 two	 public	 hearings,	 annotated	 assigning	 ‘commenter	 number’	 and	
individual	comment	 ‘letter’,	is	included	as	Appendix	C	to	this	Final	GEIS.	The	complete	body	of	
written	 comments,	 also	 annotated	 assigning	 ‘commenter	 number’	 and	 individual	 comment	
‘letter’,	is	included	as	Appendix	D.	Supplemental	information	provided	by	commenters	is	included	
in	Appendix	E.		

Following	the	issuance	of	the	Notice	of	Completion	by	CEQ,	this	Final	GEIS	will	be	made	publicly	
available	in	accordance	with	the	requirements	of	6	NYCRR	Part	617.12.	Before	findings	are	issued,	
SEQRA	provides	a	minimum	period	of	10	days	for	agencies	and	the	public	to	consider	the	Final	
GEIS.	
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Section 2  
Response to Public Comments  
 
In total 54 written comment submittals were received during the public comment period (August 16-
October 16, 2019) for the Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan (SWP) Draft Generic Environmental Impact 
Statement (Draft GEIS). Included as part of the written comments are multiple sets of comments from the 
same commenter. This includes the submittal of supplemental information or comments or corrected 
comment letters. In addition to the written submittals, comments were accepted during two public 
hearings: September 5, 2019 in Riverhead and September 6, 2019 in Brentwood. Comments were received 
from 24 speakers at the Riverhead hearing and 21 speakers at the Brentwood hearing. Several speakers 
also submitted their public hearing testimony as a written submission. All comments, written and verbal, 
are included as part of the State Environmental Quality Review Act (SEQRA) record. 

An organizational structure for all written and verbal comments received during the public comment 
period and the responses to each substantive comment is provided. Because many of the public 
comments addressed similar topics, concerns or issues, the County’s response is organized into major 
topic categories (Category A through Category K), with each topic category organized into one or 
more general comments.  Individual comments are grouped under these general comments and a 
comprehensive response to each general comment is then provided. Some individual comments are 
applicable to more than a single general comment and so are included in two or more general 
comments in order for a complete response to be provided. The individual comments listed in this 
document are summaries of the full text of the comment for the purpose of presentation. All 
comments in their entirety can be found in their original sources (Appendix C and Appendix D of this 
Final GEIS) using the tracking key described below and outlined in Tables 11a, 11b and 11c (beginning 
on page 2-122 of this document). Supplemental documentation provided by commenters identified 
in Table 12 is included as Appendix E to this Final GEIS. 

In order to organize and track individual comments, each commenter is assigned a unique number 
and each individual comment provided by a commenter is tracked with a unique comment letter. 
Table 11a provides a list of all commenters who provided written comments, a unique ‘Commenter 
Number’ from 1 to 54, and the date the comment was received. Table 11b provides a list of the 
commenters who spoke during the September 5th public hearing, their unique ‘Commenter Number’ 
from 1 to 24, while Table 11c provides a list of the speakers who provided comments during the 
September 6th public hearing, along with their unique ‘Commenter Number’ from 1 to 21. Appendix 
C includes the complete body of written comments received, with each commenter’s assigned 
number and each individual comment assigned a letter. Appendix D contains the transcripts of the 
two public hearings; again, with each commenter’s assigned number and each individual comment 
assigned a letter. 
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The source of each comment in the following Response to Comments can be determined by matching the 
comment number with the commenter in Table 11a, 11b, or 11c; the original comments themselves are 
indexed in the same fashion in Appendices C and D.   

It should be noted that individual comments were received on the SWP (included as Appendix B to the 
Draft GEIS) as well as on the Draft GEIS itself. Some individual comments apply to both the SWP and the 
Draft GEIS. The response to each General Comment is organized by the response specific to the SWP 
and/or the response specific to the Draft GEIS. 

Comments provided by the Suffolk County Council on Environmental Quality after the posting of the Draft 
GEIS for public review are provided in Section 2.L. Reponses to each comment is also provided. 

Finally, comments that were determined to be non-substantive or not applicable to the Proposed Action 
and the Draft GEIS are not included in the itemized list presented herein. These comments are, however, 
included in the comments received as part of the SEQRA record.  As noted previously, all comments 
including those received verbally at the two Public Hearings and those received in writing (electronically 
or hand written) are appended to the Final GEIS in Appendix C and Appendix D respectively. 
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2.A Category A: Other Nitrogen Sources, Contaminants or 
Environmental Concerns, and Management Strategies 

1) General Comment: Fertilizer is a significant/more important source of nitrogen than wastewater, 
and regulation should be a higher priority. 
 
Written Comments 
1s Agricultural inputs, duck sludge and increasing oceanic concentrations are also elements 

in declining marine systems. 
2d Educate people on easy ways to reduce nitrogen, such as organic fertilizers, weed control, 

plant and insect sprays  
11b  Instead of innovative/alternative on-site wastewater treatment systems (I/A OWTS), 

outlaw all fertilizers and pesticides or enforce use of organics 
21   What other more cost-effective solutions have been explored? What about run-off, the 

use of fertilizers, etc.? 
22a Other sources of contamination include fertilizers, nitrogen in air and pollution from 

overdevelopment 
29 Fertilizers are a major contributor 
31b      Ban fertilizer that contaminates the water supply instead. 
36b Primary culprits are sod farms and agricultural lands who fertilize; laws should limit sale 

and use of fertilizers and lawn care companies should be regulated 
46c The main cause of rising nitrogen levels is not cesspools but tons of nitrogen containing 

products and animal waste, especially canine-related. 
48 Residential runoff of fertilizers & pesticides is feeding HABs, mandate 10' buffers 

surrounding all water bodies, with tax abatement incentives 
 

 September 6th Speakers 
3b Why don’t you go after fertilizers on lawns instead? 
5 There are other sources of nitrogen besides wastewater (fertilizer, runoff and acid rain); 

not cost effective to focus on wastewater   
18a Pie charts show fertilizer/runoff is 1/3 of the problem, should go after fertilizer industry 
18c Synthetic fertilizers, herbicides, pesticides from runoff is problem not being addressed. 

Replace with organic. Can address now where wastewater solution will take decades 
 

Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 
 
As quoted in one commenter’s review of the SWP (Commenter No. 1, see index), nitrogen 
enrichment is a global concern and results in eutrophication and degradation in marine 
environments (Rabalais, 2002). Two-thirds of US coastal waters are degraded from nutrient 
pollution (Howarth, 2005).  
 
As documented in six independent studies ([Kinney, E.L. and Valiela, 2011], [SoMAS, 2016], 
[Vaudrey et al., 2016], [Lloyd, 2014], [Lloyd, et al., 2016], [SCDHS, 2020]), nitrogen from on-site 
disposal systems (OSDS) represents the highest nitrogen load reaching the majority of Suffolk 
County’s surface water resources.  In general, sanitary wastewater constitutes approximately 65 
to 70 percent (or greater) of the nitrogen discharged to subwatersheds that are dominated by 
unsewered residential land use.  Fertilizer constitutes approximately 15 to 20 percent of the 
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nitrogen load within these subwatersheds.  While reducing fertilizer leaching to groundwater is 
an important element of the overall Reclaim Our Water strategy to address nitrogen pollution in 
Suffolk County, wastewater from on-site disposal systems (OSDS) represents the single greatest 
source of nitrogen in the County.   
 
Nonetheless, fertilizer management strategies are already being advanced through the Suffolk 
County Agricultural Stewardship Program, the New York State Department of Environmental 
Conservation’s Long Island Nitrogen Action Plan, and other programs. Suffolk County is an active 
participant in the Long Island Nitrogen Action Plan’s Fertilizer Working group and is supportive of 
State’s leadership on this issue.  Information on these programs, a summary of the Suffolk County 
Agricultural Stewardship Program and the recommendations of the Long Island Nitrogen Action 
Plan can be found in Section 8.4.12.1 of the SWP. Other examples of fertilizer reduction strategies 
already implemented in Suffolk County can be found in the 2015 Comprehensive Water Resources 
Management Plan (Suffolk County, 2015) and include:  

 
• Section 3.3.3.2 of the 2015 Suffolk County Comprehensive Water Resources Management 

Plan summarizes Local Law 41-2007 that was passed by the Suffolk County Legislature to 
reduce fertilization in residential areas and at County owned properties.  Suffolk County 
Local Law 41-2007 bans fertilizer application between November 1st and April 1st, codifies 
the County’s Organic Parks Maintenance Plan which limits application of nitrogen, 
requires licensed landscapers to complete a turf management course and established an 
interactive website for residents to provide education regarding fertilization needs 
https://healthylawns.suffolkcountyny.gov/.   This effort is managed by Cornell 
Cooperative and funded through Suffolk County; 

 
• New York State’s Nutrient Runoff Law (Environmental Conservation Law Article 17, Title 

21, https://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/67239.html#requirements) became effective 
January 2012, and also prohibits fertilization between December 1st and April 1st, prohibits 
fertilization of impervious areas and prohibits application of lawn fertilizers within 20 feet 
of a surface water body except in cases where a vegetative buffer of ten feet or more 
exists or where special application techniques are employed; and,  

 
• Section 3.3.3.2 of the 2015 Suffolk County Comprehensive Water Resources Management 

Plan summarizes the County’s Agricultural Environmental Management (AEM) program. 
Additional strategies are being developed and implemented through the Suffolk County 
Agricultural Stewardship Program and the Long Island Nitrogen Action Plan.   Information 
on these programs along with their recommendations can be found in Section 8.4.12.1 of 
the SWP.  

 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The response to General Comment 1 concludes that nitrogen from OSDS is the greatest source of 
nitrogen to surface waters within Suffolk County. The information presented describes Suffolk 
County’s existing regulations and programs to reduce nitrogen loading from fertilizer and 
identifies the additional evaluations and recommendations to reduce nitrogen loading that are 
being advanced as part of the Long Island Nitrogen Action Plan and the County’s Agricultural 
Stewardship Program as described in Section 8.4.12.1 of the SWP. 
 

https://healthylawns.suffolkcountyny.gov/
https://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/67239.html#requirements
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Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 

 
2) General Comment: Stormwater is a significant/more important source of nitrogen than 

wastewater, and regulation should be higher priority. 
 

Written Comments 
21   What other more cost-effective solutions have been explored? What about run-off, the 

use of fertilizers, etc.? 
22a Other sources of contamination include fertilizers, nitrogen in air and pollution from 

overdevelopment 
29 Runoff from roads is a major contributor 
45 The County should prioritize funding to address nitrogen and bacteria loading from 

stormwater 
48 Residential runoff of fertilizers & pesticides is feeding HABs, mandate 10' buffers 

surrounding all water bodies, with tax abatement incentives 
 
September 5th Speakers 
19 Doesn't believe it’s human waste causing the problem, it's commercial & chemicals 

allowed to runoff 
 
September 6th Speakers 
5 There are other sources of nitrogen besides wastewater (fertilizer, runoff and acid rain); 

not cost effective to focus on nitrogen   
18a Pie charts show fertilizer/runoff is 1/3 of the problem, should go after fertilizer industry 
18c Synthetic fertilizers, herbicides, pesticides from runoff is problem not being addressed. 

Replace with organic. Can address right now where nitrogen solution will take decades 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 
 
As discussed in the response to General Comment #1, nitrogen from OSDS represents the highest 
nitrogen load and single greatest source of nitrogen reaching the majority of Suffolk County’s 
surface water resources.  In general, sanitary wastewater constitutes approximately 65 to 70 
percent (or greater) of the nitrogen discharged to subwatersheds that are dominated by 
unsewered residential land use. Sanitary wastewater is conveyed via groundwater baseflow to 
surface water bodies, not by stormwater.  

 
Based upon a preliminary evaluation of stormwater nitrogen loads, it is believed that for most 
water bodies in Suffolk County, the overall nitrogen load from storm water is a very small 
percentage of the nitrogen loads received annually.  As one example, a stormwater nitrogen 
loading calculation was completed for Hart’s Cove in Suffolk County and compared to the total 
nitrogen load calculations from the SWP.  For this evaluation, a nitrogen loading coefficient of 
0.23 lbs. per acre-foot for medium density residential land use (e.g., lbs. of nitrogen per acre of 
runoff area per foot of rainfall) was used as documented in the Suffolk County 208 Study (Suffolk 
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County, 1978).   This loading coefficient was the highest documented loading coefficient for 
nitrogen in the study.  If one conservatively assumes a coastal drainage area of 1,000 feet from 
the shoreline, the regional stormwater shed area is approximately 330 acres resulting in a 
nitrogen stormwater pollutant loading rate of 76 pounds per foot of rainfall.  If an annual 
precipitation rate of 50 inches per year is used, then the total annual nitrogen load from 
stormwater to Hart’s Cove would be 316 pounds per year.  For comparison, the calculated annual 
nitrogen load from groundwater is (e.g., 25-year contributing area calculated in this SWP) is 
33,507 pounds per year making nitrogen loading from stormwater less than one percent of the 
total load discharging via groundwater.    
 
While stormwater runoff is not a major contributor of nitrogen to surface waters on a countywide 
basis, individual subwatersheds with significant impervious surface or and/or significant slope 
may warrant local evaluation and mitigation of nitrogen loads from stormwater.   In addition, 
stormwater represents the single greatest source of pathogen pollution discharging to our surface 
water bodies (Suffolk County, 1978; NURP, 1987).  Since the nitrogen load in stormwater 
represents a very small fraction of the total nitrogen load to the County’s subwatersheds and it is 
not critical to the assessment methodologies in SWP, it was not specifically included in the 
nitrogen loading evaluation. Nonetheless, in response to this comment, Section 8.4.12.5 has been 
added to the SWP to discuss management strategies for stormwater nitrogen inputs. In addition, 
examples of stormwater runoff reduction strategies already implemented in Suffolk County 
include: 
 

• As described above, both New York State’s Nutrient Runoff Law and Suffolk County’s Local 
Law 41-2007 are already in place to address stormwater runoff from fertilizer. Further 
information can be found in Section 3.3.3.2 of the 2015 Suffolk County Comprehensive 
Water Resources Management Plan, at https://healthylawns.suffolkcountyny.gov and 
https://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/67239.html#requirements.  

 
• All municipal separate storm sewer systems (MS4s) that are located in urban areas (as 

determined by the Census Bureau) must comply with the USEPA’s Phase II Stormwater 
Regulations, including preparation of a stormwater management plan and 
implementation of programs to reduce the discharge of pollutants and protect water 
quality. Suffolk County, along with many Towns and Villages must comply with the Phase 
II Regulations. Suffolk County funds Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County to 
fulfill the County’s MS4 requirements.  In addition, all constructions sites in New York 
State that disturb an area equal to one acre of land up to less than 5 acres are regulated 
under the small construction activity portion of Phase II.  
 

• Additional information regarding Suffolk County’s existing stormwater management 
program to address potential pollution from stormwater runoff from County roads and 
facilities can be found at https://www.suffolkstormwater.com 

 
While the use of alternate fertilizer sources such as organic replacements is beyond the scope of 
the wastewater nitrogen program, alternate fertilizer formulations are being considered under 
the LINAP and Suffolk County Agricultural Stewardship Programs.  
 
 
 

https://healthylawns.suffolkcountyny.gov/
https://www.dec.ny.gov/chemical/67239.html#requirements
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.suffolkstormwater.com&d=DwMFAw&c=NpiPIT1KNSO0vXgGk6ogJQ&r=fQTJsAcK0NAiWf5tk2bnf0Juvlm9LsRq8lYAbWCHVnE&m=25y-0-yRF5nDp3kSmc50ZiBzfBCaGgokf2BY80bRGK0&s=bkLo3bQc-s5UzVaW9L9ZLrBQmNVk6E-prAFTrTQ_O_c&e=
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Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The response to General Comment 2 concludes that nitrogen from OSDS is the greatest source of 
nitrogen to surface waters within Suffolk County and that the nitrogen contribution from 
stormwater runoff is very small in comparison to nitrogen loading from other sources such as 
OSDS and fertilizer. The information presented summarizes the existing regulations and programs 
to reduce potential pollution from runoff.  A new Section 8.4.12.5 has been added to the SWP to 
identify management strategies for stormwater nitrogen inputs.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 
 

3) General Comment: There are other mitigation strategies that could be beneficial to reducing 
nitrogen from wastewater and other sources. 
 
Written Comments 
18f,u,v The plan does not recognize conventional systems as a viable alternative or propose 

practical help to homeowners with failing cesspools to upgrade to septic systems and 
properly maintain them, resulting in a negative impact. 

18j The Plan does not account for the fact that shellfish remove algae, including harmful 
algae, that contain nitrogen, but not if harmful algae dominate 

18a-q,r Some water quality issues can be handled locally; e.g., Suffolk County residents should 
not be asked to pay for areas such as Georgica Pond that are inaccessible to the public. 
Why aren’t the nutrient loads associated with fresh water bodies resolved locally using 
existing septic technologies and fertilizer reduction? 

38h Add provision to modify SWP in future for upgrading the new systems for emerging 
contaminants, and allowing other types of nitrogen mitigation systems. 

39b Water re-use effectively reduces nitrogen loading in the Peconic estuary 
39e Recommend a continuous funding source be budgeted to examine new wastewater 

treatment technologies 
41e Treatment alternatives should be expanded beyond those that were donated, closed 

systems such as composting toilets should be permitted 
42h Existing sewage treatment facilities should be upgraded to secondary treatment, at a 

minimum 
45 The County should remove any reference to the use of shellfish bioextraction and 

prioritize funding to address nitrogen and bacteria loading from stormwater. 
47d The failure of the SWP to include conventional systems in its wastewater management 

strategy results in negative impacts. Upgrade older septic systems to conventional 
standards, which would have a positive impact. 

48 Residential runoff of fertilizers & pesticides is feeding HABs, mandate 10' buffers 
surrounding all water bodies, with tax abatement incentives 

50 Recommends County identify water reuse projects and undertake a countywide Water 
Reuse Feasibility Study, and the plan should urge State to revise Barrier Island Breach 
policy 

51c Bioremediation with seaweed and shellfish should be a much bigger priority  
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52d Seasonally manage nitrogen input rather than simply reduce it so that shellfish have 
adequate food (Narragansett example), and can provide “top-down control” of algae 

52f There are other management options to address nitrogen in drinking water and lakes but 
the SWP only considers nitrogen reduction to bays without exploring other possibilities. 

 
September 5th Speakers 
2 Equally important that County continues to support open space preservation and the role 

that appropriate land use plays, translated into policy.  
8b  Supports purchase of open space and farmland using portion of funding mechanism 
 
September 6th Speakers 
6 Conventional systems provide nitrogen treatment. More practical and cost effective to 

bring conventional systems up to standards than install sewers or IA systems. 
13a Strengthen plan by adding water reuse component 
15 Water reuse should be considered and included   
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 

 
Suffolk County agrees that there are a variety of nitrogen sources and potential mitigation 
strategies that have merit. The purpose of the Proposed Action (the SWP) is to provide 
recommendations for a strategy that addresses the primary single source of nitrogen (nitrogen 
from existing onsite wastewater sources) that can be managed to restore and protect 
groundwater and surface water quality.  In addition, the SWP identifies waterbodies where 
additional nitrogen reduction may be necessary to address nutrient related water quality 
degradation.   
 
The SWP is just one component of the broader New York State’s Long Island Nitrogen Action Plan 
being led by New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC) and the Long 
Island Regional Planning Council (LIRPC) that addresses mitigation of other nitrogen loads in more 
detail.  An overview of the LINAP program and progress may be found at both the NYSDEC and 
LIRPC websites: 
 
https://www.dec.ny.gov/lands/103654.html 
https://lirpc.org/our-work/long-island-nitrogen-action-plan/ 
https://lirpc.org/our-work/long-island-nitrogen-action-plan/fertilizer-management/ 

 
Sections 4 and 8 of the SWP include a variety of recommendations to continue to advance other 
nitrogen mitigation strategies. Section 2.2.1.5, Emerging Technologies, provides specific examples 
of additional technologies currently being implemented and tested in Suffolk County as well as 
other technologies (e.g., composting toilets) that would require development of an additional 
regulatory/public works infrastructure to address the waste stream produced.  New technologies 
that are proven to be successful in reducing nitrogen concentrations will be identified as part of 
the Adaptive Management Plan. Section 8 describes the need to develop an Adaptive 
Management Plan (Section 8.4.11) that specifically includes recommendations for fertilizer 
(Section 8.4.12.1), hydromodification (Section 8.4.12.3) and bioextraction (Section 8.4.12.4).  
 
The following alterative nitrogen mitigation strategies are also under evaluation: 

https://www.dec.ny.gov/lands/103654.html
https://lirpc.org/our-work/long-island-nitrogen-action-plan/
https://lirpc.org/our-work/long-island-nitrogen-action-plan/fertilizer-management/
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• Open Space Preservation remains part of the County’s overall nitrogen reduction strategy 

as described in Section 8.4.9.  
 

• Water reuse is being advanced under the auspices of the Long Island Nitrogen Action Plan; 
a work group has been established and further information may be found: 
https://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/water_pdf/linapwaterreuse.pdf 

 
• Bioextraction and hydro-modifications are also being evaluated independently through 

the Long Island Nitrogen Action Plan and the Long Island Sound Study; the fact sheet for 
the LISS and the Long Island Nitrogen Scope can be found at the links provided below.   
http://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/water_pdf/linapscope.pdf 

 
http://longislandsoundstudy.net/our-vision-and-plan/clean-waters-and-healthy-
watersheds/nutrient-bioextraction-overview/ 
 
It is anticipated that specific concerns regarding these strategies (e.g., recommendations 
to breach policy; concerns regarding bioextraction, etc.) will be evaluated and addressed 
under these programs or information gained from these programs. 
 

• The Suffolk County Shellfish Aquaculture Lease Program in Peconic Bay and Gardiners Bay 
was established by Suffolk County Local Law No. 25-2009 (Chapter 475, Article II of the 
Suffolk County Code). This program, which provides secure access to marine space for 
private, commercial shellfish aquaculture, has been developed by Suffolk County for 
publicly-owned underwater lands in Peconic Bay and Gardiners Bay.  The State of New 
York ceded title to approximately 100,000 acres of underwater lands in Peconic Bay and 
Gardiners Bay to Suffolk County for the purpose of shellfish cultivation, and authorized 
the County to prepare, adopt and implement a shellfish aquaculture lease program for 
this region.  The production of large numbers of oysters, hard clams and bay scallops in 
dense populations on shellfish farms will augment the spawning potential of native 
shellfish populations. The millions of filter feeding bivalves on shellfish farms will also 
exert a positive influence on water quality by helping to control nutrient cycling and 
contributing to the prevention of noxious plankton blooms, such as brown tide.  
 

As mentioned, the objective of the SWP was to identify recommendations to reduce nitrogen 
loading from conventional OSDS. OSDS failure is a fundamental recommended wastewater 
upgrade trigger in the SWP.  As recommended in the Plan, individuals with system failure would 
qualify for grant/incentive funding towards upgrade to a nitrogen reducing wastewater system. 
Current Suffolk County Sanitary Code regulations require that a failed cesspool can no longer be 
replaced in-kind, but as a minimum, must be replaced by a system consisting of a septic tank 
followed by a leaching system. Conventional OSDS are not designed to remove nitrogen and are 
therefore inconsistent with the overall objective of the Proposed Action which is to significantly 
reduce nitrogen from existing onsite wastewater systems.  While OSDS are not designed to 
remove nitrogen from wastewater, studies have shown that a small nitrogen reduction of 
approximately six percent does occur as described in the response to General Comment 24, 
below. Based on currently available data, the SWP recommends three alternative wastewater 
treatment approaches to reduce nitrogen: implementation of I/A OWTS, implementation of 
cluster systems, or connection to a centralized sewer system where appropriate.  While the SWP 

https://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/water_pdf/linapwaterreuse.pdf
http://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/water_pdf/linapscope.pdf
http://longislandsoundstudy.net/our-vision-and-plan/clean-waters-and-healthy-watersheds/nutrient-bioextraction-overview/
http://longislandsoundstudy.net/our-vision-and-plan/clean-waters-and-healthy-watersheds/nutrient-bioextraction-overview/
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does not recommend replacing cesspools with conventional OSDS, the SWP is solely a series of 
recommendations and does not preclude policymakers from considering the use of grant funds 
for upgrading failed cesspools to conventional sanitary systems.  
 
Section 8.4.4.5.2 of the SWP provides recommendations for the development of new technologies 
capable of treating contaminants of emerging concerns (CECs) in wastewater.  As discussed in 
Section 8.4.4.5.2, the Stony Brook University Center for Clean Water Technology (CCWT) was 
established with the goal of developing and commercializing technology that will be efficient, 
reliable, and affordable at removing nitrogen and other contaminants from onsite wastewater.  
The CCWT is also researching and developing new technologies for the removal of CECs in drinking 
water. The CCWT receives grant funding from various sources including a recurring revenue 
source from New York State.   
 
Finally, as documented on Figure 2-25 of the SWP, while STPs are an important wastewater 
management method in Suffolk County, nitrogen from existing municipal or private STPs makes 
up only two percent of the nitrogen that reaches Suffolk County’s surface water resources.  In 
addition, as documented in Section 1.1.6.5 of the SWP, as of 2017, overall compliance of STPs 
with tertiary treatment with the 10 mg/l NYSDEC discharge standard is 93.7 percent. Therefore, 
while it is important to ensure that existing STPs continue to operate properly and to upgrade the 
few remaining STPs that do not have tertiary treatment, addressing the greater than 380,000 
OSDS that are not designed to remove nitrogen is the top priority for nitrogen reduction from 
wastewater sources in Suffolk County. Additional information on sewering and a comparison of 
the cost to remove nitrogen via I/A OWTS installation and operation to the cost to remove 
nitrogen via construction and operation of an STP is provided in the response to General Comment 
28.  
 
Additional information and responses specific to fertilizer and stormwater are provided above in 
the response to General Comments 1 and 2. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The response to General Comment 3 confirms that a number of potential strategies exist to 
reduce nitrogen from OSDS and from other sources and provides additional information on 
initiatives underway under the auspices of other Suffolk County initiatives and New York State’s 
Long Island Nitrogen Action Plan being led by NYSDEC and the LIRPC. Replacement of failed 
cesspools with conventional OSDS is not an SWP recommendation, but the SWP does not preclude 
replacement of a failed cesspool with a conforming OSDS, nor does it preclude the use of grant 
funds for upgrading failed cesspools to conforming OSDS.    
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 and Section 5.0 of the 
Draft GEIS (August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required 
as a result of this General Comment.   
 

4) General Comment: The plan should adequately address other contaminants or environmental 
concerns; not just nitrogen or in lieu of nitrogen.  
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Written Comments 
1b  Nitrogen is not the only problem in the LI marine systems, the Plan does not address the 

issue of phosphorus inputs, focusing solely on nitrogen. 
1q There are other important environmental problems for Suffolk County residents. 
38a SWP does not address other contaminants; VOCs greater threat to drinking water quality 

and a significant impact that is inadequately addressed by SWP and DGEIS 
38e SWP should be expanded to prevent emerging contaminants from reaching groundwater 
38h Add provision to modify SWP in future for upgrading the new systems for emerging 

contaminants, and allowing other types of nitrogen mitigation systems. 
39e Recommend a continuous funding source be budgeted to examine new wastewater 

treatment technologies 
41c Other contaminants of concern are of equal or greater importance to nitrogen. 
47g County should evaluate effectiveness of conventional OSDS treatment of contaminants 

(including nitrogen) before identifying alternative methods to avoid negative impacts 
54g Test IAs to remove pollutants other than nitrogen, and use findings to update the SWP 
 
September 5th Speakers 
19 Doesn't believe it’s human waste causing the problem, it's commercial & chemicals 

allowed to runoff 
 
September 6th Speakers 
3b Why don’t you go after the big corporations for all the toxic chemicals they put in our 

products instead? 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 
 
It is agreed that Suffolk County is facing many environmental challenges. The purpose of the 
Proposed Action (SWP) is to provide recommendations for a strategy to address one specific 
contaminant of concern (nitrogen) that has been identified for decades (e.g., see Holzmacher 
McLendon & Murrell , Comprehensive Public Water Supply Study, Suffolk County NY, 1968; Long 
Island Comprehensive Waste Treatment Management Plan, Long Island Regional Planning Board, 
1978; Comprehensive Water Resources Management Plan, Suffolk County Department of Health 
Services, 1987) as a primary cause of groundwater and downgradient surface water quality 
impairment.  Nitrogen enrichment from OSDS is the primary factor in surface water quality 
degradation that impacts coastal ecosystems that can be managed and mitigated by Suffolk 
County residents. 

 
Suffolk County is actively participating in a number of other initiatives to address the other 
contaminants of concern identified by commenters. Suffolk County Department of Health 
Services (SCDHS) monitors volatile organic compounds (VOCs) in the environment, and the 
release of VOCs to water resources is already regulated under Article 7 and Article 12 of the 
County’s Sanitary Code, as well as by State Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (SPDES) 
permits.  New York State is seeking to limit the release of contaminants such as 1,4 dioxane at the 
source; e.g., by becoming the first state in the nation to ban products containing the contaminant.  

 
It is agreed that contaminants of emerging concern (CECs) should be addressed. As there are 
millions of these potential contaminants, a variety of treatment approaches may be required. As 
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described in Section 8.4.4 of the SWP, both STPs and I/A OWTS can reduce or remove some of 
these CECs. Section 8.4.4.5 includes specific recommendations for both development of new 
technologies and monitoring the effectiveness of CEC removal by I/A OWTS.  As discussed in the 
response to General Comment 3, the Center for Clean Water Technology was established to 
develop new technologies to reduce release of these contaminants to the environment via 
wastewater. These new technologies will be identified as part of the Adaptive Management Plan 
development (Section 8.4.11). Recommendations to evaluate wastewater treatment options for 
contaminants of emerging concern may be found in Section 9.3.1.  
 
While the focus of the SWP is nitrogen, potential impacts of phosphorus were also evaluated. 
Section 8.4.6 of the SWP summarizes recommendations to reduce phosphorus discharges from 
wastewater.  In general, phosphorus is not as mobile in groundwater as is nitrogen.  Nevertheless, 
the SWP includes a preliminary phosphorus budget for Lake Ronkonkoma as well as 
recommendations for further data collection, study and mitigation in the Lake Ronkonkoma Pilot 
Evaluation that may be found in Appendix E of the SWP.  Recommendations to evaluate 
wastewater treatment options for phosphorus may also be found in Section 9.3.1. 

 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The response to General Comment 4 confirms that nitrogen is just one of the environmental 
challenges faced by Suffolk County. The Proposed Action is a recommended wastewater 
management strategy to address one of the contaminants of concern, nitrogen pollution from 
wastewater sources.  The implementation of the recommended wastewater management 
strategies (i.e. the Proposed Action) would not generate or increase the concentration of other 
contaminants of concern and therefore would not result in a negative impact to the environment 
related to these contaminants. Sections 8.4.4 and 8.4.6 of the SWP include recommendations for 
addressing CECs and phosphorus and recommendations to evaluate treatment options may also 
be found in Section 9.3 of the SWP.  Finally, continued development, testing and monitoring of 
new technologies is recommended as part of the Adaptive Management Plan in Section 8.4.11 of 
the SWP. 
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 and Section 5.0 of the 
Draft GEIS (August 2019) is not altered.  As described above, 8.4.4 and 8.4.6 of the SWP provide 
recommendations to collect data to characterize technology effectiveness in removing CECs and 
phosphorus and to advance new technologies as appropriate. This information would be 
developed and documented as part of the Adaptive Management Plan that is described in Section 
8.4.11. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result of General Comment 4. 
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2.B Category B: Innovative/Alternative (I/A) On-site Wastewater 
Treatment System (OWTS) Concerns 

5) General Comment: The effectiveness of I/A OWTS are not adequately demonstrated. They don’t 
work as intended or are unreliable. 
 
Written Comments 
1m I/A OWTS effectiveness is in question; it is baffling that the Plan does not explain the 

effectiveness of the systems in clear, detailed fashion. 
1t The technology solution is unreliable 
2c There is no evidence on the performance & reliability of I/A OWTS, nor a comparison to 

cesspool function. Have alternative steps that are more measured been considered? 
2f Use a large enough sample size of new systems to validate their functioning over time 
14b According to experts, there are more minuses than pluses 
17a These systems need electricity to operate. What to do in a power outage? 
17b Information shows the technology has not been proven. 
25b Insufficient evidence on performance and reliability of I/A OWTS; prefer to have sewers 

before being forced to pay for systems not in use long enough to prove they work 
29 It is not clearly stated that the systems will perform as expected; unsewered areas would 

become large scale experimental stations. Too many unanswered questions. 
35d,g I/A OWTS haven't been studied and tested for long enough; Peter Scully said the County 

wanted to see the systems have a track record of success first, so what's the rush 
39a What are the long-term failure and malfunction rates of I/A OWTS? 
39i Has the County investigated the long-term monitoring results from other municipalities, 

such as Jamestown, Rhode Island? 
42g The I/A septic demonstration systems have all been less effective than the existing 

standard septic systems. Provide economic incentive to maintain current septic systems. 
42p,q All pilot areas have not revealed the I/A OWTS to be any more and probably considerably 

less effective than a standard septic system, in addition existing septic systems were not 
analyzed for their existing costs/# of nitrogen removed.  Mandated upgrades ... is a gross 
miscarriage of legislative mandates ... 

46b The design of the I/A OWTS will be faulty (e.g., due to insufficient flow from low-flush 
toilets), blockages and angry residents will result. 

 
September 5th Speakers 
3c Are I/A systems effective in Summer if not used during Winter? Also there is no nitrogen 

removal during power outages – require every homeowner to have a generator. 
Ecological problem if system in close proximity to groundwater? 

 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 
 
Based on the comments received, Section 2.2.1.3 of the SWP has been expanded to describe 
Suffolk County’s I/A OWTS demonstration program, approval of I/A OWTS technologies and the 
results of I/A OWTS assessment to date, including data documenting the effectiveness of the 
approved I/A OWTS technologies. Article 19 of the Suffolk County Sanitary Code sets forth 
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rigorous requirements for ensuring that I/A OWTS meet the minimum performance standards and 
the Suffolk County Septic Improvement Program provides additional fail safes, including: 

• Article 19 of the Suffolk County Sanitary Code and Related Construction Standards: 
 
1. The establishment of a Responsible Management Entity (RME), currently the SCDHS, 

that is required to ensure the operation, maintenance, management, and monitoring 
of all I/A OWTS in Suffolk County; 
 

2. The most comprehensive and rigorous I/A OWTS technology approval process in the 
United States requires that individual technologies demonstrate performance that 
meets or exceeds the 19 mg/l total nitrogen standard before being allowed for 
widespread use in the County; 

 
3. Detailed procedures documenting the corrective actions to be taken if individual 

technologies do not continue to meet the minimum performance standards along 
with the ability to remove individual technologies from the program if non-
compliance is not corrected; and, 

 
4. An active operation and maintenance contract must be in-place between the 

property owner and a licensed liquid waste professional endorsed to perform 
operation and maintenance in Suffolk County, which contract must be registered with 
the RME. 

 
• Suffolk County Septic Improvement Program: 

 
1. The first three years of operation and maintenance is included in the price for 

installation of the I/A OWTS. 
 
Suffolk County has documented the effectiveness of I/A OWTS in the following annual reports: 
2016 Report on the Performance of Innovative and Alternative Onsite Wastewater Treatment 
Systems (SCDHS, 2017), the 2017 Annual Technology Review of Innovative/Alternative OWTS 
prepared for the NYSDEC (SCDHS and CCWT, December 2018) and the 2018 Report on the 
Performance of Innovative and Alternative Onsite Wastewater Treatment Systems (SCDHS, 
October 2019), all located on the County’s Reclaim our Waters website at the following web links: 
 
https://reclaimourwater.info/Portals/60/docs/2016_Performance_Evaluation_Of_IAOWTS.pdf,  
 
https://reclaimourwater.info/Portals/60/docs/DRAFT%202018%2012%2031%20-
%202017%20DEC%20TECH%20REVIEW%20(CO-AUTHORED).pdf and  
 
https://reclaimourwater.info/Portals/60/docs/2018_Performance_Evaluation_of_IAOWTS_App
endices_11-18-2019.pdf respectively. 
 
The County publishes up to date I/A OWTS performance data and costs along with other data that 
is I/A OWTS technology-specific, so that homeowners, engineers and decision-makers can make 
educated decisions when selecting an I/A OWTS. Suffolk County continually samples and monitors 

https://reclaimourwater.info/Portals/60/docs/2016_Performance_Evaluation_Of_IAOWTS.pdf
https://reclaimourwater.info/Portals/60/docs/DRAFT%202018%2012%2031%20-%202017%20DEC%20TECH%20REVIEW%20(CO-AUTHORED).pdf
https://reclaimourwater.info/Portals/60/docs/DRAFT%202018%2012%2031%20-%202017%20DEC%20TECH%20REVIEW%20(CO-AUTHORED).pdf
https://reclaimourwater.info/Portals/60/docs/2018_Performance_Evaluation_of_IAOWTS_Appendices_11-18-2019.pdf
https://reclaimourwater.info/Portals/60/docs/2018_Performance_Evaluation_of_IAOWTS_Appendices_11-18-2019.pdf
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the performance of currently approved I/A OWTS as well as non-proprietary and new 
technologies that are seeking approval for use in Suffolk County. 
 
Since 2014, the eight I/A OWTS technologies shown below in Figure 1 have received provisional 
approval and over 600 I/A OWTS have been installed in Suffolk County. 
 

 

Figure 1 – Provisionally Approved I/A OWTS as of October 2019 
 
The graph included as Figure 2 below includes the performance results of the initial 20 
installations of all eight provisionally-approved I/A OWTS technologies throughout their history in 
the Suffolk County approval process as of fall, 2019. The graphic also includes the cumulative 
average effluent total nitrogen of all provisional I/A OWTS technologies, which shows a decreasing 
trend as additional technologies are approved and increased management and monitoring ensure 
the corrective actions are taken when necessary.  As shown on the graph, the cumulative average 
of all provisionally approved technologies, as of October 2019, is lower than the 19 mg/l (average 
= 18.35 mg/l) required under Article 19 of the Suffolk County Sanitary Code. 
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Figure 2 – Average Annual Effectiveness of Provisionally Approved I/A OWTS  
 
The information included in the expanded Section 2.2.1.3 of the SWP is briefly summarized here 
for convenience. 
 
The County initially developed the I/A OWTS program based on the experiences and lessons 
learned from other jurisdiction with experience regulating I/A OWTS, such Maryland Department 
of Environment, New Jersey Pinelands Commission, University of Rhode Island’s New England 
Onsite Wastewater Training Program and Barnstable County Department of Health’s 
Massachusetts Alternative Septic Systems Test Center.  A Summary of Suffolk County’s 2014 
Advanced Wastewater & Transfer of Development Rights Tour, documenting the programs 
implemented in other states, may be found in Appendix J of the Suffolk County Comprehensive 
Water Resources Management Plan (2015). After considering experiences in these other 
jurisdictions, Suffolk County developed a program whereby I/A OWTS technology effectiveness 
must be demonstrated in Suffolk County before the County approves it for deployment.  I/A OWTS 
technologies participating in the Demonstration Program are required to have NSF 245 
certification or USEPA Environmental Technology Verification (ETV) or general use approval in at 
least two other comparable jurisdictions.  Suffolk County does not merely accept a technology’s 
approval by the NSF or USEPA or documented effectiveness in other jurisdictions but has further 
required that each technology demonstrate effectiveness in Suffolk County, so that all Suffolk 
County-specific conditions including climate, use, soils, etc. are considered.  
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Suffolk County requires I/A OWTS to reduce effluent total nitrogen from a typical influent 
concentration of 65 mg/L to 19 mg/L or less (please refer to SCDHS Standards Promulgated under 
Article 19 for the Approval and Management of Innovative and Alternative Onsite Wastewater 
Treatment Systems, also known as the Article 19 Standards for expanded details).  This level of 
treatment represents a nitrogen reduction of greater than 70 percent at most installations.  For 
reference, this is consistent with I/A OWTS requirements in Rhode Island and Massachusetts and 
is more stringent than Maryland which requires that nitrogen be reduced to 30 mg/L or less.  
While OSDS are not designed to remove nitrogen from wastewater, studies have shown that a 
small nitrogen reduction of approximately 6 percent does occur as described in the response to 
General Comment 24, below. 
 
The County’s approval framework, including the number of I/A OWTS installations that must 
successfully reduce nitrogen to less than or equal to 19 mg/L is summarized in Table 1 below, 
from Article 19 of the Sanitary Code.  One commenter identified the need to use a large enough 
dataset to assess technology effectiveness; Suffolk County agrees as reflected in the table below. 
A 2016 study completed by the Horsley Witten Group, Inc. commissioned by USEPA was 
performed to evaluate how many samples are required to assess the performance of an individual 
I/A OWTS and how many systems must be sampled to evaluate the overall performance of an I/A 
OWTS.  The evaluation concluded that twelve samples per individual I/A OWTS and that between 
eight and twenty I/A OWTS installations were required to assess I/A OWTS performance with an 
error range of less than or equal to 20 percent. 
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Table 1 – Article 19 I/A OWTS Technology Approval Requirements 
 

Article 19 TABLE 19-104.1: Approval Chart for Residential Systems 
Approval Phase # of Systems Sampling Frequency Performance Requirement 

Experimental* 2 – 5 
year-round 

Monthly Sampling 
12 months rolling average 

75% of the individual 
systems must have a 

combined average of 19 
mg/L or less TN 

Piloting* 8 – 12 
year-round 

Monthly Sampling 
12 months rolling average 

The total dataset of 75% of 
the systems must have a 
combined average of 19 

mg/L or less TN 

Provisional 1 First 20  
year-round 

Bi-Monthly Sampling for 
24 months rolling average 

Minimum 12 samples. 

The dataset of all the 20 
systems must have a 

combined average of 19 
mg/L or less TN 

Provisional 2 

All Residential 
Systems installed 
during Provisional 

Use Approval 

Samples must be taken 
within 36 Months from date 
of installation, and every 36 

months thereafter 

 The annual dataset must 
maintain a combined average 

of 19 mg/L or less TN in 
order to remain in the 
Provisional phase ** 

General Use All Residential 
Systems 

Samples must be taken 
within 36 Months from date 
of installation, and every 36 

months thereafter 

The dataset must maintain an 
average of 19 mg/L or less in 

order to remain in General 
Use phase ** 

Note: The number of required systems is a cumulative number. The minimum of 20 systems for Provisional Use 
includes the number of systems installed as part of Experimental and Piloting processes. 
* Piloting and Experimental phases are identical for residential and commercial systems.  A technology can advance 
to Provisional Approval after successfully completing piloting phase with residential systems, commercial systems, or 
any combination thereof. 
**The combined average of the dataset in Experimental, Piloting and the first 20 year-round Provisional is the 
requirement to achieve successful completion of that phase. The average of the dataset of other Provisional systems 
and systems installed under General Use shall be evaluated to affirm compliance to maintain approval or disclose 
non-performance to be considered for revocation. See section of revocation of approval in Section 19-109  

 
It is also important to note that technologies that do not continue to achieve the 19 mg/L are 
required to submit corrective action plans and may be removed from the program if non-
compliance is not corrected. 
 
Section 2.2.2 of the SWP documents the cost of nitrogen removal for each of the technologies 
considered, including conventional OSDS.  Section 2.2.2.1 documents the estimated capital costs 
($6,000 to $8,000) for OSDS installation as well as the estimated maintenance cost (e.g., pump-
outs at $300/event).  Figures 2-52 and 2-53 present a comparison of the 20-year unit nitrogen 
removal cost for all technologies considered, including conventional OSDS. 
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Commenters also expressed concern about operational considerations including power outages, 
seasonal effectiveness and potential plumbing issues.  Five of the eight technologies with 
provisional approval function as conventional OSDS during power outages.  During those short 
time frames, increased nitrogen removal provided by I/A OWTS may not occur.  Ultimately it is 
the design professional’s responsibility to select the most appropriate technology for a given site 
application and planning for power outages must be considered.  The design professional can 
overcome this by either installing a connection for a generator or by choosing a model designed 
to flow by gravity within areas vulnerable to power outages.   
 
Some biological systems do require some time to start-up and achieve equilibrium.  Suffolk County 
has confirmed that all eight provisionally approved I/A OWTS have been observed to 
accommodate seasonal use.  Based on a limited dataset characterizing seasonal performance, a 
Barnstable County Department of Health and Environmental Services presentation entitled 
“Seasonal Performance of Innovative/Alternative Septic Systems in Barnstable County” concluded 
that seasonally operated I/A OWTS removed nitrogen at least as well as systems operated year-
round.  
 
New York State requires that the I/A OWTS be designed by licensed professional engineers who 
will be responsible to design the systems to convey wastewater to the I/A OWTS and leaching 
facilities. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The response to General Comment 5 concludes that Suffolk County has established a program 
that requires each I/A OWTS technology to demonstrate the ability to consistently achieve an 
effluent total nitrogen concentration below 19 mg/L before it is approved for use in Suffolk 
County.  Suffolk County publishes annual reports documenting the effectiveness of each 
technology, including data collected both by the I/A OWTS manufacturer and by Suffolk County.  
The SWP has been modified to add information on the Demonstration Program and I/A OWTS 
effectiveness. Finally, the Adaptive Management Plan described in Section 8.4.11 specifically 
identifies the need for continued testing of new alternative technologies to improve effectiveness 
and operability.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments identified as General Comment 5, as well as 
the update/modification to Section 2.2.1.3 of the Draft SC SWP (Appendix B to the Draft GEIS) 
reflected by the response does not result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 
2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). In addition, there is no change to the assessment of potential 
impacts as presented in Section 4.0 and Section 5.0 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). Therefore, 
no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result of this General Comment. 
 

6) General Comment: I/A OWTSs are not feasible for difficult sites (small lots, unfavorable soil 
conditions, etc.), and are too large and disruptive to landscaping. 
 
Written Comments 

 11a There is collateral damage. Replacing sprinklers, lawn, walkways, etc. 
 22c Installation will negatively impact established landscaping 

35b Visual impact of manhole covers and destruction of landscaping 
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September 5th Speakers 
3e Expedite variance applications and do not require engineers to prepare plans for systems 

on undersized lots. Engineering costs could be considerable. 
 
September 6th Speakers 
1 Implementation of I/A OWTS on small, challenging sites will be very expensive and grants 

should be pooled and used for cluster systems in those areas  
19a Don’t want to rip up lawn for an IA system. Just hook me up to sewers. 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 

 
The County acknowledges that replacement of existing OSDS with I/A OWTS can result in short-
term construction-related impacts to landscaping, which is similar to the impact that would result 
from replacing an OSDS. Landscaping can be readily restored, and the only long-term visible 
disturbance would be the unobtrusive system covers that are flush with the ground surface.   
Suffolk County has identified this disruption as the most significant factor to residents and has 
concluded that I/A OWTS with footprints larger than a conventional OSDS will require careful 
siting and evaluation and may warrant additional financial hardship incentives to make the 
upgrades affordable. I/A OWTS technology footprints are summarized on Table 2-50 of the SWP. 

 
Suffolk County has also specifically acknowledged the challenges associated with upgrading OSDS 
to I/A OWTS on some parcels where implementation of I/A OWTS cannot comply with SCDHS 
standards and setbacks.  SCDHS has identified the need to develop best-fit standards for retrofits 
of existing systems with I/A OWTS in the 2018 Report on the Performance of Innovative and 
Alternative Onsite Wastewater Treatment Systems. Replacement/retrofit program allows sites 
that have failing sanitary systems to use the best-fit scenario to maximize setbacks to the greatest 
extent feasible while installing the sanitary system as soon as possible. The Department also 
utilizes the best-fit scenario when sites are voluntarily upgrading the sanitary system without 
other changes to the property. The best fit standards allow flexibility in setbacks to accommodate 
challenging sites without requiring the applicant to obtain a variance from Suffolk County.  
Examples of potential I/A OWTS installation on small parcels may be found in the Davis Park and 
Lake Ronkonkoma pilot documentation that is included in Appendix E of the SWP. 

 
Finally, while the use of I/A OWTS is the most cost-effective and least disruptive wastewater 
management alternative for most of the unsewered areas in the County, the SWP acknowledges 
that other wastewater options such as clustering or connection to existing or proposed 
community sewage systems may be more appropriate alternatives for a limited number of parcels 
(e.g., very small lots, parcels with high groundwater or other site-specific limitations). An 
evaluation of wastewater management alternatives considering factors such as parcel size and 
anticipated sea level rise impacts is documented in Section 4.5.4.1 of the SWP. 
 
Concerns regarding the cost of I/A OWTS and landscape restoration are addressed further in 
General Comment 13.  
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Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The response to General Comment 6 agrees that temporary construction-related impacts will 
occur from replacement of an OSDS with an I/A OWTS as documented in Section 5 of the GEIS.  
These temporary construction-related impacts are consistent with those that would occur from 
the in-kind replacement of an OSDS.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019).  
Section 5 of the Draft GEIS (specifically Sections 5.1 and 5.3) acknowledges the short-term 
temporary impacts associated with the installation of I/A OWTS as they pertain to ground 
disturbance and landscaping.  After restoration, there will be minimal visual impacts as 
documented in Section 4.3 and Figure 4-9 of the Draft GEIS.  The assessment of potential impacts 
as presented in Section 4.0 and Section 5.0 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019) is not altered. 
Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result of this General Comment. 
 
The Draft GEIS states that the implementation of the Proposed Action assumes a stable and 
recurring funding source exists. The reader is referred to General Comment 13 for an expanded 
response regarding the cost of I/A OWTS and restoration costs that may be required by property 
owners as a result of system installation. 
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2.C Category C: Program Implementation Concerns 

7) General Comment: The proposed implementation timeline is not fast/aggressive enough or is too 
fast/aggressive. 
 
Written Comments 
4c Process will take 30 years. If so important, why such a long time. 
35d,g I/A OWTS haven't been studied and tested for long enough; Peter Scully said the County 

wanted to see the systems have a track record of success first, so what's the rush 
53d Increase “Attachment” (Appendix) A systems from 15,000 to 30,000 gpd and reduce 

setbacks as quickly as possible 
53f The priority should be upgrading existing cesspools and failed systems that contaminate 

groundwater, not new construction. Any requirement for use of new IA systems in new 
construction should focus on priority areas first rather than imposing across the board. 

53g,h,i Phase-in of new construction mandate is required to mitigate impacts: to avoid delays in 
I/A OWTS inspection/approvals so homeowners can close; ensure adequate qualified 
licensed installers; and allow for further evaluation and improvement of the IA OWTS. 

54c Expedite the timeline. 50-year timeline is a great start but we must act faster. 
 

September 5th Speakers 
15 If we wait 10 or 15 years to implement, there will be nothing left. Act swiftly. 
17a New dedicated sources of funding should be identified to accelerate the pace of 

implementation 
17b Institute mandate for I/A OWTS on property transfer sooner than 2026 to accelerate pace 
 
September 6th Speakers 
10c Any requirement for use of new IA systems in new construction should focus on priority 

areas first rather than imposing across the board. 
 

Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 
 
Section 4.3 of the SWP describes eight SWP implementation alternatives that were evaluated. The 
implementation alternatives were evaluated based upon the need to balance: 
 

• The desire to implement I/A OWTS throughout the highest priority areas as quickly as 
possible; 

 
• The desire to implement I/A OWTS throughout all priority areas as quickly as possible; 

 
• Recognition of the need to establish both the County-wide Water Quality Management 

District and a Responsible Management Entity (RME) to manage, oversee and monitor 
the I/A OWTS; 

 
• The need to accommodate the growth of the industry for designing, manufacturing, 

installing and maintaining the I/A OWTS to meet the County-wide need; and, 
 

• Estimated annual stable and recurring funding need. 
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The recommended alternative and associated timeline identified in the SWP was based upon the 
best available information that balanced achieving each of the criterion described above; however 
it is anticipated that the actual implementation plan and schedule will be modified and refined 
based upon factors such as the actual amount of financial resources available once a stable and 
recurring revenue source is procured. The Long Island Regional Planning Council has funded a 
County-Wide Water Quality Management District (“the District”) Feasibility Study.  Suffolk County 
has retained a consultant for this initiative to identify the infrastructure and management that 
will be incorporated into the District and to complete a financial analysis of costs and revenue 
sources, as well as establish a schedule for establishment of the District. The SWP will not be 
implemented until both the District and a stable and recurring source of funding are established.  
If the District and the revenue source are established before 2024, the SWP can be advanced more 
quickly.  If additional funding is procured, SWP can be advanced more quickly. I/A OWTS should 
be installed as part of new construction to minimize additional nitrogen loads to ground and 
surface waters. 
 
Finally, policy recommendations that can be advanced before a stable and recurring revenue 
source is procured, such as the proposed revisions for Appendix A systems, will be advanced as 
quickly as permitted through the code and standards revisions and adoption process. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The response to General Comment 7 identifies the factors impacting the SWP implementation 
timeline. Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does 
not result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 
2019). The implementation timeline for the Proposed Action presented in the Draft GEIS assumes 
a stable and recurring funding source is in-place. The assessment of potential impacts as 
presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019) is reflective of this implementation 
timeline. Funding availability would impact project implementation. Modification to the Proposed 
Action, if required, due to funding availability may trigger additional future review under SEQRA. 
The response provided above does not result in a modification to the SWP. Therefore, no 
modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result of this General Comment. 

 
8) General Comment: General confusion on the process for adopting and approving the 

recommended policy options in the Plan. 
 
Written Comments 
4d There will be revolt if you attempt to implement such an absurdity immediately 
40d More detail is needed on development within Sensitive Areas; Town wants to participate 

in any decision that affects development within Southampton 
42p Mandated upgrades is counter to all property rights and conservation ethics 
44d Emphasize the Plan will be improved/updated over time and public and elected officials 

will have the opportunity to provide input 
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Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 
 
The recommendations provided in the SWP will not be advanced unless a stable, recurring 
revenue source is established that makes the cost of wastewater upgrades affordable to the 
residents of Suffolk County. Furthermore, the recommendations provided in the SWP are not 
binding and present strategies for consideration by policymakers. Each policy recommendation 
will require separate review and approval by the Suffolk County Legislature and Suffolk County 
Board of Health. Figure 4-6 of the SWP presents the initial projected timeline for implementation 
of the SWP policy recommendations.  As shown on Figure 4-6, the primary recommendations of 
the program are implemented over a 30-year timeframe.  While the recommendations provided 
in Figure 4-6 were developed using the best available data, the initial timeline is subject to change 
as new data is received.  As such, the public is encouraged to work with their local legislators and 
will have additional opportunity to comment on individual policy recommendations, as they are 
advanced, at each respective legislative committee and general legislative hearing.  In addition, 
Suffolk County will continue to look for opportunities to hold public education events on the SWP 
where additional comments are welcomed.  Suffolk County will continue to work closely with the 
Towns and Villages through the Article 6 Workgroup before advancing each of the proposed policy 
recommendations. 

 
It is expected that once a viable option for the creation of a funding source to make upgrades 
affordable for homeowners is clarified, the residents of Suffolk County will have an opportunity 
to vote on the establishment of a proposed stable and recurring revenue stream through a New 
York State approved referendum. 

 
As recommended in Section 8.4.11, Suffolk County will prepare an Adaptive Management and 
Long-Term Monitoring Plan to establish clearly defined program review intervals, establish a 
clearly defined monitoring program, establish a clearly defined reporting mechanism, and 
establish a mechanism to track the progress of the SWP.  Annual reports will document program 
recommendations. If additional major recommendations are advanced, each recommendation 
could be subject to supplemental SEQRA review and/or approval by the Suffolk County legislature 
providing additional opportunities for public comments to the proposed revisions.  The Article 6 
Workgroup will continue to be involved before advancing any proposed policy changes to the 
recommendations in the SWP. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
As stated in the response to General Comment 8, the County would not advance the Proposed 
Action unless a stable and recurring revenue source is established making the cost of the 
wastewater upgrades affordable to the homeowners of Suffolk County. It is also noted that the 
recommendations in the SWP are non-binding and present strategies for consideration by 
policymakers. Each policy will undergo separate review and approval by the Suffolk County 
Legislature and the Suffolk County Board of Health.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 and Section 5.0 of the 
Draft GEIS (August 2019) is not altered. Section 12 of the Draft GEIS provides subsequent review 
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requirements under SEQRA. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result of 
this General Comment. 

 
9) General Comment: The approach to Transfer of Development Rights (TDRs) and Pine Barrens 

Credits (PBCs) in the Plan needs to be clarified, especially to policies that effect the use of TDRs in 
Southampton. 
 
Written Comments 
40b Add a foot note to Table 8-25 that separate SEQRA evaluation would be required for any 

policies that affect use of TDRs in Southampton 
40c  Any changes to Article 6 that affect TDRs should take impacts to the PBC and the 

requirements of the CLUP into account 
40d More detail is needed on the criteria for “sensitive zones” and how recommendations on 

transfer into Priority Areas will affect development in Southampton Town. SEQRA analysis 
is insufficient in this regard. Town expects to participate in these decisions 

53n Report does not take into account the need to ensure that TDR programs already actually 
work; use of Pine Barrens Credits should be made easier, credits for double-density 
should be considered a minor variance. 

 
September 6th Speakers 
10d Report did not adequately look at TDRs. Consider TDRs and PB credits in more detail 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 
 
SCDHS General Guidance Memorandum #27, Guidelines for Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) 
and Pine Barrens Credits (PBC) for Sanitary Density Credit describes the “as of right” and “non as 
of right” transfers of sanitary density.  The Guidance Memorandum identifies a number of factors 
that the Department considers when reviewing proposed sending and receiving parcels, including 
groundwater contributing areas to public supply wells and to surface waters, to confirm that the 
TDR does not cause a negative environmental impact. Section 8.4.10 of the SWP provides 
additional preliminary recommendations for TDRs that could provide further protections to 
groundwater and surface water quality with potential modifications to the TDR program(s). 

The primary objective of the Proposed Action (SWP) is to provide a recommended strategy to 
significantly reduce nitrogen from existing OSDS.  Many of the policy recommendations provided 
in the SWP were built upon lessons learned from proximal jurisdictions and through close 
collaboration with the Article 6 Workgroup.  Nonetheless, the SWP findings provide valuable 
information regarding nitrogen loading under current conditions and future condition based upon 
a hypothetical buildout analysis.  These data, when combined with the recommended wastewater 
upgrades to existing systems, were used to establish an initial list of recommendations for existing 
and proposed TDR programs in Suffolk County as documented in Section 8.4.10 of the SWP.  It 
should be noted that the initial list of recommendations was solely intended to facilitate 
discussion among policymakers and through working groups such as the Article 6 Workgroup.  In 
order to properly evaluate and provide more detailed recommendations toward countywide or 
regional TDR policies, it is recommended that these recommendations be reviewed with the 
Article 6 Workgroup to develop refined long-term recommendations for TDR programs as part of 
the SWP Adaptive Management process.  For example, it may be appropriate to implement the 
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recommendation of a countywide TDR tracking database so local and regional evaluation of 
existing TDR sending and receiving parcels can be located and identified.  Ultimately, TDRs 
represent an important tool in the toolbox of regional nutrient reduction and management; 
however, additional data and discussion is needed before strategies can be developed and 
advanced that support local Town and Village needs while supporting and balancing the regional 
nutrient management recommendations of the SWP.  Based upon comments received, the 
following additional initial recommendation will be added to Section 8.4.10 of the SWP for 
consideration by policymakers: 

• Evaluate mechanisms and means to make the evaluation of TDRs easier in Suffolk County. 
 

In addition, a footnote will be added to Table 8-25 noting that a SEQRA evaluation would be 
required for any policies that affect the use of TDRs. As recommended in Section 8.4.11, Suffolk 
County will prepare an Adaptive Management and Long-Term Monitoring Plan to establish clearly 
defined program review intervals, establish a clearly defined monitoring program, establish a 
clearly defined reporting mechanism, and establish a mechanism to track the progress of the SWP, 
including recommendations to program policies that are the result of workgroup meetings.  Each 
future policy recommendation that is advanced would be subject to supplemental SEQRA review 
and/or approval by the Suffolk County legislature providing additional opportunities for public 
comments to the proposed revisions.  The Article 6 Workgroup will continue to be involved before 
advancing any proposed policy changes to the recommendations in the SWP. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
As stated in the response to General Comment 9, the primary objective of the Proposed Action 
(SWP) is to provide a recommended strategy for how to significantly reduce nitrogen from existing 
OSDS. The Proposed Action provides a broad range of initial recommendations to existing TDR 
programs (including the PBC program) but clarifies that additional discussion will be required 
among policymakers and working groups such as the Article 6 Workgroup before specific 
recommendations can be advanced. In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented 
in Section 4.0 and Section 5.0 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019) is not altered.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result of this General Comment. 
 

10) General Comment: Possible growth inducement and increased density from septic upgrades is 
not fully evaluated or clear in the Plan. Town and Village boards and zoning boards need to be 
engaged in Plan implementation to ensure that local zoning and County goals are linked with 
regard to nitrogen reductions. 
  
Written Comments 
6b The County should Work with local municipalities to ensure effective zoning & address 

overdevelopment. 
18g Sewering strategy will have a negative impact (development, water supply reduction). 
18o The SWP turns a blind eye to growth inducement caused by sewering, which is a negative 

impact 
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18aa Leaving the fate of the water supply in the hands of zoning boards to approve individual 
sewer projects would result in a negative impact.  

18ac The DGEIS should focus on the issue of economic development and urban sprawl, and 
provide a full analysis of positive and negative impacts 

37 Proposed Action would increase development 
43 Will lead to more development and depleted aquifer 
44b Clearly identify how towns and villages will be engaged. 
47c Growth inducement by sewers will not be curtailed by local zoning, resulting in negative 

impact 
54e Engage Towns and Villages 
54h Do not encourage unnecessary development, clarify plans on where limited, strategic 

sewers will be advanced and areas limited to IAs. 
 
September 5th Speakers 
2 Don’t allow improved sewers to drive new development by itself. 
6 Plan gives up responsibility to local zoning and planning boards. Denies the impact of 

growth inducement caused by sewers, which will have a negative impact. 
10 Clarify Growth Inducement 
 
September 6th Speakers 
2b SWP “doomed for failure” unless Town planning and ZBAs are included; link county goals 

and town zoning. EIS must examine growth beyond saying it’s controlled by Towns. 
5b Increased development and population density will result, increasing pollution 
14b SWP needs to address how the County will work in partnership with Towns and Villages 

with the mutual goal of water protection. 
17 Opposed to overdevelopment, not enough water to support more people 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 
 
The objective of the recommendations in the SWP is to significantly reduce nitrogen loads from 
the greater than 380,000 OSDS in Suffolk County that are not designed to treat nitrogen.  This 
includes upgrading existing systems to either I/A OWTS, sewer connection, or use of a clustered 
system. The primary method of wastewater upgrades recommended in the SWP is the use of I/A 
OWTS, with the use of sewering or clustering being potentially viable options in select areas of 
the County.  However, and to clarify, the SWP is not proposing or advancing any specific sewering 
projects, ‘Appendix A’ projects or development.  The initial sewering evaluation and 
recommendations were provided solely to provide policymakers with data and information that 
will support further evaluation of funding needs for a stable and recurring revenue source, and 
an initial planning level evaluation of areas that might benefit from sewering.   Nonetheless, the 
DGEIS acknowledges that the proposed modifications to Appendix A systems could enable select 
areas and parcels to be built out to their full potential as allowed by local zoning.  The following 
existing or proposed provisions are in-place to limit and prevent growth inducement associated 
with the recommendations of the SWP: 
 

1. Article 19 of the Sanitary Code specifically forbids the use of I/A OWTS to increase sanitary 
density and states that I/A OWTS are not considered sewering, community sewerage 
systems, or modified subsurface sewage disposal (denitrification) systems under Article 6 
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of the Suffolk County Sanitary Code and it is not the intent of this Article to alter density 
requirements for unsewered parcels. 

 
2. The County will continue to review, approve, and permit all applications for private sewer 

projects.  The County will consider the recommendations of the SWP during individual 
project siting reviews. 

 
3. The SWP does not preclude the requirement for environmental review of each proposed 

sewering or development project. Likewise, the SWP would not prevent the County from 
continuing to ensure groundwater and surface water quantity and quality are maintained 
and/or improved. The County has an opportunity to comment on all SEQRA reviews for 
sewer and Appendix A projects in Suffolk County as an involved and interested agency.  
The County will consider the recommendations of the SWP during individual project siting 
reviews and may recommend regional groundwater modeling to evaluate potential 
impacts associated with groundwater drawdown and aquifer depletion and/or 
recommend evaluation of proposed nitrogen loading with respect to the nitrogen load 
reduction goals in the SWP, depending on the nature of the specific proposal. 

 
4. As recommended in Section 8.4.11 of the SWP and in the DGEIS, the County will monitor 

and track nitrogen loads and nitrogen load reductions for all sewering and appendix A 
projects in Suffolk County and report the findings in an annual progress report.  This will 
provide another accounting mechanism to ensure that nitrogen loading from future 
buildout associated with sewering and Appendix A projects is not undermining the 
objectives of the SWP.  If a concern is identified, the annual report prepared as part of the 
Adaptive Management Plan implementation will include recommendations to 
policymakers on how to resolve the concern.  For example, while it is not anticipated, if 
the proposed revisions to the Appendix A sanitary code and construction standards do 
not have the intended consequence (e.g., a significant reduction in nitrogen loading from 
existing onsite wastewater sources to facilitate advancement toward the recommended 
load reduction goals), additional modification to the Sanitary Code or standards would be 
recommended to resolve the concern; and,    

 
5. To limit nitrogen loading associated with existing as-of-right Article 6 density, the SWP 

recommends that I/A OWTS be required for all new construction. 
 
To address concerns regarding the potential for growth inducement associated with 
recommended revisions to Article 6 of the Suffolk County Sanitary Code and commercial 
construction standards for Appendix A systems, Suffolk County is proposing an additional 
recommended revision to the construction standards requiring all new Appendix A projects to 
achieve a minimum 10 percent reduction of nitrogen from current as-of-right Article 6 standards 
and further discussed below in the response to the DGEIS. 
 
Finally, Suffolk County agrees that engagement of local Town and Village planning officials is 
paramount to ensure that the recommendations set forth in the SWP achieve maximum benefit 
and are not offset by local zoning.  Suffolk County will continue to engage the Article 6 Workgroup, 
which includes representative planning officials from all local Towns and Villages, as the 
recommended policies in the SWP are advanced.  In addition, as documented in Section 8.4.11 of 
the SWP, implementation of an Adaptive Management and Long-Term Monitoring Plan will 
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provide a collaborative platform for periodic project reviews, reporting, and identification of 
potential concerns or revisions to the recommendations of the SWP.  Suffolk County will engage 
Town and Village officials in the review of the SWP annual reports, through the Article 6 
Workgroup, to make sure that all local regulatory officials are closely engaged in ongoing SWP 
implementation. 

 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 

 
During the public comment period, comments were received ‘linking’ the Proposed Action to a 
potential for increased development. To clarify, the Proposed Action is not proposing or 
advancing any specific sewering projects, ‘Appendix A’ projects or development. The Proposed 
Action addresses nitrogen-loading from onsite wastewater systems that can impact groundwater 
and surface water quality. The Proposed Action is not “project-specific” but does provide a path 
for the County to address water quality as it relates to nitrogen from the more than 380,000 
existing cesspools and conventional sanitary systems that are not designed to remove nitrogen 
from sanitary wastewater.  

 
Existing and proposed provisions currently in-place to limit and prevent growth inducement 
associated with the recommendations of the SWP are discussed above in the response to the SWP 
General Comment 10. 

 
Section 6.2 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019) addressed the potential for growth inducement 
associated with the proposed modifications to the Sanitary Code regulations specific to the use 
of ‘Appendix A’ wastewater treatment facilities. The proposed changes to Article 6 as evaluated 
in the Draft GEIS (August 2019) addressed Appendix A facility flow and setback requirements as 
defined in the Commercial Standards. The use of Appendix A systems is currently limited to design 
flows up to 15,000 gallons per day (gpd). As noted in Section 2.1.1 of the Draft GEIS, adoption of 
the proposed amendments to Article 6 of the Sanitary Code would allow flows up to 30,000 gpd, 
doubling the sanitary flow that an Appendix A treatment system could receive and treat. This 
proposed change is associated with treatment capacity only. The proposed changes to the 
Standards for Approval of Plans and Construction for Sewage Disposal Other Than Single-Family 
Residences – Appendix A “Standards for the Construction of Modified Subsurface Disposal 
Systems and Small Community Sewerage Systems” address the setback requirements for 
Appendix A for certain land use types. The purpose of the proposed changes is to facilitate siting 
of Appendix A systems in existing developed areas with limited available land.  The proposed 
change would reduce the setback requirement for the Appendix A treatment system based on the 
land use types of the proposed Appendix A system siting parcel and the adjoining parcels. It was 
noted in the Draft GEIS (August 2019) that the proposed changes would likely allow for a parcel 
served by an Appendix A treatment facility to reach its full development potential as defined by 
local zoning. 
 
The evaluation in the Draft GEIS concluded that the proposed changes to the Sanitary Code would 
not induce growth as the proposed modifications would not alter the local municipality’s review 
and approval authorities and environmental review as may be required under SEQRA. The 
proposed reduction in setback requirements for certain types of land uses is to allow for the use 
of Appendix A treatment systems in areas of the County that may experience challenges in siting 
nitrogen reduction treatment systems, such as downtown commercial districts. 
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Although the analysis and conclusions provided in the Draft GEIS (August 2019) are unchanged, 
the County acknowledges the concerns of its residents and as a direct result of the comments 
received during the public comment period on the Draft GEIS (August 2019) and the Draft SWP 
(Appendix B to the Draft GEIS), Suffolk County is proposing an additional modification to the 
Standards for Approval of Plans and Construction for Sewage Disposal Other Than Single-Family 
Residences – Appendix A “Standards for the Construction of Modified Subsurface Disposal 
Systems and Small Community Sewerage Systems”. This modification is proposed to further 
address the potential for growth inducement directly stemming from the proposed changes to 
the setback requirements (Appendix A – Commercial Standards) and treatment capacity of future 
Appendix A facilities as defined in Article 6 of the Suffolk County Sanitary Code. The additional 
proposed modification is as follows: 
 

• Revise the Standards for Approval of Plans and Construction for Sewage Disposal Systems 
for Other Than Single-Family Residences to require an overall effluent nitrogen load of at 
least 10 percent lower than required as-of-right per the Article 6 density requirements for 
all proposed Appendix A systems to be installed within the 0-25 year travel time to surface 
waters for eastern Suffolk, within the 0-50 year travel time for surface waters to western 
Suffolk, or within the 0-50 year travel time to public supply wells. 

 
• The 0-25 year and 0-50 year travel time lines for eastern/western Suffolk will be as 

proposed in the SWP.  
 

The proposed modification to construction standards would reduce the potential for increased 
nitrogen loading by reducing the amount of nitrogen that could be discharged ‘as of right’ should 
development move forward. This modification would not limit a local municipality’s review and 
approval rights but would link the development potential to achievement of reduced nitrogen 
loading. The additional proposed change in theory could still allow growth in accordance with 
local zoning in terms of number of new dwellings/people.  That being said, the practical limitations 
of treatment (technology and equipment space requirement) combined with the proposed 10 
percent reduction in nitrogen loading would contribute to controlling growth that ‘could’ be 
possible if the Towns were to relax their zoning requirements. Approval of development would 
continue to be in accordance with local zoning and would continue to require the approval of the 
local Town/Village. The local planning and approval process would not be altered by the changes 
proposed by the County. 
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments identified as ‘General Comment #10’, as 
well as the update/modification to the Draft SC SWP (Appendix B to the Draft GEIS) have been 
completed. The additional modification to the standards is proposed to enhance the Proposed 
Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). The proposed additional 
modification restricts the nitrogen loading potential from development served by Appendix A 
facilities, therefore there is no change to the assessment of potential impacts as presented in the 
Draft GEIS (August 2019). Incorporation of the above response and proposed additional 
modification to the standards supports the conclusion stated in the Draft GEIS Section 6.2.  
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11) General Comment: The fact that systems require active maintenance compared to traditional 
systems to ensure they are functioning correctly is a concern, and most residents in the long-term 
will not ensure that the required maintenance is performed. 
 
Written Comments 
1n Current volunteers mind the systems better than residents will 
38d Homeowners fail to conduct maintenance. 
39f,h The County needs to have funding and staff to ensure long-term maintenance and 

monitor the effectiveness of the  I/A OWTS. Will Towns/Villages be required to inspect? 
41f Implement maintenance program outside the control of property owners 
53j This plan is imposing financial and legal requirements on the homeowner to maintain and 

operate IA systems. The plan lacks required notice and disclosure of these responsibilities, 
including warranties and penalties for non-compliance. 

 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 

 
Suffolk County agrees that ensuring long-term maintenance of I/A OWTS is paramount to achieve 
the recommended load reduction goals provided in the SWP and ultimately the overall success of 
the program and recognizes that both residents and the liquid waste industry are accustomed to 
the infrequent maintenance required by an OSDS.  Acknowledging that the annual maintenance 
required for reliable I/A OWTS operation will be a paradigm shift for both residents and the 
industry, the County adopted Article 19 of the Sanitary Code requiring that residents maintain an 
annual maintenance contract with a licensed maintenance professional and establishing the 
Department of Health Services as the Responsible Management Agency (RME) providing 
oversight.  The maintenance contracts must be registered with the RME.  
 
Article 19 of the Suffolk County Sanitary Code as well as the construction standards for residential 
and commercial wastewater construction permits set forth rigorous requirements for Operation 
& Maintenance (O&M).  Article 19 requires all I/A OWTS be included with a 3-year warranty, that 
O&M be conducted at a minimum of once per year, and that homeowners complete a registration 
form for their I/A OWTS that must be renewed every 3-years or within 60 days of Property 
Transfer. The County has additional quality control measures and sampling requirements to 
ensure that all installed I/A OWTS of specific technologies maintain effluent nitrogen 
concentration averages below or equal to Department Standards of 19 mg/l total nitrogen. 
Current Sanitary Code and Septic Improvement Program (SIP) provisions that ensure performance 
of I/A OWTS include: 

 
• Article 19 of the Suffolk County Sanitary Code and Related Construction Standards: 

 
1. The establishment of a Responsible Management Entity (RME), currently the SCDHS, 

that is required to ensure the operation, maintenance, management, and monitoring 
of all I/A OWTS in Suffolk County; 

 
2. The most comprehensive and rigorous I/A OWTS technology approval process in the 

United States ensures that individual technologies demonstrate performance that 
meets or exceeds the 19 mg/l total nitrogen standard (e.g., nitrogen concentration is 
less than or equal to 19 mg/L) before being allowed for widespread use in the county; 
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3. Detailed procedures documenting the corrective actions to be taken if individual 

technologies do not continue to meet the minimum performance standards along 
with the ability to remove individual technologies from the program if non-
compliance is not corrected; and, 

 
4. An active operation and maintenance contract must be in-place between the 

property owner and a licensed liquid waste professional endorsed to perform 
operation and maintenance in Suffolk County, which contract must be registered with 
the RME. 

 
• Suffolk County Septic Improvement Program: 

 
1. The first three years of operation and maintenance is included in the price for 

installation of the I/A OWTS. 
 

2. Suffolk County grant agreement requires property owners to review and sign-off on 
O&M requirements. 

 
Suffolk County has one of the most robust I/A OWTS industry training programs in the United 
States to ensure that design, installation, and maintenance professionals are adequately trained 
to design, install, and maintain I/A OWTS for optimal performance. Training is coordinated with 
the Long Island Liquid Wastewater Association and as of January 2020, more than 300 individuals 
have completed the I/A OWTS training program. Section 1.1.6.4.2 of the SWP provides a brief 
overview of the I/A OWTS training program in Suffolk County. Finally, Suffolk County just 
completed development of a first of its kind database (the “Environmental Health Information 
Management System” or “EHIMS”) which includes all necessary provisions to track performance 
and long-term maintenance of a full scale countywide wastewater upgrade program and will serve 
as a singular interface for permitting, design review, and registration of systems. The 
establishment of the new database is an historic step forward in the use of technology to facilitate 
the role of the RME. 

 
While the existing provisions are adequate for ensuring performance of I/A OWTS under the 
existing voluntary and Town/Village I/A OWTS mandates, an alternate model may be more 
appropriate for full-scale implementation of the SWP recommendations, which could eventually 
include the installation of more than 200,000 I/A OWTS countywide.  One alternate model could 
include establishment of a County-Wide Water Quality Management District (“the District”).  
Under this model, the District (and/or a subcontractor) could be made responsible for providing 
operation and maintenance services for all I/A OWTS in Suffolk County, under municipal contract.  
This approach would eliminate the responsibility of individual property owners and minimize 
enforcement by the RME for non-compliance by property owners with the requirement to have 
a maintenance contract. In addition, O&M procurement through the district could provide 
regionalized costs savings and operate similar to a garbage district. There are multiple advantages 
to this model but also potential hurdles that may need to be overcome. These issues must be 
weighed by policy makers as the SWP moves into the implementation phase. 
 
Section 8.2.3.4 has been added to the SWP to present the advantages and drawbacks of two 
possible long-term maintenance strategies for full program implementation (e.g., homeowner 
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responsibility versus District responsibility).  While Section 8.2.3.4 presents relevant information 
for policymakers to consider, there are alternate models that could have similar desired 
outcomes. The exact architecture of the full-scale operation and maintenance model should be 
evaluated and determined by policymakers after a District is established and a stable and 
recurring revenue source has been identified, as the structure of the District and annual revenue 
stream ultimately made available for wastewater upgrades will drive the model.  The 
recommendations of the SWP will be reevaluated under the adaptive management process once 
these two critical program ramp-up elements have been clarified. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
Suffolk County currently has the most stringent technology approval and I/A OWTS management 
program in the United States and the mechanisms are already in place that require ongoing 
performance monitoring and maintenance of the systems.   Additional enhancements may be 
made to optimize long-term maintenance and monitoring of the full-scale program as discussed 
in the SWP response to General Comment 11 and in accordance with the Adaptive Management 
Plan. If significant revisions are proposed, they would be subject to supplemental SEQRA 
environmental review. 
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments identified as ‘General Comment 11’, as well 
as the update/modification to Section 8.2.3.4 of the Draft SC SWP (Appendix B to the Draft GEIS) 
reflected by the response do not result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 
2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). In addition, there is no change to the assessment of potential 
impacts as presented in the Draft GEIS (August 2019). Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS 
is required as a result of this General Comment.  
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2.D Category D: Cost and Funding Concerns (the Financial 
Model) 

12) General Comment: The financial model of how the program will be funded should be included, 
including handling of system maintenance. A wastewater management district should be 
established.  
 
Written Comments 
20 Explain the actual plan to pay the very ridiculously high price. 
38d Recommends wastewater treatment district with authority to conduct annual 

maintenance. 
39h The County needs to have funding and staff to ensure long-term maintenance and 

monitor the effectiveness of the I/A OWTS. 
40e Establishing a Countywide Wastewater Management District is a good idea. An initial 

financial model should be included in the analysis. 
53b Utilize funding first for expansion of sewer districts. Create a countywide sewer district 
53c Everyone should pay the new revenue source, no exceptions, as everyone will benefit. 

Include new construction in the subsidy program for new IA systems. 
53j This plan is imposing financial and legal requirements on the homeowner to maintain and 

operate IA systems. The plan lacks required notice and disclosure of these responsibilities, 
including warranties and penalties for non-compliance. 

53m Implementation should not begin until funding options are fully explored for both existing 
and new homes. Affordability is an issue with this 5% increase in the cost of housing. 

54b Identify a source of recurring funding 
54f Do not allow grants for new construction now or in the future 
 
September 5th Speakers 
5 What are the long-term costs with the I/A systems for installation and maintenance? 

Requires County’s long-term sustainable financial commitment with low income grants. 
 
September 6th Speakers 
1 Implementation of I/A OWTS on small, challenging sites will be very expensive and grants 

should be pooled and used for cluster systems in those areas  
2c Where is the money coming from? 
10a Raise new revenues from everybody, it’s everybody’s water. Costs for I/A OWTS for new 

construction should be subsidized. 
 

Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 

 
The objective of the SWP is to provide a science-based roadmap of policy recommendations to 
address the long-recognized need for wastewater upgrades in Suffolk County.  The 
recommendations provided in the SWP will not be advanced unless a stable, recurring revenue 
source is established that makes the cost of wastewater upgrades affordable to the residents of 
Suffolk County. Furthermore, the recommendations provided in the SWP are not binding and 
present strategies for consideration by policymakers. Each policy recommendation will require 
separate review and approval by the Suffolk County Legislature and Suffolk County Board of 
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Health.   The establishment of a stable and recurring revenue source will require approval by the 
public through a State-approved referendum. Please see the response to General Comments 8 
and 13 for additional discussion on the overall approval process for the recommendations in the 
SWP. Two primary objectives established in previous studies (IBM, 2014; Suffolk County, 2015), 
and further recommended during Phase I (Program Ramp-up) of the SWP, are the establishment 
of both a County-wide water quality management district and a stable and recurring revenue 
source to make wastewater upgrades affordable for property owners. In consultation with 
officials in the State of Maryland regarding its successful Bay Restoration Program, which is 
funded by a stable and recurring revenue stream, they emphasized the importance of a having a 
recurring and predictable revenue source upon which to base a multi-year upgrade program.  
 
The SWP provides an initial estimated cost range for the implementation of the recommended 
wastewater upgrades under a variety of policy scenarios.   In order to properly evaluate all 
possible revenue options, and utilizing a grant provided by the Long Island Regional Planning 
Council as an early action item under the Long Island Nitrogen Action Plan (LINAP), Suffolk County 
has retained a consultant to prepare a detailed financial analysis and model as part of a County-
Wide Water Quality Management District Feasibility Study.  The County-Wide Water Quality 
Management District Feasibility Study and Implementation Plan Report will build upon the 
preliminary cost information provided in the SWP and will provide recommendations for 
policymakers to consider regarding options for the financing of the recommendations contained 
in the SWP. Additional evaluation of how, when, and where to expend the financial resources 
(e.g., see Figure 4-6 of the SWP; includes funding for upgrades using individual I/A OWTS, 
clustering, sewering, etc.), as well as the overall timing of the recommended upgrades, will be 
considered as part of the Adaptive Management Plan, after the nature and value of the recurring 
funding source is clarified.   
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The Proposed Action and the assessment of impacts both assume a stable and recurring revenue 
stream is in place to fund the wastewater management program. The implementation of future 
financing recommendations as an outcome of the County-wide Water Quality Management 
District Feasibility Study may trigger the need for additional review under SEQRA. The Lead 
Agency will make this determination once the financing action is defined.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of this Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 
 

13) General Comment: Installation and maintenance of I/A OWTSs are too expensive. This 
requirement is another tax and an unaffordable burden on taxpayers.  
 
Written Comments 
1t The technology solution is expensive 
2b Funding only available to those eligible, residents can't afford it 
3 Science does not support the proposed "theft" of $20,000 
4b This is another tax. 
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5b This is another tax. 
6a The fiscal impact to residents should be limited while curbing additional harm to ground 

and surface waters, limit fiscal impact and leverage state and federal monies. 
7 The tremendous cost will force me to sell my home and move out of New York. 
8 The elderly could never afford this 
13 The plan to force $20,000 cesspool upgrades is obscene. 
14a Installation and maintenance costs are unsustainable. 
16 Cannot afford I/A OWTS, this amounts to taxation without representation. 
18a-x The maintenance and costs associated with advanced systems compared to conventional 

systems will have a negative impact on homeowners 
21 Will affect house sale 
22d This is an unaffordable burden on residents. 
23a It costs too much to stay on Long Island. 
25a I/A OWTS costs are in addition to already high taxes. 
26 County should foot the bill for at least half of the cost. 
27 Implementation would put a tremendous financial burden on families. 
30a Considerable expense, especially for those on fixed incomes 
35a,c High costs to install/operate/maintain, grants have 1099s and property values will 

decrease 
37 Installation and maintenance costs will break the backs of County residents 
38g Residents in existing sewer districts should be exempt from paying for SWP 

implementation 
39g How will residents in lower income areas pay for maintenance? 
41d Funding is not equitable. 
42o,t Traditional systems are effective, low-cost while not an economic burden on homeowner. 

Don’t mandate I/A OWTS; maintained septic systems last forever. 
43 Grants are not free money; it is taxpayer money. 
49 Requirement to construct sewers or advanced systems places unnecessary financial 

burden on residents and will negatively impact property values 
53j This plan is imposing financial and legal requirements on the homeowner to maintain and 

operate IA systems. The plan lacks required notice and disclosure of these responsibilities, 
including warranties and penalties for non-compliance. 

53m Implementation should not begin until funding options are fully explored for both existing 
and new homes. Affordability is an issue with this 5% increase in the cost of housing. 

 
September 5th Speakers 
5 What are the long-term costs with the I/A systems for installation and maintenance? 

Requires County’s long-term sustainable financial commitment with low income grants. 
 

September 6th Speakers  
1 Implementation of I/A OWTS on small, challenging sites will be very expensive and grants 

should be pooled and used for cluster systems in those areas 
3a Say going to give us money for systems. But taxpayer money is our money. 
5a Installation and maintenance costs are too burdensome for overtaxed residents. 

Maintenance and operation costs will never end. 
19a Cost to me when selling home or if cesspool fails. Don’t want to rip up lawn and have 

another system to maintain. 
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Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  
 
Since launching the County’s Reclaim Our Water initiative, Suffolk County has emphasized that 
establishing a County-wide wastewater upgrade program cannot be successful unless it is made 
affordable for the residents of Suffolk County.  Accordingly, the SWP makes establishment of the 
stable and recurring revenue source a fundamental requirement and primary objective of the first 
phase of the program referred to as “Phase I – Program Ramp Up.”  The SWP acknowledges that 
the primary program phase (Phase II), cannot advance unless and until such a revenue stream is 
established. Please refer to Section 8.1 of the SWP for a summary of the program 
recommendations.  The cost model used in the SWP assumes that there would be no out-of-
pocket cost to homeowners for the installation of I/A OWTS and that the first three years of 
system maintenance is included with the installation.  The homeowner would have responsibility 
for electrical costs (approximately $11/month) and system maintenance after three years; 
however, as discussed in response to General Comment 11, Suffolk County is also evaluating a 
model under which system maintenance would be provided to homeowners by a municipal 
contractor under a County-Wide Water Quality Management District. The County-Wide Water 
Quality Management District Feasibility Study and Implementation Plan Report will build upon 
the preliminary cost information provided in the SWP and will provide detailed analysis and 
recommendations for policymakers to consider specific to financing the recommendations 
provided in the SWP. 

 
The objective of the SWP is to provide a science-based roadmap of policy recommendations to 
address the longstanding need for a long-term plan for the installation of wastewater upgrades 
in Suffolk County.  In addition, the SWP provides an initial estimated cost to implement the 
recommended wastewater upgrades under a range of policy options. In order to properly 
evaluate all potentially viable revenue options, and utilizing a grant provided by the Long Island 
Regional Planning Council as an early action item under the Long Island Nitrogen Action Plan 
(LINAP), Suffolk County has retained a consultant to prepare a detailed financial analysis and 
model as part of a County-Wide Water Quality Management District Feasibility Study. The County-
Wide Water Quality Management District Feasibility Study and Implementation Plan Report will 
build upon the preliminary cost information provided in the SWP and will provide 
recommendations for policymakers to consider for the financing of the recommendations 
contained in the SWP. 

 
Suffolk County agrees that the County is not “one size fits all” with respect to individual incomes, 
property values, and individual site conditions.  The SWP recommends that the stable and 
recurring revenue source consider enhanced financial incentives to accommodate unique 
circumstances such as for those with limited means and for those with unique and challenging 
sites. It should be noted that existing studies (Michael et al (1996), Boyle et al (1999), Boyle and 
Taylor (1999), Gibbs et al (2002), Krysel et al (2003), Walsh et al. (2011), Nepf (2017), 
Ramachandran (2015)) have shown that improved water quality corresponds to an increase in 
property value, particularly for those who live in close proximity to surface waters.   

 
It is expected that once a viable option for the creation of a funding source is clarified, the 
residents of Suffolk County will have an opportunity to vote on the establishment of a proposed 
stable and recurring revenue stream through a New York State referendum. 
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Finally, as discussed in Sections 1.1.6.4.5 and 1.1.6.4.6 of the SWP, it should be noted that there 
are existing State, County, and Town grant and loan programs available to homeowners for the 
installation of I/A OWTS.  Specifically, homeowners may qualify for up to $21,000 in grant funding 
with an additional $10,000 available in low interest loans. Homeowners in towns which offer their 
own financial incentives can combine State, County, and Town funding and may qualify for up to 
$50,000 in total grant funding.  
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The response to General Comment 13 details existing and potential future revenue sources. 
Existing programs are discussed in Section 1.1.6.4.5 and 1.1.6.4.6 of the SWP. The SWP provides 
an initial estimated cost to implement the recommended wastewater upgrades under a range of 
policy options. In order to properly evaluate all potentially viable revenue options,  and utilizing a 
grant provided by the Long Island Regional Planning Council as an early action item under the 
LINAP, Suffolk County has retained  a consultant to prepare a detailed financial analysis and model 
as part of a County-Wide Water Quality Management District Feasibility Study. 
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 
 

14) General Comment: Upgrade to I/A OWTS at property transfer and the use of I/A OWTS at new 
construction should also be covered by grants. Without grants the upgrade requirement at 
property transfer will serve as a tax and a hardship for those attempting to sell their home. 
 
Written Comments 
4b Cost impact is suffered upon sale or upgrade to home 
11a $20,000 cost is unneeded impact on selling & potentially buying a new home 
12 Making it mandatory spend $20K to sell a house is the worst idea 
17a High & burdensome real estate transfer tax 
24 First time home buyers will not be able to purchase homes 
31a Forcing homeowners to replace cesspool when selling their home is ridiculous  
36a Tremendous hardship for those who need to sell their home 
38f Grants should be offered in all circumstances that trigger property transfer 
44a Address the impact on seniors selling their primary homes without having installed I/A 

OWTS by providing access to grants. 
53c Everyone should pay the new revenue source, no exceptions, as everyone will benefit. 

Include new construction in the subsidy program for new IA systems. 
53m Implementation should not begin until funding options are fully explored for both existing 

and new homes. Affordability is an issue with this 5% increase in the cost of housing. 
54a Set aside funds to make property transfer eligible for grants 
 
September 5th Speakers 
18 Requirement to upgrade at property transfer is a taking of property rights and voiding 

County certificate of occupancies. Will affect seniors trying to sell their homes. Impact if 
someone retains ownership but transfers property into a different name/company? 
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21 Where is the money coming from for this plan? You’re going to take $20,000 from the 
sale of my house? Shouldn't have to give up profits from house sale. 

 
September 6th Speakers 
2a EIS does not adequately examine the economic impact on the housing market if 

homeowners must install IA system upon sale or transfer. 
10a Raise new revenues from everybody, it’s everybody’s water. Costs for I/A OWTS for new 

construction should be subsidized. 
14a Grants should be available for property transfer or sale 
18b This will take away control of my ability to sell my home 
19a Cost to me when selling home or if cesspool fails. Don’t want to rip up lawn and have 

another system to maintain. 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 

 
Suffolk County agrees that providing grant funding for wastewater upgrades if they are required 
at the time of property transfer should be considered by policymakers.  The SWP acknowledges 
that the primary program phase (Phase II), cannot advance unless and until such a revenue stream 
is established such that the wastewater upgrades are made affordable to the residents of Suffolk 
County. The SWP has been revised (Section 4.4, 8.1, and the Executive Summary) to include an 
estimated range of annual grant funding availability based upon three financial scenarios for 
upgrades at property transfer (e.g., 0% grant funding for wastewater upgrades, 50% grant funding 
for wastewater upgrades, and 100% grant funding for wastewater upgrades). As discussed in 
General Comments 12 and 13,  the SWP provides an initial estimated cost range to implement the 
recommended wastewater upgrades under a variety of policy options to provide initial data that 
can be used by policymakers and subsequent financial analysis to determine exactly how, where, 
and when the financial resources of a stable and recurring revenue source should be spent. In 
order to properly evaluate all potentially viable revenue options, and utilizing a grant provided by 
the Long Island Regional Planning Council as an early action item under the Long Island Nitrogen 
Action Plan (LINAP), Suffolk County has retained a consultant to prepare a detailed financial 
analysis and model as part of a County-Wide Water Quality Management District Feasibility Study 
The County-Wide Water Quality Management District Feasibility Study and Implementation Plan 
Report will build upon the preliminary cost information provided in the SWP and will provide 
detailed analysis and recommendations for policymakers to consider specific to financing the 
recommendations provided in the SWP. 
 
Additional evaluation of how to most effectively invest the financial resources generated by a 
stable and recurring revenue source, as well as the overall timing of the recommended upgrades, 
will undoubtedly be required and implemented as part of the adaptive management plan, after 
the nature and value of the stable and recurring revenue source is determined.  While the primary 
objective of the SWP is to expend the limited financial resources into reducing nitrogen loads from 
existing OSDSs, that does not preclude policymakers from including grant funding availability to 
new construction. 
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Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
Analysis of financial impacts to housing markets are beyond the scope of this environmental 
review.  Scoping for the proposed project was completed in 2017 with the Final Scoping Document 
adopted by the County Legislature by resolution in March 2017. However, Suffolk County is 
actively seeking a mechanism or mechanisms that would reduce the potential for financial impact 
to its residents. The Proposed Action assumes and is contingent upon procurement of a stable 
and recurring revenue stream to make the program affordable to the residents of Suffolk County. 
In addition, the County has engaged a financial consultant to prepare a County-Wide Water 
Quality Management District Feasibility Study and Implementation Plan to identify viable funding 
options. This is further described in response to General Comment 13. 
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments identified as ‘General Comment 14’, as well 
as the update/modification to Section 4.4, 8.1, and the Executive Summary of the Draft SC SWP 
(Appendix B to the Draft GEIS) reflected by the response does not result in a change to the 
Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). In addition, there is no 
change to the assessment of potential impacts as presented in the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result of this General Comment. 
 

15) General Comment: What is the tax implication of receiving the grant funding? Will it count as 
taxable income? 
 
Written Comments 
35a,c High costs are associated with installation/operation/maintenance of I/A OWTS, grants 

have 1099s and property values will decrease 
 
September 5th Speakers 
3b Tax implications/1099s associated with grants should be addressed. 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 
 
In implementing its Septic Improvement Program, the County had received an opinion from its 
tax counsel which concluded that the grant funding to install I/A OWTS is not taxable to grant 
recipients who do not receive disbursements, and that 1099 miscellaneous forms should instead 
be issued to installers of the systems who receive disbursements of grant funding from the 
County. Responsibility for generating tax forms, however lies with the Suffolk County Department 
of Audit & Control, under direction of the Suffolk County Comptroller, an independently elected 
official. The Department of Health Services has no control over the Department of Audit & 
Control. The Suffolk County Comptroller has directed his staff to generate a Form 1099-G for each 
grant recipient, and requested a Private Letter Ruling (PLR) regarding the issue from the Internal 
Revenue Service.  The PLR requested by the Comptroller was issued by the IRS in January 2020. 
The ruling  is currently under evaluation by the County.  As of the date of this response, it is unclear 
what the tax implications will be to homeowners. Anyone with concerns should consult their tax 
professionals or can contact the County Comptroller at (631) 853-5040. Nonetheless, as stated 
throughout the SWP and FGEIS, it is the premise and intent of the SWP that the primary program 
recommendations defined in Phase II of the SWP will not be advanced unless the wastewater 
upgrades are made affordable to the residents of Suffolk County. 
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Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The Proposed Action and the assessment of impacts both assume a stable and recurring revenue 
stream is in place to fund the wastewater management program. The implementation of future 
financing recommendations as an outcome of the County-wide Water Quality Management 
District Feasibility Study may trigger the need for additional review under SEQRA. The Lead 
Agency will make this determination once the financing action is defined.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 
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2.E Category E: Modeling Concerns 

16) General Comment: The groundwater models used in the Plan (flow model and solute transport 
model) are incorrect or inadequate for the intended use. The subwatersheds are not adequately 
modeled and delineated, and the use of the “Nitrogen Load Model” (Valiela 1997) is 
inappropriate. Further, the models were not calibrated to real world data and an error analysis 
was not provided. 
 
Written Comments 
1e The commenter believes the NLM model is fundamentally flawed and proposes another 

more simplistic approach 
1f Regional definitions are not appropriate for subwatershed scale modeling. 
1g The County failed to compare model outputs to site-specific real-world data, such as 

stream data. Model cannot be relied upon. 
1h Plan fails to consider temporal changes in nitrogen inputs. Historical land use should have 

been incorporated (e.g., and a time variable model should have been employed) 
1k Model results should have defined uncertainty and included error terms. 
42j Developmental patterns over the 50 year period should have been incorporated into the 

nitrogen loading. Nitrogen loadings would be over-estimated and the identified 
wastewater alternatives, if implemented, would spur on sprawl development scenarios. 

42l “Results were a reasonable representation of observed concentrations and no systematic 
bias was observed” - how was this established? The report identifies that nitrogen is not 
a concern (77% of community supply wells < 4 mg/L) in the source water of community 
supply wells 

 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 

The groundwater flow and contaminant transport model applications are discussed in this 
response to General Comment 16, and the Nitrogen Load Model is discussed in the response to 
General Comment 17 below. The purpose of the groundwater flow and contaminant transport 
models used in the SWP were to:  

 
• Delineate the water table areas contributing groundwater baseflow to surface waters and 

groundwater to community supply wells; 
 

• Estimate the average travel times of recharging precipitation from the water table 
through the aquifer to surface water or supply well discharge; 
 

• Simulate the migration of the nitrogen loads through the aquifer system to discharge; 
and, 
 

• Estimate nitrogen concentrations in the shallow upper glacial aquifer and in public supply 
wells and estimate the nitrogen loads to surface waters based on average annual 
conditions of precipitation and recharge. 

It should be clarified that the Nitrogen Loading Model (NLM) model(s) used in the SWP are not 
the NLM originally established by Valiela in 1997, as suggested by one of the commenters.  The 
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only similarity is the use of land use based nitrogen load inputs and the establishment of nitrogen 
attenuation factors.  However, all nitrogen load inputs and attenuation factors were established 
using local data and recent publications and were agreed upon by the Modeling Workgroup 
consisting of participants from the NYSDEC, USGS, County, and the authors of recently completed 
nitrogen load studies in Suffolk County (TNC, SBU, LISS, SSER, and PEP) as described further below 
in the response to General Comment 17.  Summaries of the Modeling and Nitrogen Load Modeling 
Work Group meetings can be found in Appendix A-2 of the SWP. 

The Suffolk County Groundwater Models are existing calibrated tools that have been scrutinized 
and successfully applied for over two decades. The Suffolk County Groundwater model was 
developed and calibrated in 1996 and 1997 in close collaboration with SCDHS, Suffolk County 
Department of Public Works (SCDPW), Suffolk County Water Authority (SCWA) and with support 
and guidance from NYSDEC. Model development and calibration (e.g., demonstrated ability of the 
model to reproduce measured groundwater levels and stream baseflows resulting from various 
stresses – e.g., changing precipitation, recharge and wastewater management strategies) was 
documented in the 2003 report entitled Suffolk County Groundwater Model.  Model calibration 
and assessment of the model’s continued ability to represent aquifer conditions is also 
documented in the SWP Quality Assurance Project Plan (QAPP) that was reviewed and approved 
by NYSDEC in 2016 (the project QAPPs are included as Appendix C to the SWP). 

The County’s first application of the calibrated model in 1997 was to evaluate the impact of 
sanitary sewering in the Southwest Sewer District on the groundwater table and on baseflows to 
the groundwater-fed streams.  Since that time, the Suffolk County groundwater models have been 
updated and refined as additional data was obtained and incorporated into the model framework 
and the models have been applied for over twenty years to evaluate a wide variety of water 
resource management issues.  The Suffolk County groundwater models have been used as the 
basis for a number of site-specific contaminant fate and transport assessments completed for the 
County, for USEPA and for the United States Department of Energy (DOE), for State-lead 
Superfund sites, and to guide remediation efforts for private clients.  The existing, calibrated 
Suffolk County groundwater models were subsequently approved by the New York State 
Department of Health (NYSDOH) to provide the framework for the Long Island Source Water 
Assessment Program (SWAP), which was another collaborative effort with NYSDEC, Suffolk and 
Nassau Counties, and a variety of stakeholders including water suppliers, the USGS and 
environmental groups. The groundwater models provided the basis for evaluations of nitrogen 
impacts, updated source water assessments, sea level rise impacts, etc. that were presented in 
the Suffolk County Comprehensive Water Resources Management Plan (2011), again, in 
conjunction with a wide variety of stakeholders including the NYSDEC, NYSDOH, USGS, the Nature 
Conservancy, etc.  The models were also used as the basis for other site-specific applications, such 
as support of the Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) for the Forge River for the Town of 
Brookhaven, in cooperation with NYSDEC, SCDHS and the Army Corps of Engineers.  For each site-
specific application, the groundwater flow model’s continued ability to represent observed 
aquifer conditions (e.g., groundwater elevations) was confirmed.  For each solute transport 
application, the model’s ability to represent measured concentrations of the contaminant of 
concern was checked based on data collected in supply and/or monitoring wells within the study 
area. 

The mathematical (computer) models’ simplified representations of the physical world were 
essential in being able to understand and quantify nitrogen loading and movement through the 
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aquifer to discharge on a County-wide scale.  It is understood that precipitation and recharge vary 
continually, that land uses (and associated nitrogen loading) of some parcels have changed 
through the years and that wastewater generation rates on individual parcels vary on a daily basis.  
Consequently, it is expected that there will be some variation in observed nitrogen concentrations 
in the aquifer and public supply wells.  Nonetheless, the purpose of the Suffolk County SWP 
modeling is to provide information on a subwatershed basis to support regional policy 
recommendations.  As such, and as documented in the model verification evaluations completed 
below, the model is appropriate to provide the information needed to establish the countywide 
recommendations set forth in the SWP.    

It is acknowledged that incorporation of additional data and information into the models can 
sometimes provide additional accuracy and confidence in model results.  As in all projects 
incorporating modeling, it must be determined whether or not the time and resources required 
to collect additional data are warranted.  One commenter recommended incorporation of 
changes in development throughout the County. This was not feasible due to several 
considerations: 

 
• The first consideration is data-availability. Parcel-specific land use coverages are not 

available to characterize changing land uses throughout the time-frame simulated.  
 

• The second consideration is a practical acknowledgement of data management and 
computational capabilities.  Considering the computational grids used to simulate the 
County (e.g., the Main Body grid alone includes over 500,000 computational nodes and 
over 1,000,000 elements) running each of the steady-state model simulations took 
weeks; transient simulations would take months.  
 

• Last, and most importantly, with few exceptions, it is not anticipated that the resulting 
nitrogen loads would differ significantly from those presented in the SWP.   This is not a 
modeling project, but a project in which a variety of modeling tools synthesized the data 
and information required to guide informed decisions. Every project that includes 
modeling must balance resource requirements (e.g., data collection efforts and project 
schedule) and model objectives.  In this case, the Suffolk County groundwater models 
provided results that are appropriate to develop the regional planning framework 
required.  This point is demonstrated by the fact that six independent nitrogen loading 
studies in Suffolk County ([Kinney, E.L. and Valiela, 2011], [SoMAS, 2016], [Vaudrey et al., 
2016], [Lloyd, 2014], [Lloyd, et al., 2016], [SCDHS, 2020]) each used their own nuances 
and project-specific input parameters, yet they all resulted in the same general conclusion 
and assignment of nitrogen loading in Suffolk County.   

 
Results of the groundwater flow model showed that approximately 85 percent of groundwater 
baseflow and associated nitrogen loads discharging to the Peconic Estuary originated in the 0 to 
25 year contributing area. Therefore, nitrogen loads from the 0 to 25 year contributing area were 
selected to represent nitrogen loading to subwatershed on the North and South Forks, Shelter 
Island and eastern Brookhaven Town for purposes of subwatershed ranking and nitrogen load 
reduction calculation.  Nitrogen loads from the 50-year contributing area were used to 
characterize loading for the western part of the County where most significant development 
occurred from the 1950s and the 1970s.  Groundwater travel times through the deeper aquifer 
system in the western part of the County are longer, with 85 percent of groundwater baseflow 
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and associated nitrogen loads discharging to surface waters within 50 years. Based upon this 
observation and population growth patterns, the majority of nitrogen reaching surface waters is 
indicative of nitrogen loading under current conditions. 
 
Under the auspices of LINAP, in 2017, the United States Geological Survey (USGS) embarked on a 
modeling project to incorporate nitrogen load changes through the decades in response to 
changing land uses within the Peconic Estuary watershed 
(https://www.sciencebase.gov/catalog/item/59ef66dae4b0220bbd98d386).   
The project is scheduled to be completed later this year and its findings will be considered in 
future SWP updates as part of the Adaptive Management and Long-Term Monitoring Plan (Section 
8.4.11 of the SWP). 

For this SWP, the groundwater models were used to simulate average annual conditions of 
precipitation, recharge and water supply pumping and typical nitrogen loads associated with each 
land use type.  Utilization of this approach is appropriate for a County-wide watershed planning 
effort.  Comparison of model-simulated nitrogen concentrations and loads with data confirmed 
that the approach provided a reasonable representation of nitrogen concentrations in the aquifer 
system.  This approach was agreed upon by the Modeling Focus Area Workgroup which consisted 
of a multidisciplinary team of experts in groundwater modeling and regulatory officials. 

Solute-transport model verification was completed using three approaches: 

1. Figures 3-a through 3-d below illustrate comparisons of model-simulated nitrogen 
concentrations in shallow upper glacial supply wells downgradient of a variety of land use 
types. The yellow dots and triangles illustrate the variability in actual, measured nitrogen 
concentrations in the untreated or raw water withdrawn from the wells, while the dotted 
lines show the model-simulated concentrations at the wells.  In each case, although 
seasonal variability and changes resulting from changing land use types may be observed 
in the data, the model results provide a reasonable representation of the measured 
concentrations at the end of the time period. 

https://www.sciencebase.gov/catalog/item/59ef66dae4b0220bbd98d386
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Figures 3a through 3d – Comparison of Observed and Model-Simulated Nitrogen Concentrations in 
Untreated Water from Shallow Public Supply Wells 

2. Comparison of shallow upper glacial monitoring well data beneath and downgradient of 
various agricultural land use to model-simulated concentrations are shown below by 
Figure 4.  The model predicted concentrations showed very good correlations to 
measured values for three of the four specific agricultural areas (e.g., row crops, sod farms 
and vineyards).  The model-simulated nitrogen concentration was lower than the actual 
measured values for nursery areas. 
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Figure 4 – Comparison of Measured and Model-Simulated Nitrogen Concentrations in 
Agricultural Areas 

3. Comparison of model-generated nitrogen loading rates to measured stream values.  This 
evaluation was limited by the availability of measured stream flow and in-water nitrogen 
concentrations. The model-predicted average annual nitrogen loads to the Upper 
Connetquot River and Upper Carman’s River were compared to calculated loads based 
upon actual USGS flow and nitrogen concentration data.  The comparison showed 
excellent correlation with a variability consistent with expectations due to seasonal 
fluctuations in stream flow and concentration data, as follows:    
 

• Carman’s River Upper: the model-simulated mass load of ~177,000 lbs. N/year 
versus is approximately five percent greater than the calculated mass load of 
~169,000 lbs. N/year; and, 
 

• Connetquot River Upper: the model- simulated mass load of ~263,000 lbs. N/year 
versus is approximately sixteen percent greater than the calculated mass load of 
226,000 lbs. N/year. 

It should also be noted that the load reduction goal development and priority ranking 
methodology established in the SWP use comparative analysis of estimated nitrogen loads from 
individual subwatersheds.  

One comment indicated that an uncertainty/error analysis should be performed. Sensitivity 
evaluations of the groundwater flow model were completed and documented as part of the 
original model development (Suffolk County Groundwater Model, 2003). With respect to the 
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nitrogen loading model itself, a sensitivity analysis is less important, due to the application of 
consistent approaches for all subwatersheds Countywide combined with the comparative 
evaluations used for subwatershed ranking.  That is, if the nitrogen loads were biased high (or 
low) they would be balanced high (or low) for all subwatersheds, and the priority rankings would 
not be impacted.  The main factor affecting nitrogen loading is land use; Suffolk County specifically 
addressed this concern by updating the parcel-specific land use coverages specifically for SWP 
use. As described in Section 2.1.7.3.2, dozens of sensitivity runs using the decision support tool 
were completed to evaluate the sensitivity to both the calculated nitrogen loads and the other 
parameters used to characterize the subwatersheds.    

Ultimately, the solute-transport model application used to predict the migration of parcel-specific 
nitrogen loads to each of the subwatersheds is a state-of-the-art effort believed to be unequalled 
nationwide.  The County developed the models over 20 years ago and has continued to update 
and refine the models as new data and more advanced computational capabilities became 
available.  The model applications can continue to be advanced and improved in the future, but 
the nitrogen loads established in the SWP are appropriate to establish and advance the SWP 
recommendations. There is unequivocal evidence that increased nitrogen concentrations and 
predicted nitrogen loads correspond with increasing water quality degradation in Suffolk County.  
In addition, six independent studies ([Kinney, E.L. and Valiela, 2011], [SoMAS, 2016], [Vaudrey et 
al., 2016], [Lloyd, 2014], [Lloyd, et al., 2016], [SCDHS, 2020]) conclude that nitrogen from onsite 
wastewater sources is the primary nitrogen load discharging to the majority of our surface waters 
through groundwater baseflow and stream flow.  Suffolk County believes resources would be best 
spent implementing wastewater upgrades, filling data gaps by collecting County-specific data, and 
making program adjustments using an adaptive management approach which is commonly used 
for large, regional program implementations similar to the recommendations of the SWP. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
As described above, application of state-of-the-art modeling tools, guided by input from leading 
experts in the field, was used together with Suffolk County’s extensive database of water quality 
data to guide development of the SWP.  Recognizing the potential for improvement as additional 
data, information and technological advances become available, the SWP provides for continual 
refinement and updates via the Adaptive Management Plan described in SWP Section 8.4.11.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in the Draft GEIS (August 2019). In addition, 
the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019) 
is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result of this General 
Comment. 

 
17) General Comment: The nitrogen loading inputs and attenuation factors used in the solute-

transport model are not correct or inaccurate. 
 
Written Comments 
1e The commenter believes the NLM model is fundamentally flawed and proposes another 

more simplistic approach 
1h Plan fails to consider temporal changes in nitrogen inputs. Historical land use should have 

been incorporated (e.g., and a time variable model should have been employed) 
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1i Ocean boundaries and atmospheric deposition should have been incorporated into the 
nitrogen loading. 

1l Nitrogen removal from septic estimates should have been in 15%-50% range. 
18c The Plan exaggerates nitrogen loading from conventional on-site sewage disposal 

systems, incorrectly skewing the results and conclusions away from conventional systems 
18d Naturally occurring denitrification in coastal areas were ignored or reduced 
18e The plan lacks empirical studies that have been done to justify the nitrogen loading used 

in the modeling. The DGEIS cannot make a determination in favor of the SWP until the 
correct nitrogen loading assumptions are determined. 

18a-a,b,c,d,w,x 
 Did Suffolk County conduct studies or use studies from Stony Brook University evaluating 

sewage plumes beneath existing cesspools/OSDS or take samples from treated effluent 
below leaching rings/fields to determine denitrification or reductions of other 
constituents?  

18a-e Did Suffolk County conduct, participate or depend on any investigations to support 
reducing the OSDS nitrogen load reductions from 66% to 27% between 2016 and 2019? 

18a-h,i Did Suffolk County conduct, participate or depend on any investigations to determine 
naturally occurring denitrification along the shorelines of south shore bays and estuaries, 
associated with the presence of black peat, or in the hyporheic zone, etc.? 

18a-v Has the SWP taken into account the Young and Liu study showing practically complete 
denitrification prior to discharge? If not, why? 

42a Basic assumptions that 74% of unsewered homes discharge wastewater with elevated 
nitrogen and septic systems are not designed to remove nitrogen are unfounded. 

42i,k All estimates of nitrogen contributions from septic systems are inflated; septic systems 
would provide 75-85% nitrogen reduction.  

42j Developmental patterns over the 50 year period should have been incorporated into the 
nitrogen loading. Nitrogen loadings would be over-estimated and the identified 
wastewater alternatives, if implemented, would spur on sprawl development scenarios. 

47h Conventional systems should work better than IA OWTS in areas of high (shallow) 
groundwater, due to conditions conducive to natural denitrification (such as coastal 
areas). The SWP fails to properly evaluate this and adjust priority zones accordingly, most 
likely resulting in a negative impact. 

51b Nitrogen may be stored in the soil around cesspools; the very limited science on this 
subject ... It is desired to keep this problem a secret ... The problem needs to be public 
information. 

 
September 5th Speakers 
6 No justification for nitrogen loading assumptions/changes, which negates the plan’s 

findings. DGEIS does not address this. 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  

 
Section 2.1.5 of the SWP documents the nitrogen loading and attenuation factors used in the 
SWP.  The nitrogen loading and attenuation factors selected are typical representative values 
consistent with those that have been documented in the literature over the past decades. 
Furthermore, the loading and attenuation factors were discussed and agreed upon by the 
Nitrogen Load Model Workgroup, a multidisciplinary group of scientists including representatives 
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from academia, regulatory, and non-regulatory organizations.  Please see the response to 
General Comment 24 for detailed information regarding the nitrogen removal efficiency of 
cesspools/leaching pools and septic tanks. 
 
It should be noted that neither Suffolk County nor CDM Smith have previously identified that 
OSDS reduce nitrogen by 66 percent.  The 66 percent that the commenter references was 
assigned by Stony Brook University in the Long Island South Shore Estuary Reserve Eastern Bays 
Project: Nitrogen Loading, Sources and Management Options (Stony Brook University, 2016).  
The connection to Suffolk County and CDM Smith results from the County’s March 15, 2018 letter 
to Mr. Royal Reynolds explaining that the Stony Brook researchers assumed a 66 percent removal 
rate, rather than the 93 percent nitrogen reduction rate identified by Mr. Reynolds in his January 
9, 2018 comment letter (an assumed 7 percent nitrogen removal in the septic tank, 35 percent 
removal in the leaching field, 35 percent removal in the groundwater and 15 percent 
denitrification rate).  In fact, Suffolk County and CDM Smith’s previous nitrogen load estimate 
from wastewater was based on an estimated 35 percent nitrogen removal by septic systems 
(please see text on page 3-37 of the Comprehensive Water Resources Management Plan, 2015).  
The assigned 35 percent nitrogen reduction was based largely upon work documented in Colman, 
J.A., J.P. Masterson, W.J Pabich, and D.A. Walter, 2004, Effects of Aquifer Travel Time on Nitrogen 
Transport to a Coastal Embayment, Ground Water 42, no. 7: 1069-1078.   
 
One primary difference between the two approaches is the “35 percent removal in the aquifer” 
term. This value was first postulated in “Nitrogen Loading from Coastal Watersheds to Receiving 
Estuaries: New Method and Application, I. Valiela, G. Collins, J. Kremer, K. Lajtha, M. Geist, M. 
Seely, J. Brawley, C.H. Sham, Ecological Applications, Vol. 7, No. 2 (May, 1997), pp. 358-380, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2269505.  The authors note that the fates of wastewater nitrogen in 
plumes and aquifers need verification, and that the loading rates calculated using the model 
“should not be interpreted and used as hard, well-defined values or thresholds, but rather as fuzzy 
guidelines derived from much data and many best guesses as to the effects of the various factors.” 
After discussion and deliberation, it was the consensus of the Nitrogen Load Model Workgroup 
(see Appendix A-2 of the SWP) that minimal biologically mediated natural attenuation of nitrogen 
occurs in Suffolk County’s highly aerobic upper glacial aquifer which is consistent with DeSimone, 
L.A., and Howes, B., 1998.  It is believed that the 35 percent loss term based on the observed 
decline in nitrogen concentrations moving downgradient from the OSDS in Valiela (1997) most 
likely resulted from dilution, rather than nitrogen loss in the shallow aquifer. The groundwater 
model allows direct consideration of the effect of dilution on nitrogen loads, rather than assigning 
a factor. 

 
Based on additional input from the Nitrogen Load Model Focus Area Work Group convened by 
Suffolk County (please see Table 1-23 of the SWP for the list of Work Group experts), the total 
nitrogen reduction by OSDS was reduced for the SWP. The nitrogen reduction via OSDS assumed 
in the SWP ranges from 15 percent in areas underlain by outwash sediments (six percent loss in 
tanks and ten percent loss in the vadose zone) to 28 percent in areas underlain by glacial till (six 
percent loss in tanks, ten percent loss in the vadose zone and an additional fifteen percent loss in 
the organic soils).  These values are generally consistent with the 25 percent reduction used by 
the Massachusetts Estuary Project (Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection and 
the School for Marine Science and Technology at the University of Dartmouth, 2007.  
Massachusetts Estuaries Project). website:  https://www.mass.gov/guides/the-massachusetts-
estuaries-project-and-reports 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2269505
https://www.mass.gov/guides/the-massachusetts-estuaries-project-and-reports
https://www.mass.gov/guides/the-massachusetts-estuaries-project-and-reports
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Recognizing that local conditions and parcel-specific nitrogen loads could vary from the typical 
representative values applied County-wide, Section 9.1 of the SWP identifies the components of 
nitrogen loading and attenuation that could potentially be improved by additional data collection 
and evaluation as additional work is conducted as part of the Adaptive Management Plan 
described in Section 8.4.11. These included refinement of commercial loads, agricultural 
fertilization and attenuation rates, consideration of the impact of nitrogen from the ocean 
boundary and benthic demand for some coastal subwatersheds and hyporheic zone evaluations 
for specific subwatersheds.  

 
The hyporheic zone is the zone of saturated sediment within the bed of a surface water body 
where discharging groundwater mixes with surface water. Nitrate dissolved in the discharging 
groundwater in an anaerobic environment can provide oxygen to microorganisms in the 
hyporheic zone, resulting in denitrification as nitrogen gas is released to the atmosphere. In some 
cases, typically in coarse sediments, if the dissolved oxygen concentration in the water is 
sufficient, the hyporheic zone can actually become a source of nitrate, as shown on Figure 5 
below.  
 

 
Figure 5 – Source:  USDA Forest Service Science Findings, Issue 166, October 2014 
 
The SWP also includes the removal of nitrogen through the hyporheic zone by establishing a GIS 
based spatial layer of shoreline wetlands, mud flats and the littoral zone. The rate of hyporheic 
zone attenuation is site-specific (USDA) and varies dramatically over very short distances as 
documented in Durand 2014.  Data collected during this study showed that the rate of 
denitrification ranged from 0 to 25 percent within the most hydraulically significant zone of a 
small study area of the Forge River (see Page 130 of the study).  Hamersley completed a study in 
New England documenting that an estimated average of 15 percent nitrogen removal occurred 
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through denitrification or uptake in salt marshes and estuarine shorelines. Based upon these 
references, the SWP generally assumes a 15 percent nitrogen reduction through the hyporheic 
zone which is a reasonable average approximation.   
 
Suffolk County does recommend further study on hyporheic zone attenuation rates, particularly 
in areas where additional nitrogen load reductions may be necessary to meet load reduction goals 
as part of the adaptive management process (please see Section 9.1.3 of the SWP where this 
recommendation is further described). 

 
Finally, the model input and attenuation factors were reality checked through model verification 
which included: 
 

1) Comparison of simulated nitrogen concentrations in groundwater to actual shallow 
supply well data;  

 
2) Comparison of simulated nitrogen concentrations in the upper glacial aquifer beneath 

agricultural land uses to actual shallow monitoring well data; and, 
 
3) Comparison of calculated nitrogen loads at the Carman’s River and Connetquot River 

versus actual loads calculated using USGS daily flow data and actual surface water quality 
monitoring data. 

 
A summary of the model verification documenting the overall accuracy of the model is provided 
in response to General Comment 16. 

 
Please see response to General Comment 19 documenting the link between calculated nitrogen 
loading, associated load sources, observed in-water nitrogen concentrations, and associated 
water quality degradation.    

 
The paper Young, C., and Liu, F., Nitrogen Loss in a Barrier Island Shallow Aquifer System, SBU, 
2010 prepared by Stony Brook Geosciences students based on the data from USGS wells at Watch 
Hill, Fire Island was considered during preparation of the SWP. The comment that the paper found 
“practically complete denitrification prior to discharge” is not a correct conclusion of this paper 
Analysis of the shallow groundwater flow system at Fire Island National Seashore, Suffolk County, 
New York, in: Report, U.S.G.S.S.I. (Ed.), p. 106. The finding of this study is that elevated nitrogen 
levels in groundwater are observed due to onsite wastewater disposal systems, more specifically 
“TN concentrations in the park downgradient from at least two communities—Kismet and 
Robbins Rest—and from the Watch Hill leach field exceeded the natural levels observed in other 
undeveloped areas of FIIS by a factor of 10 or more; the presence of excess nitrogen may have 
important consequences for species adapted to the low nutrient levels naturally occurring in 
aquatic and coastal habitats of FIIS. These elevated values also indicate that recharge containing 
fertilizers or human waste has infiltrated the water table in upgradient areas; this water may also 
contain pathogens and other harmful compounds.” The study area of Fire Island is a very unique 
geographic area being a barrier island with a freshwater lens and situation is also unique as almost 
all homes are seasonal and very little fertilizer is used due to the small size of the lots and little 
formal landscaping/mostly natural vegetation.  
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It should be noted that given the comparative approach used for establishing priority areas and 
load reduction goals, a consistent modification (increase or decrease) in any of the nitrogen 
loading or attenuation factors would result in a similar, net increase or decrease in nitrogen for 
each and every waterbody in Suffolk County, including the total nitrogen loads to the reference 
waterbodies.  The end result would be minimal net impact on the recommended load reduction 
goals and the priority rankings for most locations in Suffolk County. The clear observation of 
nutrient related water quality impacts that correspond with increasing levels of nitrogen indicate 
that Suffolk County surface waters are not nitrogen limited, and in fact, have exceeded their 
respective nitrogen input thresholds required to maintain and sustain healthy ecosystems. 

Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
As described above, nitrogen loading inputs and attenuation factors used as the basis for the SWP 
assessments were based upon the best available data and were agreed upon by the Nitrogen Load 
Model Focus Area Workgroup which consists of local and regional technical experts and 
regulatory officials. The model verification evaluations resulted in reasonable correlation to actual 
data from shallow upper glacial supply wells, shallow monitoring wells, and calculated nitrogen 
loads from USGS monitoring stations.  While variations were observed, they were reasonable and 
within seasonal ranges and changes in land use.   
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 
 

18) General Comment: There is an overreliance on modeling in the Plan compared to real data. 
 
Written Comments 
1g The County failed to compare model outputs to site-specific real-world data, such as 

stream data. Model cannot be relied upon. 
2a Commenter “doesn’t understand the dependence on models rather than data”. 
42s Model predications are basically "crap shoots". Models do not equal evidence. 
 
September 6th Speakers 
7 The SWP is nothing more than a model that only factors in nitrogen loading, flushing and 

HABs. It ignores the impacts of shellfish, fish kills, pathogens or SAV. 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  
 
The response to General Comment No. 16 above includes example comparisons between 
measured nitrogen levels and model-simulated nitrogen levels, confirming the adequacy of the 
model predictions for planning purposes.  The primary recommendations in the SWP, including 
the establishment of priority areas and nitrogen load reduction goals, relied primarily on Suffolk 
County’s robust surface water, groundwater, and public supply well monitoring data.  Models 
were used to establish subwatershed boundaries and to calculate nitrogen loads for 191 
individual subwatersheds in Suffolk County and to support additional evaluations as described 
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below. The individual evaluation results for the 191 subwatersheds were used to establish 
regional wastewater management areas.  The modeling input parameters presented in the SWP 
were developed based upon the best available data and were agreed upon by the Modeling Focus 
Area Workgroup and the Nitrogen Load Model Focus Area Workgroup (please see SWP Appendix 
A-2 for summaries of the Focus Area Workgroup meetings).  
 
The mathematical models that supported SWP development were used to organize and 
synthesize available data so that it could be used to: 

 
• Better understand both the interaction between the County’s groundwater and surface 

water resources (e.g., delineate the area contributing groundwater baseflow to surface 
waters) 
 

• Simulate the resulting concentrations of nitrogen in groundwater and public supply wells, 
and simulate the nitrogen load to surface water bodies  
 

• Estimate the nitrogen load from various sources to each surface water body; and 
 

• Estimate the flushing time of each surface water body  
 

The Suffolk County Groundwater model that was used to address the first three bullets was 
developed and calibrated in close collaboration with SCDHS, Suffolk County Department of Public 
Works (SCDPW), Suffolk County Water Authority (SCWA) and NYSDEC in 1996 and 1997.  Model 
development and calibration (e.g., demonstrated ability of the model to reproduce measured 
groundwater levels and stream baseflows) was documented in the 2003 report entitled Suffolk 
County Groundwater Model (2003).  The Suffolk County model has been used as the basis for a 
number of site-specific contaminant fate and transport assessments completed for the County, 
for USEPA and for the United States Department of Energy (DOE), for State-lead Superfund sites, 
and to guide remediation efforts for private clients.  The existing, calibrated Suffolk County 
groundwater models were subsequently approved by the New York State Department of Health 
(NYSDOH) to provide the framework for the Long Island Source Water Assessment Program 
(SWAP), which was another collaborative effort with NYSDEC, Suffolk and Nassau Counties, and a 
variety of stakeholders including the USGS and environmental groups. The groundwater models 
also provided the basis for evaluations of nitrogen impacts, updated source water assessments, 
sea level rise impacts, etc. that were presented in the Suffolk County Comprehensive Water 
Resources Management Plan.  The groundwater model’s continued ability to represent observed 
conditions in accordance with the NYSDEC-approved Quality Assurance Project Plan (QAPP) that 
is included in SWP Appendix C was documented in task memoranda as part of the SWP 
development.  

 
The SWP models were based on existing available data.  The model-simulated results describing 
existing conditions are generally consistent with observed data, providing confidence that the 
models are appropriate to use for the SWP predictions.  Nevertheless, the SWP identifies a 
number of areas where additional data or information could help to improve understanding of 
nitrogen loading, nitrogen attenuation and ecological responses, to refine the SWP results for 
future model runs, which may be completed under the Adaptive Management and Long-Term 
Monitoring Plan (see Section 8.4.11 of the SWP), if necessary.  These areas where additional data 
and information would be most useful are identified in Section 9 (Recommendations for Further 
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Evaluations); they include factors such as measurement of water depths, particularly in ponds, 
evaluation of potential nitrogen sinks and sources such as the hyporheic zone and benthic flux, 
nitrogen loading associated with fertilization of various crop types and development and 
evaluation of additional nitrogen removal technologies, for example. Based upon the observed 
overall consistency between model-derived data and actual data and the “comparative approach” 
used to establish priority rankings and load reduction goals (see response to General Comment 
16 above), the collection of this additional data will not significantly alter the recommendations 
of the SWP, but will be valuable in tracking and understanding long-term project performance as 
well as supporting fine-tuning to the program recommendations as part of the Adaptive 
Management Plan described in Section 8.4.11 of the SWP.   
 
The Environmental Fluid Dynamics Code (EFDC) model was used to evaluate water body flushing 
times for most of the tidal receiving water bodies. The model was calibrated to a combination of 
NOAA surface water elevation data, SCDHS salinity data and/or previous modeling efforts.  The 
New York State-approved EFDC Modeling QAPP is also included in Appendix C. 
 
Two primary evaluations were used in the SWP to establish the recommended wastewater 
management strategies; i.e., priority ranking of surface waters and establishing preliminary load 
reduction goals for surface waters. While the mathematical models’ simplified representations of 
the physical world were essential in being able to estimate, understand and document nitrogen 
loading and movement through the aquifer to discharge, they were only part of the answer. Both 
of these evaluations were based upon the use of Suffolk County’s robust water quality monitoring 
database, which includes hundreds of thousands of discrete measurements. 
 
The priority rankings included both the model-calculated nitrogen loads and flushing times for 
each water body and water quality data; combined, the water quality parameters were weighted 
more heavily in the assessment than the model-generated characterizations. Use of calculated 
nitrogen loads for watershed planning is consistent with the approaches used for TMDLs and 
other watershed plans as an acceptable, and in many cases preferred, approach throughout the 
United States. The model-calculated nitrogen loads for each of the 191 subwatersheds were also 
linked to relationships with actual water quality data (e.g., “stress-response” relationships). This 
evaluation relied upon the County’s extensive water quality database, supplemented by data 
collected by others such as NYSDEC, USGS, the Long Island Sound Study, etc.  
 
Load reduction goals were established for a variety of endpoints including dissolved oxygen 
(reducing the intensity and frequency of hypoxia, a factor affecting fish kills), the protection of 
eelgrass and other Submerged Aquatic Vegetation or SAV (through reducing chlorophyll-a to a 
level conducive for a water clarity secchi depth of 2 meters), and establishment of the water 
quality conditions that could help to reduce the intensity and frequency of harmful algal blooms 
(HABs).  The SWP also includes an initial analysis on pathogens but concluded that additional 
information is required before specific wastewater management recommendations for 
pathogens can be advanced. There are many factors that contribute to HABs, fish kills and a 
healthy shellfish population.  Improving dissolved oxygen concentrations will address one of the 
factors affecting fish kills (it should be noted that some fish kills are natural events that are not 
the result of nitrogen related impacts). Similarly, establishing water quality consistent with the 
water quality observed in water bodies with no or infrequent HABs will help to restore conditions 
that encourage shellfish restoration and productivity. 
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Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
As stated in the Response to General Comment 18, the primary recommendations in the SWP, 
including the establishment of priority areas and nitrogen load reduction goals, relied primarily 
on Suffolk County’s robust surface water, groundwater, and public supply well monitoring data.  
Models were used to establish subwatershed boundaries and to calculate nitrogen loads for 191 
individual subwatersheds in Suffolk County.  The individual evaluation results for the 191 
subwatersheds were used to establish regional wastewater management areas.  The modeling 
input parameters presented in the SWP were developed based upon the best available data and 
were agreed upon by the Modeling Focus Area Workgroup and the Nitrogen Load Model Focus 
Area Workgroup.  As new information is developed, it will be evaluated and incorporated in 
accordance with the Adaptive Management Planning process described in Section 8.4.11 of the 
SWP. 
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 
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2.F Category F: Concerns on the Link between Existing Nitrogen 
Loads from Wastewater Systems and Water Quality, and the 
Impact of Recommended Nitrogen Reductions and Associated 
Outcomes for the Bays 

19) General Comment: The link between negative water quality impacts to bays associated with 
nitrogen loading to groundwater and surface water is not adequately established.  
 
Written Comments: 
1d The science is inconclusive (at best) at the causal role of nitrogen in overall system 

impairment 
1j There is no good evidence of role of septic nitrogen in groundwater and estuary nitrogen.  

Stable isotope studies of groundwater nitrogen should have been performed to separate 
fertilizer/atmospheric loads from septic loads.  

18a Harmful impacts caused by nitrogen loading have not been demonstrated 
18a-o It is improbable that nitrogen is the cause of reported Menhaden or bunker fish kills and 

this should be emphasized in the SWP. 
18a-p Shellfish areas are not routinely closed due to septic systems. 
18a-t If nitrogen is not causing HABs, then where is the economic loss due to excess nitrogen? 
18a-u What are examples of the “toll” on water quality due to excess nitrogen? What are the 

examples of the “toll” on the economy? What are the examples of the “toll” on resiliency? 
22b Insufficient scientific study, research and data to justify this program 
23b As a PhD level scientist, commenter has little concern about subsurface residential 

wastewater treatment in a relatively low density area such as Suffolk County 
35e No proof that cesspools/septics are contributing to nitrogen levels in our waters 
42d After 19 years of recording top and bottom water column dissolved oxygen (DO) for 9 

sites within Great South Bay, DO levels at all sites at top and bottom samples, have 
exhibited a robust DO average of 7.0 mg/L.  Nitrogen has had no impact on the Great 
South Bay and there is no substantiated data supporting that 390,000 homeowners and 
their septic systems have impacted the dissolved oxygen levels in coastal waters of Suffolk 
County. 

42f Blooms of Alexandrium discussion should include NYSDEC frequency of beach closures as 
well as economic impacts. Little attention to atmospheric influences on nitrogen levels is 
presented (precipitation, etc.) 

47e The SWP assumption that nitrogen loading from conventional systems are causing 
wetlands loss, HABs, fish kills and reductions in clam populations in the southern bays has 
not been proven and may result in unnecessary actions and negative impacts.  

 
September 5th Speakers 
6 No cause and effect presented between nitrogen and impacts.  
 
September 6th Speakers 
6 Theory that nitrogen from conventional systems is causing problems is just a theory, a 

disproven theory. 
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Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  

 
The following response has been organized into two categories: 

 
1) General Link between Nutrient Enrichment and Water Quality Degradation in Suffolk 

County; which presents a broad overview between the link of nutrient enrichment and 
water quality degradation in Suffolk County waters along with the lines of evidence that 
demonstrate that nitrogen from untreated sanitary wastewater is the primary contributor 
of nutrient enrichment to most Suffolk County waters; and, 
 

2) Additional detail documenting the general scientific consensus regarding the link 
between nutrient enrichment and water quality degradation as well as detailed discussion 
on the specific endpoints identified in this general comment. 

 
General Link between Nutrient Enrichment and Water Quality Degradation in Suffolk County 

 
With untreated nitrogen emanating from more than 380,000 OSDS in Suffolk County discharging 
to poorly flushed estuaries, it’s no surprise that Suffolk County’s surface waters present with the 
classic signature of nutrient enrichment related water quality degradation. In fact, Suffolk County 
has the highest number and greatest density of OSDS of any county in New York State, and one 
of the highest densities per land area in the entire country.   
 
The link between nitrogen loading from onsite wastewater disposal to Suffolk County’s water 
quality degradation is established with the following three lines of evidence: 

 
1) Waterbodies in Suffolk County with significant water quality degradation (low DO, high 

chl-a, poor water quality, frequent HABs) present, on average, with significantly higher 
nitrogen concentrations and calculated nitrogen loads.  Table 2 below summarizes 
average water quality and nitrogen load data in Suffolk County between the years 2007 
and 2016 for each priority category established in the SWP. This table will be added to 
Section 1.13 of the SWP. (The Priority Rank shown as red is the highest priority for 
nitrogen load reduction for water quality restoration, the priority rank shown as yellow is 
the second highest priority for nitrogen load reduction, the priority rank shown as green 
is the third highest priority for nitrogen load reduction.)  The Table clearly shows how 
water quality in the subwatersheds with the highest priority for nitrogen load reduction 
– shown as red - and the highest nitrogen loads exhibit the poorest water quality.  
Conversely, the subwatersheds with the priority rank shown as blue and the lowest 
nitrogen loads already exhibit water quality in compliance with water quality standards 
(e.g., dissolved oxygen criteria) and without impairments such as HABs. 
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Table 2. Average Water Quality Values for Marine Waterbodies by SWP Priority Rank 

Subwatershed 
Priority Rank 

Calculated 
Nitrogen 

Load 
(#/volume/yr) 

Total Nitrogen  
in-water 

Concentration 
90th percentile 
of last 10 years 

(mg/L) 

Dissolved 
Oxygen 

10th percentile 
for last ten years 

(mg/L) 

HABs - 
Environmental 

and Human 
Health 

# of blooms in 
last 10 years 

Chl-a 
90th percentile 
for last 10 years 

(ug/L) 

Clarity 
average 

secchi depth 
for last 10 
years (ft) 

Priority Rank 1 0.070 1.36 4.60 5 29.1 4.1 

Priority Rank 2 0.030 0.80 6.11 3 21.8 5.5 

Priority Rank 3 0.013 0.74 5.81 1 9.4 6.1 

Priority Rank 4 0.008 0.39 6.52 0 6.1 7.4 

 
2) There are several studies demonstrating Suffolk County’s groundwater, which provides 

the groundwater baseflow and nitrogen loads that feed our streams, estuaries, and 
embayments, presents with significantly elevated nitrogen concentrations with increased 
land use intensity in unsewered areas.  A summary of applicable data from each study is 
provided below; and, 

3) As documented in six independent studies ([Kinney, E.L. and Valiela, 2011], [SoMAS, 
2016], [Vaudrey et al., 2016], [Lloyd, 2014], [Lloyd, et al., 2016], [SCDHS, 2020]), the single 
most significant nitrogen load discharging to the majority of Suffolk County waterbodies 
is nitrogen from unsewered sanitary wastewater. 
 

Figure 6 which summarizes the nitrogen load components to the County’s 191 subwatersheds 
shows that nitrogen from OSDS is the largest source of nitrogen to the County’s surface waters, 
contributing over 47 percent of the total load.  Figure 7, which presents the nitrogen load 
components to the County’s 191 subwatersheds from groundwater shows that nitrogen from 
OSDS is the largest component of nitrogen to groundwater that discharges to the County’s surface 
waters at 63.6 percent of the total load.  Overall, OSDS discharging to groundwater add nearly 
18,000 pounds per day of nitrogen to the County’s surface waters each year (Please refer to Table 
2-17 of the SWP for further details.) 

 

Figure 6 – Components of Nitrogen Loading to Suffolk County Surface Waters (Existing Conditions)  
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Figure 7 – Components of Nitrogen Loading to Groundwater Discharging to Surface Waters 
(Existing Conditions) 
 
The Waterbody Inventory/Priority Waterbodies List (WI/PWL) is a statewide inventory of New 
York State waterbody segments and their associated water quality assessment information.  The 
WI/PWL reflects monitoring data drawn from both within and outside of NYSDEC.  The WI/PWL 
tracks the designated use support of a waterbody as well as any confirmed or unconfirmed 
pollutants, restoration and protection activities, and USEPA’s Integrated Reporting Categories.  
Specific to Long Island, NYSDEC’s WI/PWL Fact Sheets identify many waterbodies with elevated 
levels of nitrogen and pathogens from onsite/septic systems.  
 
Finally, while isotope studies in Suffolk County have been limited, the single isotope study that 
could be located (Hanson et. al, 1999) reported that, for the Northport area, “The nitrogen 
isotopic compositions of the public supply wells are consistent with low to medium density 
residential development. The data are also consistent with mixing with older agricultural water 
and younger residential water.” 
 
Suffolk County’s groundwater, which provides the groundwater baseflow and nitrogen loads that 
feed our streams, estuaries, and embayments, presents with significantly elevated nitrogen 
concentrations with increased land use intensity in unsewered areas. There is a significant volume 
of local groundwater data documenting the link between unsewered residential land use intensity 
and total nitrogen concentration in groundwater.  When comparing this data to groundwater data 
from open space or sewered residential areas, there is unequivocal evidence that the observed 
increase in nitrogen in unsewered residential areas is a result of untreated wastewater, as this 
represents the most significant variable that differs between groundwater quality downgradient 
of sewered and unsewered areas. A summary of specific studies demonstrating these 
relationships are provided below. 

 
1. The Long Island Ground Water Pollution Study (NYSDEC, 1973) published by the NYSDEC 

for the New York Department of Health, measured constituents of wastewater at six study 
sites, four of which had cesspools and two that had septic tanks followed by leaching 
pools. Data provided in the report indicate elevated levels of total nitrogen 
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(approximately 26 to 100 mg/L of ammonia + nitrate + nitrite) in the groundwater at 
significant distances (20-80 feet) from the disposal systems. 

 
2. The 1978 “Long Island Comprehensive Waste Treatment Management Plan”, better 

known as the “208 Study”, was a significant influence on the creation of land use 
regulations in Suffolk County.  The 208 Study, prepared by the Nassau-Suffolk Regional 
Planning Board, was the first to review the status of groundwater quality and quantity in 
Suffolk County and focused on the need for wastewater and solid waste management in 
order to protect the public water supply.  The 208 Study considered the nitrate 
concentrations found in groundwater monitoring wells and determined groundwater 
nitrate concentrations in the mid-70's were found to be well above background in the 
glacial aquifer in western Suffolk and other densely populated areas.  A summary of the 
208 Study groundwater findings is provided in Table 3 below. As shown, there is a 
significant increase in the concentration of nitrogen with increased residential land use 
intensity.  

 
Table 3 – Average Total Nitrogen Concentrations in Groundwater Downgradient of 
Various Land Use Types 

Land Use Category  
(# of wells/# of samples) 

Mean TN (mg/L) Range TN 
(min-max mg/L) 

Vacant (1/10) 1.21 1.05-1.35 

Transportation (3/35) 2.46 0.66-4.61 
Low Density Residential (2/25) 3.88 3.02-4.75 

Medium Density Residential (3/38) 5.94 4.48-8.00 
Intermediate/High Residential 
(4/51) 

7.92 3.59-11.5 

Agricultural (4/47) 7.89 5.68-10.1 

Institutional (2/22) 8.27 7.93-8.60 
Source: The Long Island Comprehensive Waste Treatment Management Plan (208 Plan) 1978 
Total Nitrogen (Nitrate + Nitrite + Ammonia) concentrations in Suffolk County in the upper 
glacial aquifer from 1972-1976. Part of table 6-3. 
L.D. = Low density – 1 dwelling unit or less per acre 
M.D. = Medium density – 2-4 D.U. /acre 
I = Intermediate density – 5-10 D.U. /acre 
H = High density – 11 or more D.U. /acre 

 
3. A 1983 study prepared by Cornell University Center for Environmental Research titled 

“Land Use and Ground Water Quality in the Pine Barrens of Southampton” (Cornell 
University, 1983), examined the relationship between land use and water quality in the 
undisturbed Pine Barrens and in the agricultural and residential land adjoining the Pine 
Barrens.  The report found nitrate concentrations in groundwater underlying residential 
and agricultural land to be substantially higher than in the undeveloped areas. A summary 
of the study’s groundwater findings is provided in Table 4 below. As shown and consistent 
with the findings of the 208 Study, there is a significant increase in the concentration of 
nitrogen with increased residential land use intensity.  
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Table 4 – Nitrogen Concentrations in Groundwater Downgradient of Different Land Use Types 
 

Land Use Type Observed Nitrogen Concentration 
(mg/L) 

Residential 1  
[0-2 units/acre, 2.7 persons/acre] 

4.7 

Residential 2  
[2-5 units/acre, 9.5 persons/acre] 

9.3 

Residential Trailer Park 
[39.4 persons/acre] 

17.9 

Potatoes in Riverhead Sandy Loam 7.96 
Potatoes in Plymouth Loamy Sand 15.59 
Vegetables in Riverhead Sandy Loam 7.3 
Vegetables in Plymouth Loamy Sand 10.73 
Vacant 0.3 

 
4. The Suffolk County Department of Health Services prepared the first “Comprehensive 

Water Resources Management Plan” in 1987 (Suffolk County, 1987) to provide a 
framework to ensure an adequate and safe supply of water to the residents of Suffolk 
County through the year 2020.  Analysis of 15 wells in SCDHS's shallow well network and 
10 additional wells installed for the study looked at the relationship between land use and 
groundwater quality. A summary of the studies groundwater findings is provided in the 
Table 5 below. As shown and consistent with the findings of the 208 Study and 1983 
Cornell University study, there is a significant increase in the concentration of nitrogen 
with increased residential land use intensity. The average total nitrogen concentrations 
(in ppm) found in the wells are as follows:   

 
Table 5 - Summary of Nitrogen Concentrations in Groundwater Downgradient of Various 
Land Use Types 
 

Land Use Type Observed Average Nitrogen 
Concentration (ppm) 

Amount of 
samples 

Vacant 1.2 1 
Low Density Residential 3.9 2 
Medium Density Residential 5.9 3 
Intermediate/High Residential 7.9 4 
Agricultural 7.9 4 
Institutional 8.3 2 
Recreational & Open Space 4.6 3 
Commercial 8.0 3 
Industrial 7.1 3 
Transportation 2.5 3 

1987 “Comprehensive Water Resources Management Plan” by SCDHS 
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5. Shallow groundwater data collected by the Suffolk County Office of Water Resources 
between 2004 and 2008 as part of multiple Suffolk County special groundwater projects 
were compiled and organized based upon upgradient zoning and land use.  A summary of 
the data is presented in Figure 8 below.  The data demonstrates a significant increase in 
the concentration of total nitrogen when comparing unsewered residential land use to 
sewered residential land use and open space (control areas).   

 

 
Figure 8 – Nitrogen Concentrations in Groundwater Downgradient of  

Undeveloped, Sewered and Unsewered Areas 
 

Suffolk County agrees that there are several factors which contribute to water quality degradation 
in coastal ecosystems and will revise language in the SWP to clarify this.  However, nitrogen 
enrichment from onsite wastewater sources is the primary factor that can be managed and 
mitigated by the residents of Suffolk County.   

 
 Additional Discussion of Nutrient Enrichment Related Water Quality Degradation  
 
Water quality degradation (e.g. harmful algal blooms, hypoxia, reduced water clarity) related to 
nutrient enrichment is a crisis recognized and accepted by the global scientific community.   There 
are literally a countless number of publications documenting this link.  A literature review and 
presentation of additional county-specific data related to specific water quality endpoints 
discussed under this general comment is provided below.   Documentation of the relationships 
between calculated nitrogen loads and water quality endpoints in Suffolk County waters can be 
found in Section 2.1.9 of the SWP. 
 
Harmful Algal Blooms 
 
Please see response to General Comment 21. 
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Dissolved Oxygen and Hypoxia 

Each of the three major estuaries in Suffolk County have demonstrated frequent excursions of 
dissolved oxygen concentration below NYSDEC’s acute (3.0 mg/L) and/or chronic (4.8 mg/L) water 
quality standard for dissolved oxygen (DO).  Figures 9, 10 and 11 below display measured 
dissolved oxygen levels from continuous monitoring sensors installed at various locations within 
the South Shore Estuary Reserve (SSER) and Peconic Estuary during the growing season as well as 
the area of hypoxia in Long Island Sound respectively.  The continuous dissolved oxygen 
measurements characterizing the Peconic River and Orient Harbor show excursions below the 
acute and chronic criteria respectively.  The SSER monitoring results also illustrate contravention 
of the acute and chronic dissolved oxygen criteria during the warm weather months. Long Island 
Sound data is particularly notable in that it demonstrates significant areas of hypoxia throughout 
the Long Island Sound, but also demonstrates the significant reduction in hypoxic area that has 
resulted from ongoing efforts to reduce nitrogen from wastewater sources under the Long Island 
Sound TMDL (NYSDEC & CTDEP, 2000) requirements. The Long Island Sound TMDL documents the 
common occurrence of hypoxia in Long Island Sound during late summer and links an 
overabundance of nitrogen combined with the naturally occurring density stratification of the 
water column.  The TMDL finds that nitrogen is the primary limiting nutrient for algal growth 
leading to hypoxia and the subsequent loss of designated uses.  Based on monitoring and 
modeling, the Long Island Sound Study (LISS) has determined the following: 
 

• Reducing nitrogen loads necessary to achieve the water quality standards for DO will 
protect and maintain designated uses in the Sound. 

 
• There will be benefits to the following other eutrophication-related impairments: 

o Algal blooms 
o Poor water clarity 
o SAV growth 
o Stress to marine organisms 

 

 

Figure 9 – Low Concentrations of Dissolved Oxygen in the Peconic River during the Summer of 2018 
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As documented above, all values below the red line indicate DO levels below NYSDEC’s chronic 
water quality standard for DO and all values below the green line represent DO levels below 
NYSDEC’s acute water quality standard for DO at a monitoring station in the lower Peconic River. 

 

 

Figure 10 – Measured Dissolved Oxygen Concentrations in Great South Bay 
 
As documented above, the red diamonds indicate DO level excursions below NYSDEC’s acute 
water quality standard for DO at monitoring stations in the Great South Bay near Connetquot 
River. 
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Figure 11 – Declining Area of Hypoxia in Long Island Sound from 1987 through 2018 

As documented above, the area of hypoxia (DO less than or equal to 3 mg/l) in the Long Island 
Sound continues to get smaller as a result of the LISS nutrient reductions in wastewater 
discharges.   
 
As presented in the Section 2.1.9.2.3 of the SWP, Figure 12 below displays minimum dissolved 
oxygen daily data for growing season months after 2007 from 28 continuous monitoring 28 
stations grouped based on nitrogen enrichment.   

 
Figure 12 – Box Plots of Minimum Dissolved Oxygen Measurements and Nitrogen Enrichment 
Groups  
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In general, water bodies with higher calculated nitrogen enrichment have lower dissolved 
oxygen values in Suffolk County surface waters as indicated by the green shaded boxes, although 
it is acknowledged that waterbodies with lower calculated nutrient enrichment also observe 
hypoxia due to local/natural conditions (but at a much lower frequency when compared to 
waterbodies with higher nutrient enrichment). 
 
Chlorophyll-a, Water Clarity, and Eelgrass 
 
As shown on Figures 2-37 and 2-40 of the SWP (Sections 2.1.9.2.1 and 2.1.9.2.2), Suffolk County 
water quality data plotted against calculated nitrogen enrichment presents clear relationships 
between increased nitrogen enrichment, resulting increase in chlorophyll-a, and resulting 
decrease in water clarify in Suffolk County waters.   
 
Seagrasses, including eelgrass (Zostera marina), provide essential habitat and nursery areas for 
important finfish and shellfish species, and play a significant role in the oxygen cycle and nutrient 
sequestration. They also stabilize bottom sediments and act as wave and storm surge barriers by 
reducing wave energy and amplitude, reducing water velocity and protecting coastal communities 
from storm surge. Eelgrass beds are vitally important spawning and nursery grounds for valuable 
commercial and recreational fisheries such as bay scallops, summer and winter flounder, striped 
bass and blue crabs. The ecosystem services provided by seagrasses play a significant role in both 
local biodiversity and marine environment and the local economy (New York Sea Grass Task Force. 
Final Report of the New York State Seagrass Task Force: Recommendations to the NYS Governor 
and Legislature. December 2009). Although a historic eelgrass decline in the 1930s resulted from 
wasting disease that affected both the North American and European sides of the Atlantic Coast, 
(http://www.seagrassli.org/ecology/wasting_disease.html), eelgrass’s recent precipitous decline 
is primarily attributed to deteriorating water quality. Degraded water quality in the estuaries and 
bays of New York are frequently a result of eutrophication which is driven by excessive nutrient 
enrichment, a consequence of nitrogen pollution. The relationship of eelgrass health with 
nitrogen can be complicated by confounding impacts of eutrophic systems, such as low dissolved 
oxygen stress and sulfide toxicity from high organic matter sediments (Simpson, L. and Dahl, S., 
2017). Excess nitrogen inputs are a major cause of eelgrass loss in the marine environment in 
other regional areas as well.  For example, (Latimer et. al, 2010) found that the reduced extent of 
eelgrass corresponds to increased loading of nitrogen in shallow-to medium sized estuaries in 
New England.  Specifically: 
 

• At lower levels of nitrogen loading (<50 Kg/ha/yr), eelgrass extent is variable and is likely 
controlled by other ecosystem factors unrelated to water quality; and, 
 

• At higher loading rates, eelgrass coverage decreases markedly, with essentially no 
eelgrass at loading levels _>100 Kg/ha/yr. 

 
Of the 119 marine waterbodies evaluated in the SWP: 
 

• Only 16 of 119 have a calculated nitrogen enrichment of less than 50 kg/ha/yr (13.4%); 
  

• 85 of 119 have a calculated nitrogen enrichment above 100 kg/ha/yr (71.4%); 
 

• 20 of 119 have a calculated nitrogen enrichment above 500 kg/ha/yr (16.8%); and, 

http://www.seagrassli.org/ecology/wasting_disease.html
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• The average nitrogen load for all waterbodies is 410 kg/ha/yr. 

 
Additional references linking nutrient enrichment and wetlands impacts include Deegan LA, 
Johnson DS, Warren RS, Peterson BJ, Fleeger JW, Fagherazzi S, and Wollheim WM (18 Oct 2012) 
“Coastal Eutrophication as a Driver of Salt Marsh Loss” Nature : doi:10.1038, Turner, R. E. et al. 
Salt marshes and eutrophication: an unsustainable outcome. Limnol. Oceanography. 54, 1634–
1642 (2009) and Hartig, E. K., et al. Anthropogenic and climate-change impacts on salt marshes of 
Jamaica Bay, New York City. Wetlands 22: 13–31. (2002).  
 
Reduced water clarity, linked to nutrient enrichment due to increased phytoplankton biomass and 
elevated chlorophyll-a concentration, is also a contributing factor in degradation of seagrass beds 
due to shading.  In fact, the most important factor governing the distribution and growth of 
eelgrass is the availability of light (Vaudrey et. al, 2008).  In addition, reduced water clarity results 
in many use impairments such as decrease in bathing area quality, an increase in unhealthy areas 
for aquatic marine life, an increase in mortality of sensitive organisms, poorer visibility for scuba 
divers, a reduction in commercial and sport fisheries values, impacts on tourism and real estate, 
and poorer aesthetics (NYSDEC & CTDEP, 2000).    
 
Fish Kills 

Fish kills have plagued Suffolk County’s waters for many years.  The County acknowledges that 
not all are caused by an overabundance of nutrients but can result from other important factors 
(predation/entrapment, water body configuration, biomass, etc.).   However, two recent 
incidents can be linked, in part, to nitrogen enrichment.   
  
The first occurred in the spring of 2015 where researchers at the SCDHS, NYSDEC and SoMAS 
determined that “rapidly rising water temperature, the timing and magnitude of algal blooms and 
an unusually large biomass of adult menhaden confined in the river were all contributing factors 
that resulted in prolonged periods of extremely low dissolved oxygen levels and ultimately caused 
large numbers of the menhaden to expire.” The study went on to indicate “The only other years 
since 2003 when the onset of extended anoxia occurred prior to July (in 2008 and 2009 it occurred 
in mid-June), were also the only years when major menhaden fish kills occurred” and concluded 
that “What can be certain however, is that given the current state of eutrophication in the river, 
algal blooms and diminished oxygen levels will continue to be the norm. If the waters are warm 
enough for anoxia to develop and a body of fish are present, another fish kill is likely to occur 
[SCDHS et al., 2016].” 
  
The second incident occurred in April-May 2015 where hundreds of diamondback terrapin turtles 
and tens of thousands of fish were found dead on a beach near Flanders Bay, Long Island. Through 
collaboration with various agencies and institutions, it was determined that saxitoxin, a potent 
neurotoxin from algal blooms, was behind the die-off [Hattenrath-Lehmann et al. 
2017].    Saxitoxin is produced by the harmful algae Alexandrium. Alexandrium in Suffolk County 
grows faster and becomes more toxic per cell when enriched with nitrogen; the harmful algae rely 
on wastewater nitrogen to form blooms (Hattenrath et al. 2010).   
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Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 

Suffolk County has the highest number and greatest density of OSDS of any county in New York 
State, and one of the highest densities per land area in the entire country. The untreated nitrogen 
emanating from greater than 380,000 OSDS in Suffolk County is discharging to poorly flushed 
estuaries that is resulting in nutrient enrichment related water quality degradation. The linkages 
between nitrogen and ground and surface water quality impairment prompting development of 
the SWP (e.g., the Proposed Action) have been established in the SWP and supporting materials 
and references described above. 
  
Therefore, careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above 
does not result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019). In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the 
Draft GEIS (August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required 
as a result of this General Comment. 
 

20) General Comment: The Plan does not adequately examine the effect of reducing nitrogen on 
beneficial algae (i.e. starving the Bay) and does not quantify the minimum amount of nitrogen 
(and other water quality conditions) required for a healthy ecosystem.  
 
Written Comments 
18h The SWP has not considered the nutritional needs or endpoints of the estuary ecosystem, 

which is likely to result in a negative impact including shellfish collapse and HABs 
18j The Plan does not account for the fact that shellfish remove algae, including harmful 

algae, that contain nitrogen, but not if harmful algae dominate 
18l The SWP strategy is to simply starve harmful algae. It is unrealistic to expect this will not 

affect the rest of the ecosystem 
18r The reduction of nitrogen by the Proposed Action will more likely have harmful effects 

and a negative impact on the clam industry and other ecological endpoints 
18ae Starving the surface water of nitrogen will likely have a negative impact. Restoration for 

surface water may require raising the nitrogen loading 
18a-m Why hasn’t the SWP considered that nutrient loading may be beneficial to shellfish and 

that they play a valuable role in algal control? 
18a-n How has the SWP determined that it is possible to starve harmful algae of nitrogen 

without negatively impacting the rest of the ecosystem? 
18a-u Clam population declined due to low nitrogen not excess nitrogen. 
18a-z The SWP proposes to remove all nitrogen from surface waters. HABs could not occur but 

most of the ecosystem would die. 
42n What are the ecological endpoints? What estuarine water quality conditions are to be the 

end goal? 
47i The SWP fails to properly evaluate ecological endpoints beyond nitrogen and HABs, and 

ignores SAV, pathogens, fish kills, finfish and shellfish, resulting in a negative impact.  
52e The SWP proposes to reduce nitrogen to an already nitrogen-limited system, which will 

have a negative impact on our bays. This will reduce primary productivity but promote 
HABs and reduce secondary productivity (clams and oysters) 
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September 5th Speakers 
7a Plan did not consider finfish, shellfish and pathogens. Did not consider the nutritional 

needs of the shellfish. The primary goal is to starve harmful algae without impacting the 
rest of the estuary. 

7b Nowhere in the plan does it say what the bay is going to be when they finish. There are 
no quantitative goals. 

 
September 6th Speakers 
7 Can't starve the HABs without starving the rest of the Bay, HABs are well-adapted to low-

nutrient conditions. It is impossible to calculate the appropriate nitrogen loadings. 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  

 
Section 2.1.8 of the SWP identifies the ecological endpoints considered in the SWP.  The endpoints 
and their associated load reduction goals were agreed upon by the Endpoints and Nitrogen Load 
Reduction Goal Workgroup which consisted of local and national l marine ecosystem technical 
experts and local and regional regulatory officials. While the water quality endpoints are provided 
in Section 2.1.8, additional clarification will be provided in this section to clarify the data used as 
the basis for each endpoint (e.g., long-term average, seasonal average, 90th percentile, etc.).  
Ultimately, the recommendations provided in the SWP are intended to improve water quality in 
Suffolk County waters so that they can be used for their full environmental, recreational and 
economic potential.  This includes improving water clarity by controlling algal biomass and 
reducing chlorophyll-a to promote tourism, increase water desirability for swimming, and 
promote the restoration of eelgrass and SAV beds to support healthy ecosystems including 
shellfish and finfish populations; increasing dissolved oxygen to support a healthy ecosystem and 
increase biodiversity thereby enhancing shellfish and finfisheries; and decreasing the frequency 
and intensity of toxin-producing HABs to provide for enhanced protection of human and 
environmental health.  As documented in the SWP and addressed further in the Response to 
General Comment 19, increased nitrogen enrichment has been observed to correspond to water 
quality degradation including decreased dissolved oxygen levels, decreased water clarity, and an 
increase in the intensity and frequency of HABs in Suffolk County waters.  The primary source of 
nitrogen enrichment to Suffolk County groundwater, which provides the baseflow to Suffolk 
County’s surface waters is from the more than 380,000 OSDS which are not designed to remove 
nitrogen. 

 
Consistent with other successful water quality improvement projects such as the Tampa Bay 
Restoration Project, the “baseline” or “minimum required nitrogen” to maintain healthy estuaries 
and ecosystems is the amount of nitrogen that would naturally be provided without 
anthropogenic sources.  As a wastewater management plan, the SWP does not propose to reduce 
nitrogen to levels that come close to the theoretical baseline condition.   In response to concerns 
regarding meeting minimum nutritional requirements for shellfish, Suffolk County researched 
local shellfish harvest and compared them to local water quality.  Included in the evaluation was 
a comparison of the amount of hard clam and oyster landings within each SWP waterbody priority 
rank.  As a reminder, Priority Rank 3 and 4 waterbodies present with the best water quality in 
Suffolk County while Priority Rank 1 and 2 waterbodies present with generally poor water quality.   
The evaluation concluded that there is no evidence that shellfish populations are food limited 
in Suffolk County estuaries that meet the proposed water quality endpoints (e.g., water quality 
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associated with Priority Rank 4 waterbodies).  A summary of the percent landings of each 
shellfish categorized by priority rank is provided in Table 6 below. 
 

Table 6 - Summary of Shellfish Landings between 2010 and 2018 (NYS Shellfish Landings) 

 
*It is acknowledged that the shellfish landings are also impacted by other factors such as disease and closures due to 
pathogens.  However, the primary purpose of the evaluation is to demonstrate that Suffolk County waterbodies with 
low nitrogen inputs and low chlorophyll-a (Priority Rank 3 and 4 waterbodies) sustain healthy and robust shellfisheries 
in Suffolk County.  
 
Notable observations include Shinnecock Bay, where hard clam landings are consistently high in 
the eastern bay where chlorophyll-a and nitrogen levels are low, whereas in the west, nitrogen 
and algae levels are high, but clam densities and landings are low.  In addition, Napeague Harbor, 
which has a calculated nitrogen enrichment 34 percent lower than the recommended maximum 
nitrogen enrichment in the SWP for ideal water quality, is characterized as “highly productive” 
(personal communication, John Dunne, Director East Hampton Town Shellfish Hatchery) and has 
served as the Town of East Hampton’s field grow-out site for the past 30 years.  In addition, 
NYSDEC reported that 3,495 bushels of shellfish were landed from the Napeague harvest area in 
2018. Finally, the abundance of oysters in the Town of Oyster Bay can be traced back to the year 
1615 prior to anthropogenic nitrogen inputs, when a Dutch explorer impressed by the area’s 
bountiful shellfish, named it Oyster Bay (https://www.oysterbay.town/history-of-oyster-bay/).   
 
While we all want robust shellfisheries and fisheries, there is no evidence that low nitrogen levels 
are causing low levels of these populations.  In contrast, the role of excessive nitrogen loading in 
driving ecosystem change from HABs to hypoxia and the loss of seagrasses and wetlands has been 
exceedingly well documented in the scientific literature globally and on Long Island.  In addition, 
loss of eelgrass and other SAV habitat has been directly linked to nitrogen loading throughout the 
northeastern United States [Latimer and Rego. 2010, Benson et al. 2013].  These habitats are 
essential for the growth of bay scallops.  

 
It’s important to keep in mind that water bodies that already achieve the recommended nutrient 
enrichment goal (a calculated unit nitrogen load * residence time of 0.128 mg/L) were assigned a 
nitrogen load reduction goal of zero.  All other water bodies were assigned a nitrogen load 
reduction goal which represents the percent reduction in nitrogen load required to achieve 
overall good water quality.   

 
Finally, in a recent publication, Gobler et al 2019 describes the biological, chemical, and physical 
changes in Great South Bay and Moriches Bay following the formation of a new ocean inlet by 
Hurricane Sandy.  As expected, water quality improved within the bay near the new inlet.  For 
example, total and dissolved nitrogen, chlorophyll-a, the harmful brown tide alga, pigments 
associated with diatoms and dinoflagellates (fucoxanthin and peridinin), and fecal coliform 
bacteria levels all significantly decreased, while salinity, dissolved oxygen, and water clarity 
significantly increased.  Comparisons of growth rates of juvenile hard clams near the new inlet 

1 2 3 4
12.6% 19.7% 42.4% 25.3%

Hard Clam Landings by Priority Rank

Waterbody Priority Rank 

1 2 3 4
8.6% 5.7% 59.5% 24.8%

Oyster Landings by Priority Rank

Waterbody Priority Rank 



Section 2 
Response to Public Comments  
 

2-72 

increased compared to growth rates before the inlet was formed and were significantly higher 
than in central Great South Bay where no improvements to water quality were observed. 

 
While restoring the clam population would facilitate natural control of beneficial algae and 
provide additional benefit towards managing small, controllable, blooms of HABs, it is impossible 
to restore clam populations without eliminating brown tide first which thrives on organic nitrogen 
nutrient enrichment [Wazniak and Glibert 2004, Gobler et al 2002. Gobler et al 2004, Cerrato et 
al. 2004].  Case in point, since 2004 The Nature Conservancy (TNC) has seeded roughly 7.2M clams 
through a network of over 100 hard clam sanctuaries mostly within the boundaries of TNC’s 
13,400+ acre Bluepoints Bottomlands in central Great South Bay.  Only when multiple, 
consecutive years of low/no-brown tide conditions occurred were clams able to sexually condition 
to levels that seemed to pass a system threshold that yielded robust recruitment (2007-2008).  
However, following the large recruitment of 2007-08, a dense and prolonged bloom of brown tide 
in Great South Bay killed off nearly all new recruits, reduced reproductive condition of adults to 
levels as low as have been observed in the 15-year monitoring effort to date and, after prolonged 
exposure to bloom conditions, adult non-predator mortality began to rise. 

 
Additional discussion regarding the relationship between nitrogen enrichment, HABs, and other 
ecological endpoints is provided in response to General Comments 19, 21, and 26. 

 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 

 
Consistent with other successful water quality improvement projects such as the Tampa Bay 
Restoration Project, the “baseline” or “minimum required nitrogen” to maintain healthy estuaries 
and ecosystems is the amount of nitrogen that would naturally be provided without 
anthropogenic sources.  As a wastewater management plan, the SWP does not propose to reduce 
nitrogen to levels that come close to the theoretical baseline condition.   In response to concerns 
regarding meeting minimum nutritional requirements for shellfish, Suffolk County researched 
local shellfish harvests and compared them to local water quality.  The information described in 
the response to General Comment 20 concludes that implementing the recommendations of the 
SWP will not starve the estuaries or have a negative impact on the secondary production of 
shellfish as evidenced by existing surface water quality and the relationship to fishery 
productivity. In addition, reducing nitrogen will create the conditions conducive for increased 
water clarity and dissolved oxygen which will promote the growth of the SAV and create more 
suitable habitat for shellfish and finfish.  Conversely, as documented in numerous studies and 
evidenced by local data, increasing nitrogen may result in further reduction of water clarity and 
loss of SAV, lower dissolved oxygen, and an increase in the number and intensity of HABs. 
Nevertheless, the SWP does include recommendations for continued monitoring and SWP 
updates as part of the Adaptive Management Plan described in Section 8.4.11.   

 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 
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21) General Comment: Harmful algae are caused by insufficient nitrogen loading or by other factors 
not related to nitrogen. Reducing nitrogen loading will result in an increase of harmful algae.  

 
Written Comments 
1a Other factors besides nitrogen affect HABs; the Plan only considers nitrogen. 
18h The SWP has not considered the nutritional needs or endpoints of the estuary ecosystem, 

which is likely to result in a negative impact including shellfish collapse and HABs 
18j The Plan does not account for the fact that shellfish remove algae, including harmful 

algae, that contain nitrogen, but not if harmful algae dominate 
18k It is under low nitrogen conditions that HABs have shown competitive advantages over 

other algae.  
18a-s Has the SWP researched the association of low nitrogen loadings to BHA and considered 

that nitrogen reduction may result in more BHA? 
52a Research indicates that other factors may be important to controlling HABs including 

rainfall, salinity, water temperature, perhaps other chemicals in runoff and groundwater 
inflow, pH, shellfish population and circulation. The SWP has not sufficiently weighed the 
complexities of nitrogen and harmful algae in marine waters. 

52c Low nitrogen loads are related to HABs and so nitrogen reductions may result in more 
HABs; investigate ways to increase the seasonal background levels of the bay DIN. 

52e The SWP proposes to reduce nitrogen to an already nitrogen-limited system, which will 
have a negative impact on our bays. This will reduce primary productivity but promote 
HABs and reduce secondary productivity (clams and oysters) 

 
September 5th Speakers 
7b HABs are associated with estuaries that have low levels of nitrogen, and those with the 

highest levels don’t have HABs. Examples right here in Southampton. 
 
September 6th Speakers 
7 Can't starve the HABs without starving the rest of the Bay, HABs are well-adapted to low-

nutrient conditions. It is impossible to calculate the appropriate nitrogen loadings. 
 

Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  

 
Section 2.1.9.1 of the SWP clearly identifies that nitrogen is one factor (albeit an important factor) 
affecting HABs.  As described in the SWP, “While the average predicted nitrogen load for water 
bodies with HABs in Suffolk County is significantly higher than the average predicted nitrogen load 
for water bodies without HABs, it should be noted that HABs represent one of the most complex 
endpoints evaluated within the SWP.  Specifically, the presence of HABs in Suffolk County are 
likely the result of several covariates, including nutrient loading, water temperature, nutrient 
species (e.g., inorganic versus organic) and other factors. Therefore, the HAB reduction goal 
should be considered a preliminary first order target that should be revisited in the future through 
the adaptive management plan.”   
 
In “Eutrophication and Harmful Algal Blooms: A Scientific Consensus” Heisler et al., 2008, present 
a synopsis of a roundtable discussion on the links between eutrophication and harmful algal 
blooms.  The article itself contained over 150 references, many of which document the link 
between nutrient enrichment and HABs.  The meeting was sponsored by the EPA and included 
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academic experts as well as representatives from all levels of government.  The roundtable 
participants unanimously concluded that: 

 
• Degraded water quality from increased nutrient pollution promotes the development and 

persistence of many HABs and is one of the reasons for their expansion in the U.S. and 
other nations; 
 

• The composition–not just the total quantity–of the nutrient pool impacts HABs; 
 

• High-biomass blooms must have exogenous nutrients to be sustained; 
 

• Both chronic and episodic nutrient delivery promote HAB development; 
 

• Recently developed tools and techniques are already improving the detection of some 
HABs, and emerging technologies are rapidly advancing toward operational status for the 
prediction of HABs and their toxins; 

 
• Experimental studies are critical to further the understanding about the role of nutrients 

in HABs expression, and will strengthen prediction and mitigation of HABs; and, 
 

• Management of nutrient inputs to the watershed can lead to significant reduction in 
HABs. 

 
Nevertheless, Suffolk County has observed the spatial and temporal expansion, and increased 
intensity, of HABs which have become a human health, economic and environmental threat to 
our local waters. While HABs were not reported in Suffolk County from 1954 – 1984, today, Suffolk 
experiences at least five types of HABs annually, a distinction potentially unmatched in the US.  In 
fact, the recently completed SC HAB Action Plan (Wise, W., 2017) states that HABs in Suffolk 
County “may have reached a level unprecedented elsewhere in the United States”. 

 
As documented in Section 1.1.3.3.3 of the SWP, Suffolk County has experienced over 230 HABs 
between 2007 and 2016 alone. Section 2.1.9.2.4 of the SWP acknowledges that HABs are a 
consequence of a myriad of factors and complex relationships. For example, brown tides favor 
high levels of organic nitrogen (LaRoche et al 1997; Nuzzi and Waters 2004).  High levels of organic 
nitrogen emanate from high levels of inorganic nitrogen loading (Sunda et al., 2006).  
 
While regional climate cannot be controlled by local management plans, nitrogen loading can.  
Dissolved inorganic nitrogen levels in surface waters are more than 100-times lower than levels 
in groundwater discharging into these surface waters (SCDHS 2000-2018).  Elevated levels of 
nitrogen promote the growth of micro-and macroalgae in Great South Bay (Gobler et al 2002; 
2004).  The decay of such organic matter is also a contributing factor to hypoxic events as 
discussed further below.   
 
Despite the myriad of factors that contribute to HABs, Suffolk County data and calculated 
nitrogen enrichment indicate that marine waterbodies that experienced HABs between the 
Years 2007 through 2016 had a calculated nutrient enrichment 270 percent greater than 
waterbodies that have not had a HAB during the same time period.   
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To evaluate the presence of brown tides in Suffolk County versus nitrogen loads, the number of 
waterbodies which have observed brown tide events between 2007 and 2016 were plotted versus 
increasing calculated nitrogen enrichment.  As seen in Figure 13 below, the number of 
waterbodies with brown tide occurrences increases as the calculated nitrogen enrichment 
increases.  

 

 
Figure 13 – Nitrogen Enrichment and Number of Brown Tide Blooms 

Since 2006, more than 12,200 acres of Suffolk County surface waters have been closed by 
NYSDEC due to high concentrations of marine biotoxins as a result of the presence of the HAB 
Alexandrium in the water column. According to “Historical Occurrence and Current Status of 
Harmful Algal Blooms in Suffolk County, NY, USA” (Hattenrath-Lehmann, SBU SoMAS, 2016): 

 
“Alexandrium culture and field studies demonstrate that the addition of inorganic nitrogen, 
especially reduced forms such as ammonium, enhances growth and toxicity (Leong et al., 2004; 
Hattenrath et al., 2010; Xu et al., 2012). A number of studies has also demonstrated that organic 
forms of nitrogen, such as urea, glutamine (Hattenrath et al., 2010), high molecular weight (HMW) 
dissolved organic matter (Legrand and Carlsson, 1998; Fagerberg et al., 2009; Loureiro et al., 
2009), HMW sewage treatment plant water (Hattenrath-Lehmann et al. unpublished), and humic 
substances (Carlsson et al., 1998; Gagnon et al., 2005) are capable of enhancing Alexandrium 
densities, indicating that both inorganic and organic forms of nitrogen (total nitrogen) must be 
considered in the prevention and mitigation of these blooms. Studies have also demonstrated 
increases and decreases in toxin content per cell when Alexandrium is P- and N-limited, 
respectively (Anderson et al., 1990a; Anderson et al., 1990b; Guisande et al., 2002; Lippemeier et 
al., 2003; Poulton et al., 2005; Van de Waal et al., 2014). In the Mediterranean, Penna et al. (2002) 
found that seasonal blooms of A. taylori are promoted by nutrient loading, primarily wastewater 
sources. Trainer et al. (2003) found an increase in maximal paralytic shellfish toxin concentrations 
with increasing human population, in Puget Sound, a eutrophied region of Washington State with 
poor circulation. Here in Long Island, New York, Hattenrath et al. (2010) was able to make a direct 
connection between the Northport Bay sewage treatment plant and toxic Alexandrium blooms. 
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Specifically, this study found, through conducting nutrient amendment experiments with 
Alexandrium bloom water, that nitrogen enrichment significantly increased Alexandrium densities 
and levels of saxitoxin equivalents per cell. Further, the isotopic nitrogen signature of these blooms 
was consistent with those found in wastewater indicating that anthropogenic nutrient loading was 
promoting these Alexandrium blooms in Northport Bay (Hattenrath et al., 2010). Similarly, a 
recent study (SBU SoMAS, 2016) demonstrated that Alexandrium abundances within Long Island’s 
south shore estuaries were significantly correlated with residence times of- and total nitrogen 
loads to- Moriches, Shinnecock, and Quantuck Bay.” 

 
Ultimately, studies have demonstrated a strong link between eutrophication and Alexandrium 
growth and intensity of associated toxins in Long Island waters. 
 
Additional recent publications regarding HABs document that:  
 

• Dinophysis grows faster and creates more toxic biomass when enriched with nitrogen 
(Hattenrath-Lehmann et al 2015; PloS One); 
 

• Cochlodinium outgrows other phytoplankton when enriched with nitrogen (Gobler et al. 
2012); and, 
 

• Toxic blue-green algae are promoted by high levels of nitrogen (Gobler et al., 2007; Davis 
et al 2010); 

 
• USEPA’s Draft Technical Support Document: Implementing the 2019 Recommended 

Human Health Recreational Ambient Water Quality Criteria of Swimming Advisories 
for    Microcystins and Cylindrospermopsin, USEPA, December 2019, states that “Nitrogen 
and phosphorus loadings, or nutrient pollution input into recreational waterbodies from 
agricultural, industrial, and urban sources can provide optimal conditions for 
cyanobacterial blooms and cyanotoxin production.  Preventing nutrient input and 
reducing nitrogen and phosphorus levels in a waterbody can help to reduce the occurrence 
of cyanobacterial blooms or the levels of cyanotoxins in blooms containing toxin-
producing strains of cyanobacteria.” 

 
It should be noted that the comparative “reference” approach used for establishing load 
reduction goals indirectly accounts for many of the outside environmental factors resulting from 
global warming such as increased precipitation, increased water temperature, and corresponding 
changes in salinity under current conditions.  That is to say, the impact of many of these factors is 
a common background assumption because these factors are incorporated into the reference 
waters, on a regional level, which were identified to have good water quality despite being subject 
to these same outside factors.  However, it is acknowledged that individual water bodies may 
respond to various environmental factors differently and it is acknowledged that these conditions 
will continually evolve as global warming and other environmental stresses progress.   As such, a 
fundamental backbone and recommendation of SWP implementation is the development of an 
Adaptive Management and Long-Term Monitoring Plan which will provide a structured 
mechanism for data collection, reporting, and recommended program revisions based upon 
program progress and new data (including new information and data generated as a result of 
global warming).  Finally, as discussed throughout the SWP, a fundamental element of the 
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reference approach used in the SWP is consideration of both calculated nitrogen load AND 
circulation (e.g., flushing rates).  Flushing rates will be periodically updated, as necessary, based 
upon new data identified under the adaptive management process.  Ultimately, the SWP is 
directly addressing one of the single greatest factors contributing to water quality degradation 
that can be controlled in Suffolk County: nitrogen contamination from existing onsite disposal 
systems. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
As described above, there are a variety of factors that contribute to HABs. However, the 
information described in the response to General Comment 21 presents the general consensus 
that the intensity and frequency of harmful algal blooms is linked to nutrient and nitrogen 
enrichment, not to insufficient nitrogen. Therefore, implementation of the recommendations of 
the SWP will not result in an increase in the number of HABs or have related negative impacts.   
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this set of General Comments. 
 

22) General Comment: Reducing nitrogen hasn’t worked elsewhere. The Plan doesn’t prove that 
sewers or I/A OWTS have improved water quality where they have been installed. 
 
Written Comments: 
1p LIS and Chesapeake Bay precedents indicate even if this effort is successful in reducing 

nitrogen, the ecological health consequences may not follow. 
18m Examples of “successful” nitrogen reduction have not yielded expected results, with 

sewer systems favoring Brown Tides, HABs associated with low nitrogen loads, and high 
nutrients with healthy shellfish. Therefore, the proposed nitrogen reduction will likely 
result in a negative impact to the natural environment. 

47e The SWP assumption that nitrogen loading from conventional systems are causing bay 
impacts has not been proven and may result in unnecessary actions and negative impacts. 
For example, there is a lack of positive ecological responses from nitrogen loading 
reductions in sewered areas of the south shore of Long Island. Legacy nitrogen 
explanations are unsubstantiated. 

 
September 5th Speakers 
7a Reducing nitrogen will not magically get rid of HABs and restore shellfish. This has not 

happened in other estuaries, some as close as Narragansett.  
 
September 6th Speakers 
6 Sewering in Nassau and SWSD did not improve water quality, created more problems. 

Legacy nitrogen explanations are unsubstantiated. 
7 Tampa Bay, Great South Bay, Peconic Bay and Sarasota Bay are examples of communities 

that dramatically reduced nitrogen to their bays yet continued to have HABs and lost their 
shellfish populations. 
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Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  

 
Please refer to Figures 6 and 7 above, and to the response to General Comment 19 for 
confirmation that the greatest nitrogen loading to the County’s bays is from wastewater from 
conventional OSDS, and for a detailed discussion of the resulting water quality impacts.  

 
There are examples of nutrient reduction success stories resulting in improved water quality 
throughout the United States and locally.  Based upon the range of public comments received 
under this General Comment, this response has been separated into examples of successful 
nutrient reduction programs followed by response to comments regarding the response of local 
water quality to sewering.  Section 1.1.7 of the SWP summarizes examples of local and national 
nutrient reduction success stories. 

 
Examples of Successful Nationally Recognized Nutrient Programs 

 
As documented in Section 1.1.7 of the SWP, there are numerous success stories of nutrient 
reduction programs that have resulted in significant and meaningful water quality improvement 
throughout the United States.  A short summary of the key response/benefit from these programs 
is provided below.  The reader is encouraged to read Section 1.1.7 of the SWP for additional 
information. 

 
1. Tampa Bay Estuary Program, Florida- Coastal development and urban expansion 

between 1950-1980 resulted in high chlorophyll-a concentrations, a 50% decrease in 
seagrass coverage, fish kills, and dead zones.  Subsequent recovery was achieved by 
curbing nitrogen pollution through wastewater and fertilizer management.  Wastewater 
nutrient loading was reduced by 90%.  By 2006, all bay segments achieved the Program’s 
set water quality targets and Tampa Bay is now considered a worldwide model for a 
recovering estuary. 

 
2. Chesapeake Bay Program- was established in 1987 due to a significant decline in water 

quality resulting from wastewater discharges as well as urban and agricultural runoff.  
Since then, reductions in nitrogen and phosphorous concentrations of 23% and 8% 
respectively, have resulted in the re-establishment of 17,000 hectares of submerged 
aquatic vegetation (the greatest number of hectares in over half of a century). 

 
3. Long Island Sound Study- formed in 1985 as a bi-state partnership focused on monitoring, 

restoring, and protecting the Long Island Sound (LIS).  Nitrogen pollution was identified 
as the primary cause of the chronically low dissolved oxygen levels, dead zones, and fish 
kills and overall poor ecosystem health common to the LIS.  By 2016, New York and 
Connecticut reduced nitrogen discharges by over 58.5%.  As a result, the average duration 
of hypoxia in LIS has been greatly reduced.  In addition, eelgrass beds have increased in 
extent by almost 30%.       

 
4. Boston Harbor - Boston Harbor was once known as the “dirtiest harbor in America” but 

today is called a “Great American Jewel” thanks to the much improved water quality. 
After nearly $4 billion invested in wastewater treatment, the harbor clean-up is widely 
recognized as one of the nation’s greatest environmental achievements.  Eutrophication, 
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measured by amounts of algae, nutrient concentrations (total nitrogen and total 
phosphorus) and bottom-water dissolved oxygen, have all changed to reflect better water 
quality since 1994. More than 300 technical reports and more than 1,000 scientific papers 
on the subjects of Boston Harbor and Massachusetts Bay document environmental 
conditions and changes since the new treatment facilities were brought on-line. 
 

5. Mumford Cove - Until 1987, more than 3 MGD of secondary effluent was discharged into 
Mumford Cove, in southeastern Connecticut. A sewage discharge outfall pipe diversion 
project resulted in significant nutrient reductions in the water column, 99 percent for 
both nitrogen and phosphorus. Subsequent water quality and ecosystem restoration 
include a 99 percent reduction in the biomass of the nuisance macroalgae Ulva lactuca 
and a restoration of beneficial eelgrass beds (Zostera marina) which showed a 50 percent 
increase in coverage.  

 
6. Buzzards Bay – A Massachusetts estuary impacted by excess nutrient loading from septic 

systems resulted in the loss of eelgrass beds, accumulation of benthic algae smothering 
shellfish beds, and low oxygen concentrations that have resulted in fish kills. Buzzards Bay 
National Estuary Program was established in 1985 with a mission to protect and restore 
water quality and living resources in the Bay through the implementation of the 
Comprehensive Conservation and Management Plan (CCMP). The original 1989 Buzzards 
Bay CCMP contained 119 recommended actions. By 2009, 68 of these recommendations 
were complete with significant progress on many of the remaining ones. Some key 
indicators in Buzzards Bay, like shellfish bed closures, showed remarkable declines during 
this time period. The CCMP was updated in 2013 and lays out a variety of approaches for 
achieving the ultimate goal of a clean and healthy bay and surrounding watershed system 
of streams, ponds, wetlands, and groundwater. 

 
7. Narragansett Bay - Narragansett Bay in Rhode Island has been recognized nationally for 

its vast environmental achievements to improve the condition of Narragansett Bay and 
its contributing waterways. According to Oviatt et. al in a recent publication, Narragansett 
Bay can no longer be considered eutrophic. In 2012, nitrogen management and treatment 
projects achieved a goal of reducing effluent dissolved inorganic nitrogen inputs by over 
50%. Reflections in water quality benefits include a 34% reduction in summer hypoxia, 
statistically improved water clarity and winter chlorophyll levels, and a 60% reduction of 
in-water nitrogen concentration. The exception is for Providence River and Greenwich 
Bay that still suffer from high groundwater nitrogen loads from on-site septic systems and 
cesspools (Oviatt et. al, 2017).  
 

Commentary on Observations of Local Water Quality Data 
 

As documented in the responses to General Comments 19 and 21, the concept that all harmful 
algae blooms occur under low nitrogen conditions is not consistent with the scientific consensus, 
literature and/or supported by local data. In fact, recent publications and local data present the 
exact opposite conclusion in Suffolk County and regionally in Nassau County. Additional 
information regarding water quality observations in Nassau County and rationale for the 
persistence of brown tide blooms downgradient of the sewered areas of western Suffolk County 
are discussed below.  In addition, clarification regarding restoration of the bay scallop fishery in 
the Peconic Estuary is provided.  
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Nassau County Water Quality 
 

The DRAFT Nassau County Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan (Nassau County, 2020)1 documents 
similar findings to the Suffolk County Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan and demonstrates that 
waterbodies with higher nitrogen loads and a relative/comparative increased load from 
wastewater sources, generally, correspond to poorer water quality.  Specific examples are 
provided below:  
 

1. Hempstead Harbor is on the north shore, receives wastewater loads from onsite 
cesspools and septic systems and has chronic HABs (Alexandrium, Dinophysis, 
Heterosigma and Prorocentrum). 

 
2. West Bay is on the south shore and receives the wastewater load from the Bay Park STP.  

West Bay presents with chronic HABs (Dinophysis, Heterosigma and Prorocentrum). The 
Bay Park STP began operation in 1950 and has the capacity to treat 50 MGD. With a 
service area of approximately 70 square miles, the Bay Park STP serves approximately 
530,000 residents and nearly 86,000,000 square feet of commercial development in the 
southwestern portion of Nassau County. It provides secondary treatment but does not 
include nitrogen removal processes. In response to this concern Nassau County has 
developed a strategy to mitigate nitrogen loading to the western bays. The County is 
currently working to re-route the Bay Park South Shore Reclamation Facility effluent 
discharge point to the Cedar Creek Water Reclamation Facility and ultimately discharge 
via an ocean outfall.  The construction phase is scheduled to begin late in 2020. Other 
components to this project include upgrades to the Bay Park Facility itself to include Level 
1 Biological Nutrient Removal and Side-stream Treatment.  Combined, these projects will 
reduce nitrogen concentrations in effluent by 50%.  Additionally, the County will be 
converting the Long Beach Sewage Treatment Facility into a pump station that will also 
be connected via the new outfall re-routing project. 
 

3. Cold Spring Harbor is on the north shore, receives wastewater loads from onsite systems 
and has chronic HABs (Alexandrium, Dinophysis, Heterosigma and Prorocentrum). 

 
These waterbodies have the poorest water quality and are the only Nassau County waterbodies 
with chronic HABs; they also have some of the highest calculated nitrogen enrichment (e.g., 
calculated nitrogen load times residence time). Subwatersheds that are served by sanitary sewers 
in Nassau County, with the exception of the Bay Park STP, do not have chronic HABs and present 
with comparatively better water quality and observed increases in submerged aquatic vegetation.  

 
Task 1b of the Long Island Commission on Aquifer Protection (LICAP) Draft Groundwater 
Management Plan, December 2019 also states that “Nitrate levels throughout the center of 
Nassau County have actually started to decline in recent years, due to the installation of sewers 
in the 1960s and 1970s.” 
 
 
 

   
Footnote 1: The DRAFT Nassau County Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan is not final and subject to change. This response may be 
modified, as necessary, following release of the Final Nassau County SWP. 
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Western Suffolk County Water Quality (Southwest Sewer District) 
 

A comparison of surface water quality data for Central and Western Great South Bay (sewered 
areas) to the unsewered areas in Eastern Great South Bay present an incremental improvement 
in water quality as documented in Table 7 below.  
 

Table 7 Comparison of Average Water Quality between 2007 and 2016 for the Great South Bay 
 Total Nitrogen 

Concentration 
90th Percentile of 
Last 10 Years 
(mg/L) 

Dissolved Oxygen 
10th Percentile of 
Last 10 Years 
(mg/L) 

Chlorophyll-A  
90th Percentile of 
Last 10 Years 
(ug/L) 

Water Clarity 
Average Secchi 
Depth of Last 10 
Years (feet) 

Great South Bay, 
West 0.53 6.00 18.2 5.0 

Great South Bay, 
Middle 0.57 4.37 18.6 4.7 

Great South Bay, 
East 0.63 2.80 28.2 3.7 

All amounts are based on measured in-water sample results 

While there is still work to be done, the data does support that the Southwest Sewer District 
(SWSD) has resulted in water quality improvement.  Unfortunately, Western Great South Bay is 
still subject to significant nitrogen loads from the unsewered stream corridors located north of 
the SWSD boundary (approximately 751.5 pounds of nitrogen per day or over 274,000 pounds of 
nitrogen per year.  In addition, according to Hinrichs et. al. 2018, local circulation patterns in South 
Oyster Bay and Great South Bay systems appear to result in an overall circulation of west to east 
in the South Oyster Bay area and from east to west in the middle of Great South Bay.  Based upon 
these modeling results, Western and Central Great South Bay may receive additional nitrogen 
loads from South Oyster Bay to the west, and from the unsewered areas of Great South Bay, East 
to the east.   When combined with the extremely poor flushing of Western Great South Bay, water 
quality degradation, including the persistence of brown tide, still remains.  Other factors that may 
be contributing to the persistence of water quality degradation in Western Great South Bay 
include legacy nitrogen discharging from sewered areas (e.g., groundwater that is older than 30 
to 40 years old) and ecosystem disruption that has resulted in loss of the system’s nitrogen 
assimilation capacity due to loss of shellfish populations and SAV.   
 
As discussed in response to General Comment 20, until the brown tide is reduced in the Great 
South Bay to levels conducive for hard clam growth and eelgrass restoration, efforts to restore 
shellfisheries within Great South Bay will likely be unsuccessful. 
 
Bay Scallops in the Peconic Bay 
 
The comment that efforts to restore shellfish populations in the Peconic Bay have been 
unsuccessful is inaccurate. In 2006, intense restoration efforts by Long Island University and 
Cornell Cooperative Extension began with the aim of jump starting the bay scallop population, by 
planting several million hatchery-reared bay scallops at high densities in nets and directly to the 
bay bottom. This strategy was designed to ensure a high probability of fertilization success upon 
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spawning (poor fertilization success was hypothesized to be the reason that scallop populations 
had not recovered). 
 
In 2008, the first benefits of restoration became evident. Landings in 2014 and 2015 were 88,500 
and 60,000 pounds, respectively, representing the two highest annual landings since 1994. Fishery 
revenues and economic benefits to the regional economy also increased by $4 million and $40 
million, respectively. Nonetheless, there is still more work to do. If we want to see the Peconic 
bay scallop population continue to increase, we need to restore and protect water quality, 
including the establishment of conditions conducive to the growth of submerged aquatic 
vegetation habitat.  As documented in the response to General Comment 19, nitrogen enrichment 
is closely related to increased chlorophyll-a and an accompanying decrease in water clarity.  
Reduced water clarity has been documented as one of the primary factors for loss of SAV 
throughout New England estuaries. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 

 
As described in the response to Comment 22 above, surface water quality in water bodies 
including Chesapeake Bay, Tampa Bay and Long Island Sound has been documented to improve 
after wastewater nitrogen loading has been reduced. It is agreed that reduction of nitrogen alone 
may not completely restore aquatic ecosystems or restore shellfish populations to conditions 
prior to anthropogenic influence, both of which are impacted by many factors. Applicable sections 
of the SWP will be revised for clarity to state that reduction in nitrogen will contribute to progress 
in restoring the water quality required for the restoration or maintenance of healthy and 
productive ecosystems.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Section 4.3 concluded that reduction in nitrogen contribution to 
surface and groundwater from onsite wastewater treatment systems would improve water 
quality and support a healthy aquatic ecosystem. Although a statement in Section 4.6 of the Draft 
GEIS can be interpreted to identifying a direct cause and effect associated with nitrogen 
concentrations and HABs events, nitrogen concentration is only one contributing factor to such 
water quality events. Regardless, the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 and evaluated for 
potential impact in Section 4.0 would not result in a negative water quality impact, nor a negative 
human health concern. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result of this 
General Comment. 
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2.G Category G: Overstating the problem 

23) General Comment: The presented nitrogen concentration data and trends are misleading and 
were selected purposely to create the appearance of things being worse than they actually are. 
 
Written Comments: 
1c Estuarine nitrogen concentration trend graphs in the plan have little scientific validity 
1j Shallow marine sediments are a setting for denitrification and uptake by biota. This makes 

linking estuarine nitrogen concentration data and source concentrations not meaningful. 
9 Drinking water Aquifer is deep and our water is safe 
18p The SWPs “sobering statistics” and surface water nitrogen data trends showing declining 

water quality are misleading by using selected statistics  
18q The SWPs claim that the Southwest Sewer District lowered ammonia concentrations in 

streams is not proven and a weak argument for sewers 
18a-u What are examples of the “toll” on water quality due to excess nitrogen? Magothy 

concentration increase stated is only 0.85 mg/l over 26 years. 
42b 10 mg/L of nitrogen has not been recorded in aquifers, drinking well data or even in 

drainage basis stream surface waters 
47f Public health and environmental significance of nitrogen from conventional systems has 

been exaggerated to promote sewering and IA OWTS. 
52b Total nitrogen levels in our bays have been decreasing over the last several decades 
 
September 5th Speakers 
6 Plan exaggerates significance of nitrogen. It manipulates data by using statistics to paint 

a grim picture. Magothy increase is actually insignificant.  
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  
 
As noted by the commenters, the SWP and DGEIS highlight 10-year data trends (2007-2016) in 
total nitrogen concentration, combining the data from multiple sampling stations and 
contributing waterbodies in various regions in Suffolk County (Long Island Sound enclosed 
harbors, Peconic Estuary harbors and enclosed bays, etc.). These are Figure 1-5a through 1-5i in 
the SWP and Figures 3-29, 3-30, 3-31, 3-33, 3-35, 3-36 3-37, 3-38, 3-39 in the DGEIS. The 10-year 
“look back period” was selected and agreed upon by the SWP expert workgroups to account for 
two factors: 

 
1) The intent of the SWP stress-response analyses was to compare calculated nitrogen loads 

under current land use to current water quality.  In addition, the intent of priority ranking 
was to include data that reflected current conditions, not historical land use as many 
changes in land use and/or wastewater management (e.g., construction of the SWSD) 
have affected nitrogen loading; and, 

 
2) Suffolk County standardized its sampling procedures, including the use and onset of GPS 

technology to create repeatable sample locations, under a QAPP which was implemented 
in 2001.  In addition, the laboratory analytical method used for Total Nitrogen was revised 
in 2001.  
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One commenter also notes that the 2015 Suffolk County Comprehensive Water Resources 
Management Plan (Comp Plan) presents over 30 years of data for several individual South Shore 
Estuary Reserve (SSER) sampling stations compared to the 10-year aggregated graphs in the SWP.  
This is true, although it should be noted that the much greater data variability shown before 2001 
in the Comp Plan graphs before standardization of sampling procedures further supports the 
decision to provide a 10 year look back period in the SWP. In addition, total nitrogen trends over 
the last 10 years in individual stations are also evaluated in Section 3 of the DGEIS, such as for the 
South Shore Estuary Reserve (SSER) with respect to the SWSD on page 3-88 and Figure 3-40. The 
DGEIS acknowledges the variable nitrogen trends observed in individual stations in this area as a 
result of the SWSD, even within the 10-year time frame.  
 
In addition to the above, a general statement is made regarding an overall apparent decreasing 
nitrogen trend observed at Forge River sampling station number 110.  The graph provided by the 
commenter shows total nitrogen data going back to 1976.  However, upon review of the data for 
this sampling station, total nitrogen samples were first collected and analyzed by the SCDHS in 
the year 2000; therefore, it is unclear what the source of the data for the years 1976 through 1999 
is.  It is possible that the commenter attempted to add individual species of nitrogen prior to the 
year 2000.  However, it is not optimal to add individual species which rely upon varying laboratory 
analytical methods.  This continues to underscore the rationale for using recent data collected 
and analyzed under a consistent and uniform analytical method.   
 
There was no intent to “mislead” the public and there was certainly no “manipulation” of data. 
The 10-year total nitrogen trend graphs which combine multiple sampling stations and 
contributing waterbodies provide a broad view of local-regional nitrogen trends in the various 
estuaries over a time period with consistent sampling procedures. The County acknowledges that 
data “noise”, although reduced from earlier time periods, is still present in the graphs as a result 
of multiple variables, including the number of stations sampled and samples collected each event, 
and natural variables including the time sampled in the tidal cycle, weather conditions and uptake 
by biota. However, the fact remains that the nitrogen trends in the back bays and harbors that 
are most impacted by groundwater baseflow from the shallow upper glacial aquifer are showing 
an increasing trend between 2007 and 2016, which is generally consistent with observed 
increasing trends in the shallow upper glacial aquifer (and therefore, is not an unexpected 
observation).  
 
Suffolk County agrees that Figure 1-5a of the SWP, which presents all marine water total nitrogen 
data in Suffolk County, is confusing and it will be removed from the document. In addition, Section 
1.1.3.1 and the remaining graphs will be revised to clarify how the graphs were produced and to 
discuss the variables that result in data noise in the graphs. 
 
Section 3.2.2.2 of the GEIS describes trends in nitrogen concentrations in the three major estuary 
programs.  SCDHS reports that measurements taken at the same stations over the past ten years 
have shown increased nitrogen concentrations in water bodies within all three major estuaries, 
on average. The GEIS also notes that at some locations (e.g., Flanders Bay station, the 
westernmost stations in Great South Bay and a Patchogue Bay station) nitrogen concentrations 
have declined.  Figures 3-41, 3-42 and 3-43 in the GEIS also illustrate declining nitrogen 
concentrations in Santapogue Creek, Penataquit Creek and Champlin Creek, within the SWSD. 
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As described in the response to General Comment 19, water bodies in Suffolk County with higher 
measured nitrogen concentrations and higher calculated nitrogen loads also showed significant 
water quality degradation (low DO, high chl-a, poor water quality, frequent HABs).  Table 8 below 
summarizes average water quality and nitrogen load data in Suffolk County between the years 
2007 and 2016 for each priority category established in the SWP. The Table clearly shows how 
water quality in the subwatersheds with the highest priority for nitrogen load reduction – shown 
as red - and the highest nitrogen loads exhibit the poorest water quality.  Conversely, the 
subwatersheds with the priority rank shown as blue and the lowest nitrogen loads already exhibit 
water quality in compliance with water quality standards (e.g., dissolved oxygen criteria) and 
without impairments such as HABs. (The Priority Rank shown as red is the highest priority for 
nitrogen load reduction for water quality restoration, the priority rank shown as yellow is the 
second highest priority for nitrogen load reduction, the priority rank shown as green is the third 
highest priority for nitrogen load reduction.)   

 
Table 8 Average Water Quality Values for Marine Waterbodies by SWP Priority Rank 

Subwatershed 
Priority Rank 

Calculated 
Nitrogen 

Load 
(#/volume/yr) 

Total Nitrogen  
in-water 

Concentration 
90th percentile 
of last 10 years 

(mg/L) 

Dissolved 
Oxygen 

10th percentile 
for last ten years 

(mg/L) 

HABs - 
Environmental 

and Human 
Health 

# of blooms in 
last 10 years 

Chl-a 
90th percentile 
for last 10 years 

(ug/L) 

Clarity 
average 

secchi depth 
for last 10 
years (ft) 

Priority Rank 1 0.070 1.36 4.60 5 29.1 4.1 

Priority Rank 2 0.030 0.80 6.11 3 21.8 5.5 

Priority Rank 3 0.013 0.74 5.81 1 9.4 6.1 

Priority Rank 4 0.008 0.39 6.52 0 6.1 7.4 

 
 
As referenced above, the increasing nitrogen concentrations in surface waters is not surprising 
since the shallow groundwater system that provides baseflow to these surface water bodies has 
demonstrated similar increases. The data presented in the SWP demonstrates that nitrogen 
concentration in the Upper Glacial aquifer been increasing 1-2% per year, and more in the deeper 
Magothy aquifer. A graph depicting the 30-year trend in average nitrogen concentrations in the 
same Upper Glacial supply wells is provided by Figure 14 below. The SWP clearly states that these 
nitrogen concentrations currently remain well below drinking water standards. However, the 
increasing groundwater concentrations represent a growing threat to our drinking water, 
particularly in areas that rely on private wells, and are currently correlated to water quality 
degradation in our bays as presented in the data table under General Comment 19. 
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Figure 14 – Nitrogen Concentrations in the Same Set of Upper Glacial Wells Over Time 
 
Although most public supply wells have not exhibited nitrogen concentrations at or above 10 
mg/L, the same is not true for shallow groundwater beneath residential neighborhoods in Suffolk 
County, particularly high-density residential areas. SCDHS sampling has found an average of 10 
mg/l total nitrogen in shallow groundwater in residential areas with 4 dwelling units per acre. In 
addition, SCDHS found an average of 10.30 mg/l in Mastic and 12.01 mg/l in Center Moriches in 
areas with lot sizes less than 0.5 and 0.25 acre. Please refer to the response to General Comment 
19 for a detailed discussion of groundwater data associated with unsewered residential land use, 
and surface water quality impacts resulting from excess nitrogen loading.  
 
Regarding the comment on the effect of SWSD on ammonia concentrations in streams, all 
available SCDHS ammonia data (available through the mid-1990s) for the three streams 
referenced is provided in Figure 3-41 through Figure 3-43 in the DGEIS.   As discussed in the DGEIS, 
ammonia concentration decreases were detected in these streams after 1980 when the Bergen 
Point WWTP began to operate. Although there are other possible sources of ammonia in the 
environment (such as landfill leachate), ammonia is a suitable tracer for raw septic discharges and 
is commonly observed in areas with shallow groundwater systems, such as along stream corridors, 
where the ammonia from human waste is not afforded the opportunity to nitrify in the vadose 
zone due to inadequate separation distance to groundwater. Studies have shown ammonia to be 
the major constituent (75% or greater) of septic tank effluent nitrogen (Seiler and USGS, 1996).  
 
Please note that responses to General Comments 17 and 18 summarize the SWP consideration of 
nitrogen attenuation in the hyporheic zone (which include marine sediments in some water 
bodies) and also identify the need to collect additional data to better characterize this factor. 
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Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
As noted in the response to General Comment 23, Suffolk County agrees that Figure 1-5a of the 
SWP, which presents all marine water total nitrogen data in Suffolk County, is confusing and it will 
be removed from the document. As this graphic was also used in the Draft GEIS, it will be removed 
from this document as well. In addition, the SC SWP Section 1.1.3.1 and the remaining graphs will 
be revised to clarify how the graphs were produced and to discuss the variables that result in data 
noise in the graphs. The modified graphs do not alter the conclusions or the recommendations 
for the Proposed Action.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments identified as General Comment 23, as well 
as the update/modification to the Draft SC SWP (Appendix B to the Draft GEIS) reflected by the 
response does not result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft 
GEIS (August 2019). In addition, there is no change to the assessment of potential impacts as 
presented in the Draft GEIS (August 2019). Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS conclusion 
is required as a result of this General Comment. 
 

24) General Comment: Conventional sanitary systems are designed to remove nitrogen and the Plan 
purposely leaves this out, or, the Plan significantly reduced the nitrogen treatment in 
conventional systems to make the problem look worse than it is.    
 
Written Comments 
1l Nitrogen removal from septic estimates should have been in 15%-50% range. 
2d Cesspools work well if treated routinely with natural biologics.  
18b Conventional on-site sewage disposal systems are designed to treat wastewater and 

remove nitrogen. 
18f,u,v The plan does not recognize conventional systems as a viable alternative or propose 

practical help to homeowners with failing cesspools to upgrade to septic systems and 
properly maintain them, resulting in a negative impact. 

18a-a,b,c,d,w,x 
 Did Suffolk County conduct studies or use studies from Stony Brook University evaluating 

sewage plumes beneath existing cesspools/OSDS or take samples from treated effluent 
below leaching rings/fields to determine denitrification or reductions of other 
constituents? 

18a-e Did Suffolk County conduct, participate or depend on any investigations to support 
reducing the OSDS nitrogen load reductions from 66% to 27% between 2016 and 2019? 

35e No proof that cesspools/septics are contributing to nitrogen levels in our waters 
42a Basic assumptions that 74% of unsewered homes discharge wastewater with elevated 

nitrogen and septic systems are not designed to remove nitrogen are unfounded. 
42i,k All estimates of nitrogen contributions from septic systems are inflated; septic systems 

would provide 75-85% nitrogen reduction.  
47d The failure of the SWP to include conventional systems in its wastewater management 

strategy results in negative impacts. Upgrade older septic systems to conventional 
standards, which would have a positive impact. 

47g County should evaluate effectiveness of conventional OSDS treatment of contaminants 
(including nitrogen) before identifying alternative methods to avoid negative impacts 
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September 6th Speakers 
6 Conventional systems provide nitrogen treatment. More practical and cost effective to 

bring conventional systems up to standards than install sewers or IA systems. 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  

 
In 1980, Suffolk County amended Article 6 of the Sanitary Code to address the impacts of sanitary 
wastewater on the County’s groundwater, particular with respect to public water supply 
protection. In accordance with Article 6, OSDS were permitted for residential parcels that were 1 
acre or larger in Groundwater Management Zones III, V and VI, and for residential parcels that 
were ½ acre or larger in Groundwater Management Zones I, II, IV, VII and VIII.  A community 
sewage treatment plant was required for residential developments on smaller parcels.  However, 
Suffolk County Department of Economic Development and Planning data shows that over 60 
percent of the residential parcels in the County are less than ½ acre, and many of these residential 
parcels had been developed prior to 1980.  While these actions were successful in protecting our 
public water supply wells, this wastewater management strategy is insufficient for the protection 
of surface water quality from nitrogen related water quality degradation as shown by the data 
presented on Table 9 and documented in the response to General Comment 19.  
 
Table 9 Average Water Quality Values for Marine Waterbodies by SWP Priority Rank 

Subwatershed 
Priority Rank 

Calculated 
Nitrogen 

Load 
(#/volume/yr) 

Total Nitrogen  
in-water 

Concentration 
90th percentile 
of last 10 years 

(mg/L) 

Dissolved 
Oxygen 

10th percentile 
for last ten years 

(mg/L) 

HABs - 
Environmental 

and Human 
Health 

# of blooms in 
last 10 years 

Chl-a 
90th percentile 
for last 10 years 

(ug/L) 

Clarity 
average 

secchi depth 
for last 10 
years (ft) 

Priority Rank 1 0.070 1.36 4.60 5 29.1 4.1 

Priority Rank 2 0.030 0.80 6.11 3 21.8 5.5 

Priority Rank 3 0.013 0.74 5.81 1 9.4 6.1 

Priority Rank 4 0.008 0.39 6.52 0 6.1 7.4 

 
This is further discussed in the No Action alternative found in Section 10 of the Draft GEIS (August 
2019). 
 
Suffolk County has completed supplemental literature reviews and phone surveys to 19 regional 
wastewater management jurisdictions to evaluate if cesspools/leaching pools or septic tanks are 
designed for the removal of nitrogen (15 within New York State and four within other states along 
the eastern seaboard of the United States).  The literature review and phone survey did not 
identify a single resource, design manual, or publication indicating that cesspools/leaching pools 
or septic tanks are designed to remove nitrogen from wastewater.  None of the jurisdictions 
permitted the use of cesspools nor allowed them to be used for nitrogen removal.  None of the 
jurisdictions permitted the use of septic tanks as a means for nitrogen removal although Maryland 
indicated that a 5 percent nitrogen reduction credit was given if a septic system was pumped out.   
 
Consistent with Suffolk County’s understanding, cesspools (also referred to as leaching pools 
when a septic tank is provided before the leaching structure) are solely designed to efficiently 
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disperse waste or septic tank effluent back into the aquifer. A USEPA website indicates the 
following about large-capacity cesspools:  
 
“EPA has banned large-capacity cesspools because untreated sanitary waste from cesspools can 
enter ground water and contaminate drinking water sources. This is a concern for the following 
reasons. 

• Cesspools are not designed to treat sanitary waste. 
• Cesspool wastewaters often have higher levels of nitrates and coliform bacteria than are 

allowed in drinking water. 
• The wastewater may contain other pollutants such as phosphates, chlorides, grease, 

viruses, and chemicals used to clean cesspools. 
• Areas of the country that rely on cesspools are more likely to rely on ground water for 

their drinking water supplies. Contaminants from cesspools could flow into this ground 
water.” 

https://www.epa.gov/uic/large-capacity-cesspools 
https://www.epa.gov/uic/cesspools-hawaii 
 
It should be noted that the USEPA defines large-capacity cesspools as cesspools receiving waste 
from multi-residential applications (e.g., condos, apartments, etc.); however, both single 
residential and multi-residential cesspools serve the same exact function and have the same 
environmental concerns.  
 
The USEPA defines the role of septic tanks as: 

“The septic tank is a buried, water-tight container usually made of concrete, fiberglass, or 
polyethylene. Its job is to hold the wastewater long enough to allow solids to settle down to the 
bottom forming sludge, while the oil and grease floats to the top as scum.” 

https://www.epa.gov/septic/how-your-septic-system-works 
 

Finally, a literature review was completed to evaluate if any existing studies demonstrated 
significant unintended nitrogen removal in cesspools or septic tanks, particularly within locations 
with similar geology and soil conditions as Suffolk County.  Multiple studies document significantly 
elevated concentrations of total nitrogen in septic tank effluent with concentrations ranging from 
50 to 90 mg/L (Crites and Tchobanoglous, 1998, Cooper, J, Loomis G., and Amador, J., 2016 and 
Amador, J. et. al., 2018); in addition, the Water Research Foundation found "median values for 
both the raw wastewater and septic tank effluent are essentially the same (~60 mg-N/L), 
suggesting little overall removal of total nitrogen within the septic tank.” (WERF, 2009).    
Unfortunately, the anoxic conditions within a septic tank preclude the process of nitrification 
which is a required precursor reaction that must occur before denitrification can occur. 
 
Suffolk County could only identify two local studies that attempted to specifically track the fate 
and transport of nitrogen beneath and downgradient of a cesspool as follows: 
 

1. The Long Island Ground Water Pollution Study (NYSDEC, 1973) published by the NYSDEC 
for the New York Department of Health, measured constituents of wastewater at six study 

https://www.epa.gov/uic/large-capacity-cesspools
https://www.epa.gov/uic/cesspools-hawaii
https://www.epa.gov/septic/how-your-septic-system-works
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sites, four of which had cesspools and two that had septic tanks followed by leaching 
pools. Data provided in the report indicate significantly elevated levels of total nitrogen 
(approximately 26 to 100 mg/L of ammonia + nitrate + nitrite) in the groundwater at 
significant distances (20-80 feet) from the disposal systems; and, 

 
2. Chemical signature of a sewage plume from a cesspool (Xu et. Al, 2007). Unfortunately, 

this study had an insufficient monitoring well network and lacked the appropriate tools 
to complete an accurate mass balance and tracking of the septic plume. The study 
concluded that the findings were inconclusive because the septic plume was missed.   

 
During its review, Suffolk County did identify a comprehensive study documenting the fate and 
transport of sanitary system effluent in a similar hydrogeologic environment (DeSimone, L.A., and 
Howes, B., 1998).  This study completed a full mass balance with a comprehensive monitoring 
network sufficient enough to fully track the mass of nitrogen in the septic effluent upon its 
discharge from the leaching structure and was completed in a hydrogeological and 
biogeochemical environment consistent with Suffolk County.  The findings indicate that: 
 

1. There was insignificant nitrogen loss in the unsaturated zone beneath the leaching 
structure; and, 

 
2. There was an estimated 15 percent retention of the ammonium that reached 

groundwater within the soil matrix. The findings also acknowledged that as soil sorption 
sites are utilized, there would eventually be minimal ammonium retention within the soil 
matrix; and, 

 
3. Insignificant biological degradation occurred within the saturated zone.  

 
Ultimately, the findings of a detailed evaluation of existing literature and data corroborate the 
SWP OSDS attenuation factors of six percent for septic tanks and ten percent for the surrounding 
subsurface and that cesspools and conventional sanitary systems are not designed to remove 
nitrogen.  It is noted that the SWP includes additional nitrogen removal in moraine deposits, which 
typically include more organic carbon that can facilitate denitrification and in the hyporheic zone. 
Further, it should be noted that since an I/A OWTS is provided instead of, or in addition to, an 
existing septic tank, the greater than 70 percent nitrogen reduction achieved by I/A OWTS will be 
IN ADDITION to an ancillary or unintended nitrogen removal benefit from cesspools, leaching 
pools, and/or septic tanks.  Finally, as documented in response to General Comment 19, there is 
a significant amount of groundwater data in Suffolk County linking increased nitrogen 
concentrations in groundwater with increased unsewered residential land use intensity when 
compared to both open space and sewered residential land use of similar density. 

 
Conventional system failure is a fundamental recommended wastewater upgrade trigger in the 
SWP.  As recommended in the Plan, individuals with OSDS failure would qualify for grant/incentive 
funding towards upgrade to a nitrogen reducing wastewater system. As discussed above, 
conventional sanitary systems remove minimal nitrogen and are therefore inconsistent with the 
overall objective of the Proposed Action which is to significantly reduce nitrogen from existing 
onsite wastewater systems.  While the SWP does not recommend replacing cesspools with 
conventional sanitary systems, the SWP is solely a series of recommendations and does not 
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preclude policymakers from considering the use of grant funds for upgrading failed cesspools to 
conventional sanitary systems.  
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
As documented in the response to SWP General Comment 24, system failure is a fundamental 
recommended wastewater upgrade trigger in the SWP.  As recommended in the Plan, individuals 
with system failure would qualify for grant/incentive funding towards upgrade to a nitrogen 
reducing wastewater system. In addition, it is documented that conventional sanitary systems 
remove minimal nitrogen and are therefore inconsistent with the overall objective of the 
Proposed Action.  While the SWP does not recommend replacing cesspools with conventional 
sanitary systems, the SWP is solely a series of recommendations and does not preclude 
policymakers from considering the use of grant funds for upgrading failed cesspools to 
conventional sanitary systems.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this set of General Comments. 
 

25) General Comment: Periodic algae blooms are normal and ephemeral, and little if any health 
impacts, or impacts on habitats, fisheries, etc. occur as a result. 
 
Written Comments: 
18a-k The term HAB is confusing. In describing blooms, use Bloom of Beneficial Algae (BBA) and 

Bloom of Harmful Algae (BHA) instead of HAB. 
42c Figure 1 in the SWP Executive Summary is totally misleading and grossly exaggerated. 

Periodic blooms are normal and rust or brown tide incidents are ephemeral and have little 
if any human health impacts 

42e Brown tides have "devastated areas of New York coastal waters, threatening important 
habitat", "disrupting food chains for many marine species and impacting economically 
viable fisheries." Which fisheries? Where on Long Island? When? For how long? What 
was the economic impact? What was the "disrupting food chains" examples? What have 
been the "devastated areas"? Nothing was clearly defined. 

 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 
 
Please see response to General Comment 21 regarding the occurrence, frequency, and intensity 
of HABs in Suffolk County and the establishment of the direct link to nutrient enrichment in both 
the literature and as documented with local data. 
 
The term Harmful Algal Bloom (HAB) is used nationally and globally by the regulatory and scientific 
community and is a scientific standard. The USEPA defines HABs as: 

 
“Harmful algal blooms are overgrowths of algae in water. Some produce dangerous toxins in fresh 
or marine water but even nontoxic blooms hurt the environment and local economies.” 
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The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration defines HABs as: 

 
“Harmful algal blooms (HABs) can occur in fresh, marine (salt), and brackish (a mixture of fresh 
and salt) water bodies around the world. They are caused by diverse organisms, including toxic 
and noxious phytoplankton, cyanobacteria, benthic algae, and macroalgae. Some HABs produce 
toxins that have harmful effects on people, fish, marine mammals, and birds. The toxins produced 
by algae vary by species and region, and impact organisms in different ways. HAB species and their 
impacts vary significantly from region to region.”  

 
NOAA further clarifies:  

 
“Chemical contaminants, hypoxic conditions, and the toxins produced by harmful algal blooms, 
for example, threaten human and animal health, and can cripple local and regional economies by 
contaminating drinking water for humans and livestock, closing fisheries, repelling tourists, and 
lowering property values.” 

 
To be consistent with the regulatory and scientific community, the term HAB is appropriate for 
algal blooms that result in the production of toxins or have detrimental effects on ecosystems due 
to hypoxia, reduction in water clarity, and direct negative impacts on shellfish or finfish. 

 
It should be noted that Figure 1 in the SWP Executive Summary depicts the occurrence of HABs 
and hypoxia on Long Island over a four-month period from May to August 2017 (the final SWP will 
include the latest data available, currently for 2018). However, the intensity and frequency of 
HABs in Suffolk County are by no means normal and ephemeral.  Suffolk County has experienced 
over 180 HABs in its marine waters and 50 HABs in fresh waters between the Years 2007 and 2016 
alone.  In the recently completed Harmful Algal Bloom Action Plan (Wise, W. 2017), a group of 
HAB and technical experts drawn from academic and governmental institutions from across the 
country concluded that: 

 
“HABs have been present in Suffolk County waters at least since the mid-1930’s; their frequency 
and diversity in the County appear to be increasing and may have reached a level unprecedented 
elsewhere in the United States.”  

 
During the past decade, brown tides and rust tides have been annual events that have led to kills 
of finfish and shellfish.  Paralytic shellfish poisoning (PSP)-induced shellfish bed closures have 
similarly become annual events with over 12,200 acres of shellfishing waters closed since 2006.  
Dozens of hypoxia events are similarly recorded annually along with concomitant fish kills.  The 
ecological and human health implications of hypoxia and HABs have been firmly established in 
the scientific literature.   
 
The brown tide is acutely toxic to bay scallops (Cosper et al 1987; Bricelj and Kuenstner 1989; 
Bricelj and Lonsdale, 1997).  There is a scientific consensus that the collapse of the bay scallop 
fishery in the 1980s and 1990s was due to brown tide (Cosper et al 1987; Bricelj and Kuenstner 
1989; Bricelj and Lonsdale, 1997; Gobler et al. 2005; Tettelbach et al 2015).  This fishery was 
valued at $3.3M a year in 1985 dollars (Hoagland et al 2002; $8M in 2019; cumulative effect far 
exceeding $100M).  
 

https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/phyto.html
https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/benthic.html
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Brown tides are also acutely toxic to juvenile hard clams (Gainey and Shumway, 1991; Greenfield 
and Lonsdale, 2002; Bricelj & MacQuarrie 2007; Harke et al 2011).  While initial declines in the 
hard clam fishery have been ascribed to overharvesting (Kraeuter et al 2008), there is a scientific 
consensus that the inability of the hard clam fishery to recover, despite decades of restoration 
efforts, is due in part to recurrent brown tides (Greenfield and Lonsdale, 2002; Bricelj & 
MacQuarrie 2007; Harke et al 2011; Bricelj and Lonsdale, 1997; Gobler et al. 2005; Hofmann et al 
2006; Gobler and Sunda 2012).  Following several years of adult clam stocking in central Great 
South Bay by the Nature Conservancy, a juvenile clam set estimated at over 300 million was 
observed on the eastern portion of The Nature Conservancy’s underwater lands and within the 
western half of Brookhaven in the spring of 2008.  This entire population was wiped out by a 
brown tide during the summer of 2008 (Report of the Great South Bay Hard Clam Restoration 
Working Group to the Suffolk County Executive, 2011).  Peak hard clam landings were 700,000 
bushels per year, with 400 clams per bushel and clams selling for $0.30 a piece, this would be a 
more than $80M a year fishery.  Landings are presently far less than 1% of peak landings. 
 
Given the hard clam population of the 1970s had the ability to filter the whole volume of Great 
South Bay in three days but now does so in weeks or months (Cerrato et al 2004), this alone 
amounts to a disruption of the food chain (Nutall et a.l 2011). The significant decline in seagrasses 
due to brown tides (Cosper et al. 1987; Dennison 1993) results in both food chain disruption and 
devastation given the importance of seagrasses to fisheries.  Finally, brown tides are toxic and 
inhibitory to zooplankton, disrupting food webs (Lonsdale et al 1996; Bricelj and Lonsdale 1997; 
Gobler et al. 2005). Brown tide impacts in Suffolk County are also summarized in Hattenrath-
Lehmann and SBU SoMAS, 2016, including its contributions to the die-off of seagrass beds and 
bay scallops in the 1980s, and the 99% reduction in clam landings in the 1980s and early 1990s. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The term Harmful Algal Bloom (HAB) is used nationally and globally by the regulatory and scientific 
community and is a scientific standard. The negative impacts such events have on water quality, 
shellfish and beach closure are discussed in the response to General Comment 25.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 
 

26) General Comment: The Plan overstates the role that nitrogen plays in various negative water 
quality issues observed in the County’s surface water bodies (chlorophyll-A and water clarity, 
coastal wetlands and aquatic vegetation loss, HAB events, etc.). 
 
Written Comments 
1a Other factors besides nitrogen affect HABs; the Plan only considers nitrogen. 
1b Nitrogen is only one factor in the cause of ecosystem malfunction in LI waters. 
18a Harmful impacts caused by nitrogen loading have not been demonstrated 
18x It has not been proven that reduced nitrogen concentrations will result in a reduction in 

the number and intensity of HAB events, and then reduced HAB related toxins in shellfish 
and increased protection of human health 
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18a-o It is improbable that nitrogen is the cause of reported Menhaden or bunker fish kills and 
this should be emphasized in the SWP. 

42c Figure 1 in the Executive Summary is totally misleading and grossly exaggerated. Periodic 
blooms are normal and rust or brown tide incidents are ephemeral and have little if any 
human health impacts 

42m These parameters are not all equal contributors to the environmental impact to water 
quality 

52a Research indicates that other factors may be important to controlling HABs including 
rainfall, salinity, water temperature, perhaps other chemicals in runoff and groundwater 
inflow, pH, shellfish population and circulation. The SWP has not sufficiently weighed the 
complexities of nitrogen and harmful algae in marine waters. 

 
September 5th Speakers 
6 No cause and effect presented between nitrogen and impacts.  
 
September 6th Speakers 
5 There are very complex reasons for blooms other than nitrogen; not cost effective to 

focus on nitrogen 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  
 
The SWP and DGEIS document the linkages between increased nitrogen and reduced dissolved 
oxygen concentrations, increased concentrations of chlorophyll-a and reduced water clarity.  In 
addition, the responses to General Comments 19, 21, and 25 document and summarize the lines 
of evidence used to establish the linkage between nitrogen from OSDS and water quality 
degradation.  These linkages between nitrogen enrichment and water quality degradation have 
been documented internationally, nationally, and locally; local references are cited within the text 
of SWP Section 1.1.3.2.  Sections 2.1.8 and 2.1.9 of the SWP describe in text, tables and figures 
how reduced nitrogen loading is correlated with desired water quality, including dissolved oxygen 
level compliance with New York State criteria and chlorophyll-a concentrations and secchi depths 
that provide sufficient water clarity for healthy beds beneficial seagrasses such as eelgrass. The 
SWP also documents that higher nitrogen loads are associated with increased HAB events; this 
linkage is further illustrated by Figure 15 below that shows the number of water bodies with 
brown tide blooms between 2007 and 2016 and increased nitrogen enrichment.  
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Figure 15 - Nitrogen Enrichment and Number of Brown Tide Blooms 

Table 10 below clearly shows how the subwatersheds ranked the highest for nitrogen load 
reduction have the highest unit nitrogen loads and the highest in-water nitrogen concentrations 
resulting in degraded water quality as characterized by reduced levels of dissolved oxygen and 
water clarity and increased levels of chlorophyll-a and HAB occurrences.  As shown, higher 
nitrogen loading and higher nitrogen concentrations are associated with water quality impacts.  
While other factors, including water temperature and salinity, impact water quality, Table 10 
shows that despite the other outside variables, increased nitrogen loading correlates to an 
observed increase in in-water total nitrogen concentration, and both calculated nitrogen load and 
measured in-water total nitrogen concentration correlate to water quality degradation. 
 
Table 10. Average Water Quality Values for Marine Waterbodies by SWP Priority Rank 

Subwatershed 
Priority Rank 

Calculated 
Nitrogen 

Load 
(#/volume/yr) 

Total Nitrogen  
in-water 

Concentration 
90th percentile 
of last 10 years 

(mg/L) 

Dissolved 
Oxygen 

10th percentile 
for last ten years 

(mg/L) 

HABs - 
Environmental 

and Human 
Health 

# of blooms in 
last 10 years 

Chl-a 
90th percentile 
for last 10 years 

(ug/L) 

Clarity 
average 

secchi depth 
for last 10 
years (ft) 

Priority Rank 1 0.070 1.36 4.60 5 29.1 4.1 

Priority Rank 2 0.030 0.80 6.11 3 21.8 5.5 

Priority Rank 3 0.013 0.74 5.81 1 9.4 6.1 

Priority Rank 4 0.008 0.39 6.52 0 6.1 7.4 
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As documented in the SWP and in the Response to General Comment 19, all Suffolk County 
surface waters receive their baseflow from groundwater and there is an unequivocal link between 
significantly elevated concentrations of nitrogen in groundwater and unsewered residential land 
use intensity.  In addition, as documented in six  independent studies ([Kinney, E.L. and Valiela, 
2011], [SoMAS, 2016], [Vaudrey et al., 2016], [Lloyd, 2014], [Lloyd, et al., 2016], [SCDHS, 2020]), 
the single most significant nitrogen load discharging to the majority of Suffolk County waterbodies 
is nitrogen from sanitary wastewater from unsewered areas. 

 
The SWP agrees with the commenters that HABs are complicated endpoints, influenced by many 
factors besides nitrogen. The SWP identifies that HAB occurrences result from a variety of factors 
and states (Section 2.1.9.3) “While the average predicted nitrogen load for water bodies with 
HABs in Suffolk County is significantly higher than the average predicted nitrogen load for water 
bodies without HABs, it should be noted that HABs represent one of the most complex endpoints 
evaluated within the SWP.  Specifically, the presence of HABs in Suffolk County is likely the result 
of several covariates including nutrient loading, water temperature, nutrient species (e.g., 
inorganic versus organic), and other factors.  Therefore, the HAB reduction goal should be 
considered a preliminary first order target that should be revisited in the future through the 
adaptive management plan.”   

 
The SWP assessment of the relationship between nitrogen enrichment and HABs is consistent 
with USEPA’s Draft Technical Support Document: Implementing the 2019 Recommended Human 
Health Recreational Ambient Water Quality Criteria of Swimming Advisories for    Microcystins 
and Cylindrospermopsin, USEPA, December 2019, which states that “Nitrogen and phosphorus 
loadings, or nutrient pollution input into recreational waterbodies from agricultural, industrial, 
and urban sources can provide optimal conditions for cyanobacterial blooms and cyanotoxin 
production.  Preventing nutrient input and reducing nitrogen and phosphorus levels in a 
waterbody can help to reduce the occurrence of cyanobacterial blooms or the levels of 
cyanotoxins in blooms containing toxin-producing strains of cyanobacteria.” 
 
Consistent with the SWP, USEPA continues “The relationships between nutrients and other 
physical, chemical or environmental conditions is complex and can present an added challenge to 
recreational waterbody managers responsible for monitoring and responding to cyanobacterial 
blooms.  In addition to nutrient concentrations, factors such as the availability of organic matter, 
turbidity, turbulence or flushing of a waterbody, light attenuation, temperature and pH can play 
a role in the composition and cyanotoxin production associated with a cyanobacterial bloom.  
            
While Suffolk County cannot control the temperature, pH or salinity of a water body, the County 
can reduce nitrogen loading from land-based sources including sanitary wastewater. 

 
The SWP is careful to indicate that these are nutrient-related impacts and does not state that 
HABs are solely caused by excess nitrogen, the following sentences will be added to Section 1.1.3 
of the SWP “It should be noted that nitrogen enrichment is not the sole factor in water quality 
degradation and that other factors such as global warming, ocean acidification, and disease can 
also play a role in water quality degradation.  However, reducing nitrogen loading from onsite 
wastewater sources is the single greatest factor that can be managed to restore surface water 
quality in the County”. 
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Finally, it should be noted that the comparative “reference” approach used for establishing load 
reduction goals indirectly accounts for many of the outside environmental factors resulting from 
global warming such as increased precipitation, increased water temperature, and corresponding 
changes in salinity under current conditions.  That is to say, the impact of many of these factors is 
a common background assumption because these factors are incorporated into the reference 
waters, on a regional level, which were identified to have good water quality despite being subject 
to these same outside factors.  However, it is acknowledged that individual water bodies may 
respond to various environmental factors differently and it is acknowledged that these conditions 
will continually evolve as global warming and other environmental stresses progress.   As such, a 
fundamental backbone and recommendation of SWP implementation is the development of an 
Adaptive Management and Long-Term Monitoring Plan which will provide a structured 
mechanism for data collection, reporting, and recommended program revisions based upon 
program progress and new data (including new information and data generated as a result of 
global warming).  Finally, as discussed throughout the SWP, a fundamental element of the 
reference approach used in the SWP is consideration of both calculated nitrogen load AND 
circulation (e.g., flushing rates).  Flushing rates will be periodically updated, as necessary, based 
upon new data identified under the adaptive management process.  Ultimately, the SWP is 
directly addressing one of the single greatest factors contributing to water quality degradation 
that can be controlled in Suffolk County: nitrogen contamination from existing onsite disposal 
systems. 
 
Please refer to the response to General Comment 19, which addresses the role of nitrogen with 
respect to fish kills.  
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
As stated above in the response to General Comment 26, it is acknowledged that individual water 
bodies may respond to various environmental factors differently and it is acknowledged that 
these conditions will continually evolve as global warming and other environmental stresses 
progress.  As such, a fundamental backbone and recommendation of SWP implementation is the 
development of an Adaptive Management and Long-Term Monitoring Plan which will provide a 
structured mechanism for data collection, reporting, and recommended program revisions based 
upon program progress and new data (including new information and data generated as a result 
of global warming).  Ultimately, the SWP is directly addressing one of the single greatest factors 
contributing to water quality degradation that can be controlled in Suffolk County: nitrogen 
contamination from existing onsite disposal systems.  
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this set of General Comments. 
 

27) General Comment: The Plan overstates, or does not clearly delineate, how quickly the ecosystem 
will respond and to what extent the restoration will be achieved when compared to priority 
rankings, an undefined baseline condition or ecological endpoints. 
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Written Comments 
1n Even if I/A OWTS reduce nitrogen loadings and reduce nitrogen concentrations, an 

immediate reaction may not occur and the impacts on the ecosystem are unpredictable 
1o The Plan predicts rapid recovery of fishing & other recreational pursuits which may not 

ever be achieved 
1p LIS and Chesapeake Bay precedents indicate even if this effort is successful in reducing 

nitrogen, the ecological health consequences may not follow. Not clear that large enough 
reductions in nitrogen inputs to groundwater will lead to necessary reductions in estuary. 

1t Changing one element of a complicated relationship is unlikely to lead to ecological 
restoration. 

18i The Plan does not include the presence/absence of SAV, pathogens, fish kills and shellfish 
in the nitrogen reduction priority rankings. This distances the Plan from the ecosystem 
and the things we value: being able to swim, fish and harvest shellfish. 

18ae Starving the surface water of nitrogen will likely have a negative impact. Restoration for 
surface water may require raising the nitrogen loading 

42n What are the ecological endpoints? What estuarine water quality conditions are to be the 
end goal? 

 
September 5th Speakers 
7b Nowhere in the plan does it say what the bay is going to be when they finish. There are 

no quantitative goals. 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 
 
The objective of the SWP is to advance nitrogen reductions toward restoring groundwater and 
surface water quality to their best usages as defined by New York State while also reducing public 
health risks associated with storm surge, failing septic systems, increased nitrogen concentrations 
in private wells and/or exposure to toxins associated with HABs.  Like all fresh groundwater in 
New York State, Suffolk County groundwater has been classified as Class GA groundwater, and 
the best use of GA waters is as a drinking water supply for Suffolk County’s residents, whether 
connected to public water or using a private supply well.  The best uses of the County’s surface 
waters include swimming, boating, fishing and shellfishing. Load reductions will facilitate 
advancement toward these objectives through: 
 

• Significantly reducing the concentration of nitrogen in our sole source drinking water 
aquifer which also provides the baseflow, and nitrogen loads, to our surface waters;  

 
• Increasing water clarity (to a minimum average secchi depth of 2 meters during the 

growing season) of our surface water bodies which will create the conditions conducive 
for the growth of SAV, creating natural habitats for healthy ecosystems including finfish 
and shellfish habitats (including bay scallops).  Increased SAV density and wetland health 
will also increase coastal resiliency through reducing storm surge and wave energy 
[CWRMP 2015].  Increased water clarity will also enhance recreational use of our water 
resources and result in increased property values particularly for coastal communities 
[Klemick et al, 2016]; 
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• Decreasing excessive algae (to a target average concentration of 5.5 µg/l during the 
blooming season) will result in progress towards the achievement of water clarity goals 
and an increase in dissolved oxygen levels.  Increases in water clarity and dissolved oxygen 
will create the conditions conducive for the growth of SAV, healthy ecosystems, and 
increased biodiversity (NYSDEC & CTDEP. 2000)). These will in turn support the creation 
of habitat for enhanced shellfish and finfish fisheries.  For example, in the Long Island 
Sound, nitrogen pollution was identified as the primary cause of the chronically low 
dissolved oxygen levels, dead zones, and fish kills and overall poor ecosystem health 
common to the LIS.  By 2016, New York and Connecticut reduced nitrogen discharges by 
over 58.5%.  As a result, the average duration of hypoxia in LIS has been greatly reduced.  
In addition, eelgrass beds have increased in extent by almost 30%.       

 
• Reducing nitrogen will address one of the key contributors to HABs and is anticipated to 

result in less frequent and less intense HABs which will provide for enhanced protection 
of human health by reducing the intensity, frequency, and relative toxin strength 
(microcystin from cyanobacteria and saxitoxin from Alexandrium). Reductions in HABs will 
also increase water clarity and reduce algal biomass resulting in the benefit to dissolved 
oxygen and other benefits described above.  Reduction of HABs, particularly Aureococcus 
anophagefferens, will also support re-establishment of the conditions required for the 
survivability of juvenile and adult hard clams and scallops (Cosper et al. 1987; Bricelj and 
Kuenstner 1989; Bricelj and Lonsdale, 1997; Gobler et al. 2005; Tettelbach et al 2015). 

 
A hypothetical timeline that presents possible program benefits over time for Mattituck Inlet is 
provided in Figure 16 below. 
 

 
 

Figure 16 – Example Timeline of Potential Water Quality Benefits for Mattituck Inlet 
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The beneficial impact of reducing nitrogen to marine resources through nutrient management 
programs is well documented in the literature [see surface water success stories in section 1.1.7 
in the SWP, including Tampa Bay Estuary Program, Chesapeake Bay Program and the Long Island 
Sound Study].  While the full benefit of the program will take decades to achieve, incremental 
benefits are anticipated to begin within 10 years of implementing the program. Monitoring data 
from Tampa Bay shows all the bay segments achieving the Tampa Bay Estuary Program’s water 
quality targets, which were set in the mid-1990s, were achieved by 2006, or approximately one 
decade later. Eelgrass coverage in Tampa Bay is now equivalent to the number of acres present 
in the 1950s, prior to the boom in coastal development, thanks to reduction in nutrients entering 
the bay. Further, waterbodies that currently exhibit good water quality but are at risk for water 
quality degradation will obtain the immediate benefit of protection through addressing nitrogen 
in the immediate near shore areas first.  The benefits realized from reduced nitrogen loading from 
wastewater discharges may be further augmented by reduced nitrogen loading from the second 
largest nitrogen load to surface waters, atmospheric deposition.  SCDHS discussion with USEPA 
researchers based on unpublished research indicated that nitrogen from atmospheric deposition 
has declined by approximately 10 percent in recent years, and additional smaller declines are 
anticipated in the future.   

 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
As discussed in the response to General Comment 27, the beneficial impact of reducing nitrogen 
to marine resources through nutrient management programs is well documented in the literature. 
While the full benefit of the program will likely take decades to achieve, it is calculated that 
incremental benefits could begin within 10 years of implementing the primary program Phase II.   
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 
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2.H Category H: Sewering 

28) General Comment: Sewers with centralized sewage treatment plants and/or clustered systems 
are preferred to I/A OWTS. 
 
Written Comments 
2e Connect businesses to sewers 
9 Establish a moratorium on multi-unit housing and require them to have STPs 
10 Implement sewers instead of I/A OWTS 
39b Perhaps areas in Riverhead should be sewered instead of I/A OWTS; Riverhead STP 

expansion should be funded and mobile home parks should be connected. 
53a Most effective means of reducing nitrogen is increase the areas served by sewer systems 
53b Utilize funding first for expansion of sewer districts. Create a countywide sewer district 

 53e Utilize available capacity at existing STPs rather than archaic county computations 
 54d Include cluster systems designed for multiple homes, and provide grant funding 
 

September 5th Speakers 
3a Priority should be large nitrogen discharge systems and connections in concentrated 

communities on undersized lots to sewers, such as downtowns and mobile home parks. 
3d Help Westhampton connect to sewers 
 
September 6th Speakers 
1 Consider ‘pooled funding’ of the grants for sewer or cluster system for high density areas 
10 Strongly support construction of sewers, and countywide sewer district 
10b Use existing available STP capacity for wastewater treatment, use real flows in lieu of 

design numbers 
14c The SWP should include a role for sewers/cluster systems, and grants for them 
19b Sewer instead of mandating hundreds of these small treatment plants 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  
 
As documented in Section 2.2.2.2 and Figure 2-53 of the SWP, the cost of individual wastewater 
upgrades using sewering is, on an average cost per pound of nitrogen removed basis, 
approximately 1.5 to three times higher when compared to upgrading individual parcels to I/A 
OWTS. In many cases, the cost of sewering is not a practical solution. However, Figure 2-53 also 
reveals that the cost range for I/A OWTS overlaps the cost range for connection of individual 
parcels to sewers and/or clustered/decentralized systems at near shore areas with challenging 
site conditions (e.g., small lot size, high groundwater, etc.).  In addition, some surface waters in 
Suffolk County, such as the Great South Bay, have high nitrogen load reduction goals due to the 
combination of significant nitrogen loading from unsewered, grandfathered high density 
residential developments being discharged via groundwater to extremely poorly flushed waters 
due to the presence of the barrier islands. As such, sewering and clustered/decentralized systems 
still serve as an important component of the overall wastewater management strategy in Suffolk 
County.   
 
Section 4.5 of the SWP provides an initial analysis of hypothetical sewering scenarios and initial 
recommendations for policymakers to consider. It should be noted that the SWP is not proposing 
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any specific sewering project and that all individual sewer and clustered/decentralized projects 
would require project-specific Feasibility Study and SEQRA environmental review.  The analysis is 
intended to be an initial planning tool to support recommendations for a stable and recurring 
revenue source and to present findings for local officials and policymakers regarding areas that 
may benefit from sewering or clustering.  Funding options for sewering are being evaluated under 
a separate financial study estimated to be complete in 2020. It should also be noted that the use 
of clustered/decentralized systems for existing developed parcels currently carries administrative 
and financial hurdles for individual property owners interested in pursuing the use of these 
systems for wastewater upgrades.  Section 8.1.2 of the SWP identifies these challenges and 
provides recommendations to make the use of clustered/decentralized systems a more viable 
wastewater management option in Suffolk County. 
 
Article 6 of the Suffolk County Sanitary Code currently regulates nitrogen loading from multi-unit 
housing.  New multi-unit housing projects must meet the minimum sanitary density requirements 
that are protective of groundwater and established in Article 6.  Any project that does not have 
sufficient land to meet the sanitary density requirements must install an STP that provides at least 
85 percent nitrogen reduction.  The SWP also provides recommendations for identifying and 
setting wastewater upgrade priorities for existing “grandfathered” commercial projects that 
exceed Article 6 density requirements. 
 
Based upon comments provided, the SWP will be revised to include a new subsection in Section 
8 which will provide initial recommendations for evaluating and potentially modifying commercial 
design flow rates.  The strategy will require considerations for both existing STPs and 
new/proposed STPs.  A fundamental first step of the strategy will require the collection of data 
from existing STPs to evaluate and document actual flow rates, concentrations, and ultimately 
nitrogen loading (and other contaminant loading) under a variety of uses.  Revisions to the 
construction standards for modified design flow rates may require supplemental SEQRA review. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
As stated in the Response to General Comment 28, Section 4.5 of the SWP provides an initial 
analysis of hypothetical sewering scenarios and initial recommendations for policymakers to 
consider. The SWP and the Proposed Action is not proposing any specific sewering project and 
each individual sewer and clustered/decentralized project would require a project-specific 
Feasibility Study and SEQRA environmental review.  The analysis presented in the SWP is intended 
to be an initial planning tool to support recommendations for a stable and recurring revenue 
source and to present findings for local officials and policymakers regarding areas that may 
benefit from sewering or clustering.   
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 
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29) General Comment: Sewering results in negative impacts. 
 
Written Comments 
18g The sewering strategy will have a negative impact (development, water supply reduction). 
18y The loss of water and increased population/development from sewering should be 

declared a negative impact 
18z Sewering to coastal outfalls and reductions in groundwater supply and base flow should 

be declared a negative impact 
35f Current sewer treatment plants do not eliminate nitrogen entirely and are contributing 

to the nitrogen problem 
36b Leaders have failed to improve inadequate public wastewater treatment plants  
38c Sewers carry their own impacts (treated sewage disposal, groundwater supply reduction). 

The use of centralized sewers should be minimized. 
41c Over-withdrawal of groundwater while County promoting sewering with offshore 

discharge to oceans rather than supporting proper treatment and recharge is of concern 
47a,b SWP will result in sewer district expansion with ever increasing discharge of treated water 

to coastal waters which will result in negative impacts not evaluated in GEIS (lower water 
table, reduced stream flow and coastal discharge, loss of surface water features and 
ecosystems, changes in salinity, contaminant migration shifts and hydrogeology impacts) 

 
September 5th Speakers 
6 Plan basically indicates that we sewer all Suffolk County and problems will go away. 

Sewering in Nassau and SWSD did not improve water quality, created more problems 
9 Not in favor of off-shore discharge 
 
September 6th Speakers 
15 Offshore discharge pushing pollution out to sea and robbing us of precious groundwater 

 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  

 
Commenters identified concern with potential impacts of sewering on groundwater levels and 
stream baseflows.  As discussed throughout the SWP and in this response to comment document, 
the SWP is not proposing to advance any new sewer projects or clustering projects (e.g., Appendix 
A projects).  Suffolk County has been aware of the potential impacts of off-shore discharge of 
treated wastewater for decades; for example, Milestone I of the Flow Augmentation Needs Study 
(FANS) which evaluated the impacts of sewering in the Southwest Sewer District was completed 
forty years ago in 1980.  County-specific water balances included in the LICAP Draft Groundwater 
Management Plan, December 2019 highlight the difference of potential sanitary sewering impacts 
in Nassau and Suffolk Counties. Total recharge from precipitation in Suffolk County was estimated 
to be 1367 million gallons per day (MGD), while at approximately 196.7 MGD, water supply 
pumpage was about 14 percent of that amount.  In Nassau County, with a much smaller land area 
to recharge precipitation, average annual water supply pumpage of 180 MGD is almost 47 percent 
of the average daily recharge of 384 MGD.  
 
The SWP proposes implementation of I/A OWTS that continue to recharge the aquifer system and 
does not propose any scenario with new wastewater treatment plants with off-shore discharge. 
Nevertheless, Section 10.2 of the Draft GEIS describes the potential impacts on water resources 
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that could result from implementation of a hypothetical County-wide Sewering Alternative, 
whereby wastewater from all currently unsewered parcels would be collected, treated and 
discharged via an ocean outfall. While on a County-wide basis, the aquifer system in Suffolk 
County would continue to be able to provide potable water for all residents under this County-
wide sewering scenario, localized impacts to water supply, the water table and stream baseflows 
that would result from this hypothetical alternative are documented in Section 10.2.3 and 
specifically by Figure 10-4 and Table 10-3.  

 
Both Suffolk County Department of Health Services and the United States Geological Survey 
monitor groundwater elevations in Suffolk County to identify trends. In early 2016, the USGS 
began the Groundwater Sustainability of the Long Island Aquifer System, which includes 
installation of new wells, monitoring of the salt water interface and groundwater modeling which 
will also help to discern any man-made impacts to the groundwater table.   
 
As a comprehensive countywide study on wastewater management methods, the use of sewering 
is evaluated as a potentially viable wastewater management method in Sections 2.2 and 4.5 of 
the SWP.  The evaluations conclude that, in many cases, the cost of sewering is not a practical 
solution. However, Figure 2-53 of the SWP also reveals that the cost range for I/A OWTS overlaps 
the cost range for connection of individual parcels to sewers and/or clustered/decentralized 
systems at near shore areas with challenging site conditions (e.g., small lot size, high groundwater, 
etc.).  In addition, some surface waters in Suffolk County, such as the Great South Bay, have high 
nitrogen load reduction goals due to the combination of significant nitrogen loading from 
unsewered, grandfathered high density residential developments being discharged via 
groundwater to extremely poorly flushed waters due to the presence of the barrier islands. As 
such, sewering and clustered/decentralized systems still serve as an important component of the 
overall wastewater management strategy in Suffolk County.   Section 4.5 of the SWP also provides 
an initial analysis of hypothetical sewering scenarios and initial recommendations for 
policymakers to consider. The analysis is intended to be an initial planning tool to support 
recommendations for a stable and recurring revenue source and to present findings for local 
officials and policymakers regarding areas that may benefit from sewering or clustering.  As clearly 
stated throughout the SWP and DGEIS, all new sewering, Appendix A, or cluster projects are 
subject to project-specific Feasibility Study and environmental SEQRA review. 

 
While the comment that STPs do not completely eliminate nitrogen is correct, sanitary 
wastewater treatment by STPs can significantly reduce effluent nitrogen levels.  Sewage 
treatment plants in Suffolk County operate in accordance with their State Pollutant Discharge 
Elimination System (SDPES) permits which include specific discharge limits for parameters of 
concern.  Currently all STPs that discharge to groundwater in Suffolk County must reduce effluent 
nitrogen concentrations such that the discharge does not exceed 10 mg/L.  Many STPs discharging 
to groundwater, including the County-run STPs consistently reduce nitrogen concentrations to 5 
or 6 mg/L.  In fact, the SCDHS Office of Wastewater Management Report on the Sewage 
Treatment Plants of Suffolk County 2016 Performance Evaluation (SCDHS, 2017) reports that the 
average annual nitrogen concentration of all 178 tertiary STPs was 6.25 mg/L in 2016.  As shown 
on Figure 2-25 of the SWP, nitrogen from STPs discharging to groundwater contributes less than 
one percent of the total nitrogen load to the subwatersheds, and nitrogen from STPs discharging 
to surface waters discharges just over one percent of the total nitrogen load to the 
subwatersheds.  
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Potential growth inducement is discussed in the response to General Comment 10. 
 

Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The Proposed Action is not proposing or advancing any specific sewering projects, ‘Appendix A’ 
projects or development. It should also be reiterated that there are multiple mechanisms in place 
or proposed to facilitate the County’s review and tracking of all sewering and Appendix A projects 
and facilitate an ongoing process for regional countywide wastewater management planning 
including: 
 

1. The County would continue to review, approve, and permit all applications for private 
sewer projects and County led/managed sewer districts.  The County will consider the 
recommendations of the SWP during individual project siting reviews. 
 

2. As the SWP does not propose any specific sewering or Appendix A projects, all future 
sewering or Appendix A projects are subject to their own environmental review under 
SEQRA, require the preparation of a feasibility study and design and require County 
and/or state review. The Proposed Action does not alter this requirement in any way and 
would not prevent the County from continuing to ensure groundwater and surface water 
quality and quality are maintained and/or improved. The County has an opportunity to 
comment on all SEQRA reviews for sewer and Appendix A projects in Suffolk County as an 
involved and interested agency.  The County will consider the recommendations of the 
SWP during individual project siting reviews and may recommend regional groundwater 
modeling to evaluate potential impacts associated with groundwater drawdown and 
aquifer depletion and/or recommend evaluation of proposed nitrogen loading with 
respect to the nitrogen load reduction goals in the SWP, depending on the nature of the 
specific proposal; and,  

 
3. As recommended in Section 8.4.11 of the SWP and in the DGEIS, the County will monitor 

and track nitrogen loads and nitrogen load reductions for all sewering and Appendix A 
projects in Suffolk County and report the findings in an annual progress report.  This will 
provide another accounting mechanism to ensure that nitrogen loading from future 
buildout associated with sewering and Appendix A projects is not undermining the 
objectives of the SWP.  If a concern is identified, the annual report will include 
recommendations to policymakers on how to resolve the concern.  For example, while it 
is not anticipated, if the proposed revisions to the Appendix A sanitary code and 
construction standards do not have the intended consequence (e.g., a significant 
reduction in nitrogen loading from existing onsite wastewater sources to facilitate 
advancement toward the recommended load reduction goals), additional modification to 
the sanitary code or standards would be recommended to resolve the concern.  

   
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 
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2.I Category I: Public Notice and Participation 

30) General Comment: The public notice and education provided for this program are inadequate. 
 
Written Comments 
25c  Residents need more information and should be allowed to vote on referendum or 

proposal 
30b Public not alerted until the “midnight” hour. Extend the comment period 
34 Allow for more public notice of future meetings 
36c Educate the public with simple explicit directions on what to do/not to do. 
38b Publicity for the public review and comment period is insufficient. 
41b Inadequate public notice 
54i The SWP needs a comprehensive public education campaign 

 
September 5th Speakers 
5 Increase public education and extend the comment period. 
19 Inadequate notice; direct notification to residents was not made 
 
September 6th Speakers 
18 Inadequate notice; not enough opportunities for input 
20 How will the public be notified of future public meetings? 
21 Will there be opportunities to provide input during implementation of the Plan? 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan 
 
Please see response to the Draft Generic Environment Impact Statement below. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The environmental review of the Proposed Action was conducted in accordance with the 
requirements of New York State Environmental Quality Review Act (SEQR) Title 6 NYCRR Part 617 
Regulations. Scoping for the proposed project was completed in 2017 with the Final Scoping 
Document adopted by the County Legislature by resolution in March 2017. 
 
The Suffolk County Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan (SWP) and Draft Generic Environmental 
Impact Statement (GEIS) were formally released for public comment on August 14, 2019.  In 
accordance with 6NYCRR part 617.12(a)(2)(iii), a notice of completion was published that included 
notification of a 30-day comment period whereby comments would be received by SCDHS 
through September 16, 2019. Public notices appeared on the County’s Reclaim Our Water 
webpage, the Suffolk County News, the Suffolk County Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) 
webpage, the Suffolk County Department of Economic Development and Planning webpage, 
NYSDEC Environmental News Bulletin, NYSDEC Long Island Nitrogen Action Plan webpage, and 
the Smithtown Messenger. Electronic versions of the documents were made available on the 
County’s webpage. 
 
The August 14, 2019 notice also identified two public hearings to be held, one on September 5, 
2019 at the Suffolk County Legislative Auditorium in Riverhead and the second on September 6, 
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2019 at the Suffolk County Community College Brentwood Campus in the Health, Sports & 
Education Center Lecture Hall.  
 
Requests for an extension of the public comment period were made during the initial 30-day 
comment period. In response, Suffolk County Department of Health Services submitted a request 
to CEQ to extend the public comment period for an additional 30-day period bringing the public 
comment period to 60 days.  On September 18, 2019, Suffolk County issued a notice officially 
extending the public comment period through October 16, 2019. The notice of extension 
appeared on the County’s Reclaim Our Water webpage, the Suffolk County News, the Suffolk 
County Council on Environmental Quality webpage, the Suffolk County Department of Economic 
Development and Planning webpage, Environmental News Bulletin (9/25/2019), and in the 
Smithtown Messenger. The official notice was provided directly to federal, state, town and local 
stakeholders. 
 
The implementation of the Proposed Action is proposed over a long period of time. There is 
potential for changes that may trigger the need for additional environmental review. The Draft 
GEIS addresses the potential future need for subsequent review under SEQRA in Section 12. 
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this set of General Comments. 

 
31) General Comment: The residents should be allowed to vote on this Plan. 

 
Written Comments 
12 Should be put on the ballot and allow people to vote for it. 
17c This plan needs to be voted on by the citizens of Suffolk County 
25c  Residents need more information and should be allowed to vote on referendum or 

proposal 
31c Put this on a ballot. 
 
Response to Comment 
Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan  
 
None of the recommendations provided in the SWP are definitive or binding in any way.  All major 
recommendations in the Plan, including sanitary code and construction code changes, must be 
voted on and approved by the Suffolk County Legislature prior to being implemented.  The public 
will have an opportunity to comment on each recommendation as it is advanced through 
attendance at legislative committee meetings and general meetings of the legislature.  As such, 
the public is encouraged to work with their local legislators and attend public hearings to express 
any concerns or support for the project.  In addition, Suffolk County will continue to look for 
opportunities to hold public education events on the SWP where additional comments are 
welcomed. 

 
It is expected that once a viable option for the creation of a funding source to make upgrades 
affordable for homeowners is clarified, the residents of Suffolk County will have an opportunity 
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to vote on the establishment of a proposed stable and recurring revenue stream through a New 
York State approved referendum. 

 
Finally, and as reiterated throughout the SWP, there are no new specific sewer projects proposed 
in the Plan and all new sewer projects are subject to project-specific feasibility study, project-
specific SEQRA review, and in most cases, public approval by local referendum. 
 
Draft Generic Environmental Impact Statement 
 
The recommendations in the SWP are non-binding but do provide a science-based tool of 
recommendations foe policymakers to consider when addressing the nitrogen from the greater 
than 380,000 OSDS located throughout the County. As noted above, changes to the Suffolk County 
Sanitary Code and Construction Standards will need to be voted on by the Suffolk County 
Legislature to be enacted. The public can work with their local legislators to have their voice heard. 
In addition, it is expected that once a viable option for the creation of a funding source to make 
upgrades affordable for homeowners is clarified, the residents of Suffolk County will have an 
opportunity to vote on the establishment of a proposed stable and recurring revenue stream 
through a New York State approved referendum. 
 
Careful and thorough consideration of the comments and response provided above does not 
result in a change to the Proposed Action as defined in Section 2.1 of the Draft GEIS (August 2019). 
In addition, the assessment of potential impacts as presented in Section 4.0 of the Draft GEIS 
(August 2019) is not altered. Therefore, no modification of the Draft GEIS is required as a result 
of this General Comment. 

  



Section 2 
Response to Public Comments  
 

2-109 

2.J Category J: Miscellaneous Comments 

32) General Comment: Individually address any comments that don’t fit comfortably in the above 
General Comments.  The responses below apply to either the SWP, DGEIS, or both, as noted. 
 
Written Comments  
18n,w The statement that human health benefits may be realized with the improvement in 

water quality is unfounded and should be removed. 
 

SWP and Draft GEIS Response:   
 

Consistent with LINAP, goals of the SWP included quantification of nitrogen loads to ground and 
surface waters, establishment of nitrogen load reduction goals and development of an 
implementation plan to achieve the nitrogen load reduction goals.  The desired ecological 
endpoints associated with surface waters focused on increased levels of dissolved oxygen, 
reduced levels of chlorophyll-a, reduced HABs and increased secchi depth to establish conditions 
conducive to the establishment and/or maintenance of seagrasses such as eelgrass.  
 
The SWP identifies a number of factors impacting HAB occurrence.   As described in the response 
to General Comment 21, since 2006 more than 12,200 acres of Suffolk County surface waters have 
been closed by NYSDEC due to high concentrations of marine biotoxins as a result of the presence 
of the HAB Alexandrium in the water column. Please refer to the response to that comment which 
explains the linkage between increased nitrogen and increasing levels of toxins, as explained in 
“Historical Occurrence and Current Status of Harmful Algal Blooms in Suffolk County, NY, USA” 
(Hattenrath-Lehmann, SBU SoMAS, 2016).  Additional recent publications regarding HABs 
document that:  
 

• Dinophysis grows faster and creates more toxic biomass when enriched with nitrogen 
(Hattenrath-Lehmann et al 2015; PloS One); 
 

• Cochlodinium outgrows other phytoplankton when enriched with nitrogen (Gobler et al. 
2012); and, 
 

• Toxic blue-green algae are promoted by high levels of nitrogen (Gobler et al., 2007; Davis 
et al 2010); 

 
To the extent that HABs are reduced, human health benefits may indeed be realized as the 
potential to ingest contaminated shellfish is reduced. 
 
The SWP also notes that the presence of healthy eelgrass beds is impacted by many factors, 
including nitrogen.  To the extent that nitrogen levels in surface waters are reduced to levels 
consistent with thriving eelgrass beds, and if other requisite conditions (e.g., substrate, tidal 
velocities, water depth, etc.) are present reestablishment of these tidal wetlands provide 
buffering from tidal surges and flooding, which is a potential human health benefit.  
 
Nonetheless, language will be revised on Page 8-1 of the SWP to clarify that the objective of the 
SWP is to achieve the proposed ecological endpoints (with the potential for associated health 
benefits). 



Section 2 
Response to Public Comments  
 

2-110 

Section 3 of the SWP identifies areas in the shallow upper glacial aquifer that are simulated to 
exceed the 10 mg/L maximum contaminant level (MCL).  The potential for exceeding the MCL is 
corroborated, particularly in eastern Suffolk County, where greater than 10 percent of the private 
supply well water quality samples collected as part of the SCDHS voluntary private supply well 
monitoring program exceed 10 mg/l (for samples analyzed between 1996 and 2016).  Drinking 
water exceeding the 10 mg/l MCL can result in methemoglobinemia, also known as blue baby 
syndrome.  As documented on Figure 4-19 of the SWP, reduction of nitrogen loading to the aquifer 
will significantly reduce the concentration of nitrogen in shallow groundwater which will provide 
long term benefits in terms of protection of the sole-source aquifer for future generations as a 
source of potable drinking water.  
 
Finally, implementation of the recommendation to require wastewater upgrades at system failure 
as well as implementation of the recommendation to provide grant incentives for these upgrades 
will significantly decrease the amount of block cesspools constructed prior to 1973 which will 
reduce the potential health risk from the potential collapse of these systems. 
 
18s Noise is a potential negative impact that is not adequately addressed. 
 
Draft GEIS Response: 
 
Suffolk County has gathered noise decibel levels for the four provisionally approved I/A OWTS 
technologies with above grade motors as follows: 
 

 
 
The noise production values are lower than the USEPA’s recommended outdoor activity level of 
55 dbA and lower than typical Town sound ordinance nighttime requirements for residential 
neighborhoods (e.g., Town of Brookhaven 50 dB).  To provide further perspective, the pumps only 
operate intermittently at decibel levels significantly lower than a central air conditioner 
condenser, and these decibel requirements are at the receptor, which is often at a much greater 
distance than measured in the above table.  This data confirms that noise from I/A OWTS will not 
result in a negative environmental impact.   
 
SCDHS will amend the proposed revisions to the construction standards for Appendix A systems 
in the SWP to clarify that the current requirement of meeting the 50 dbA noise level must be met 
at the smallest setback permitted by the project (e.g., 10 feet for commercial projects). Please see 
the response below to Comment 18t for noise and odor concerns related to the recommended 
revisions to Appendix A setbacks. 

 
18t Odors are a potential negative impact that are not adequately addressed 

 
SWP and Draft GEIS Response: 
 

The commenter’s statements of “The conventional system is designed to have no direct discharge 
into the atmosphere” and “any noticeable odors from gases that are produced in the conventional 
systems treatment process are retained below ground” are incomplete.  All sanitary systems have 
the potential for odor. Odors from existing OSDS may occur during hydraulic back-ups; e.g., at 

Technology Noise Production (dB) Technology Noise Production (dB)
FujiClean USA (CEN5 / CEN7) 40dB / 42dB * Norweco Singulair TNT 47 dB at 3 meters
Hydro-Action 36 dbA Norweco Hydrokinetic 44 dB at 3 meters
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system failure.  Upgrade of the OSDS to an I/A OWTS will help to reduce odors resulting from 
OSDS failure.  While current standards do not permit the use of a whole house trap and local vent, 
whole house traps with local vents are routinely encountered by SCDHS staff.  In addition, odor 
complaints from OSDS (cesspools and conventional systems) are routinely received by SCDHS.  
Finally, as documented in the NYSDOH Residential Onsite Wastewater Treatment System Design 
Handbook, “Plumbing for residences served by OWTSs shall be installed in a manner to avoid 
interference with the flow of gases and air from the absorption area, distribution box, and septic 
tank through the house-plumbing vent.”  The intent of this requirement is, in fact, to clarify that 
proper venting of septic tanks and conventional OSDS is required for proper system operation.  
While there are no specific maintenance requirements for preventing odors from OSDS, the 
SCDHS standards for I/A OWTS include requirements for both venting and preventative 
maintenance to minimize septic odors as a prevention and mitigation means for odors. 

As discussed in the DGEIS, all Appendix A projects are subject to project-specific SEQRA review.  
The commenter infers that SCDHS will perform a “perfunctory review”.  This statement is 
inappropriate as it is: 1) the responsibility of the project sponsor to meet all SEQRA requirements; 
and, 2) it is the responsibility of the building permitting agency (Towns/Villages) to ensure the 
project meets all local noise and odor requirements.  The requirement for odor control will remain 
the same as already required in the construction standards. 
 
18ab The Unavoidable Adverse Impacts section of the DGEIS implies that the Proposed Action 

is exempt from scrutiny for adverse impacts. 
 
Draft GEIS Response: 
 
Section 7 of the Draft GEIS provides an analysis of potential Unavoidable Adverse Impacts should 
the County implement the wastewater strategies identified in the SWP. This section provides a 
summary of the potential short-term adverse impacts as well as a summary of the potential long-
term adverse impacts associated with project implementation. The analysis includes measures in-
place to minimize the potential for adverse impacts should the proposed action be implemented. 
The section ends with the following paragraph: 
 
“Based on the analyses conducted as part of this Draft GEIS, there were no significant adverse 
environmental impacts identified that would not be adequately addressed or mitigated if the 
County was to implement the recommended wastewater management plan, associated Sanitary 
Code changes, and associated changes to Appendix A of the Standards for Approval of Plans and 
Construction for Sewage Disposal Systems for Other than Single Family Residences under the 
Proposed Action. As recommended in Section 8.6.11 of the SC SWP, an Adaptive Management Plan 
would be prepared to provide a formal mechanism for periodic program review intervals; program 
monitoring; the identification and incorporation of new data sources, and ultimately a means to 
adjust the recommendations of the plan to be consistent with current program status and data 
sources. The need for further SEQRA review would be determined at the time the future changes 
(or additions) to the County’s wastewater management strategy are identified.” 
 
18ad The commitment of resources will be higher with the implementation of the proposed 

action, resulting in a negative impact.  The DGEIS and SWP should include the option of 
using conventional sewage disposal systems in its analysis and as part of the Proposed 
Action to mitigate impacts. 



Section 2 
Response to Public Comments  
 

2-112 

Draft GEIS Response: 
 
The Draft GEIS evaluated the No Action alternative (that is, continued use of OSDS) in Section 10.1 
and concluded that the alternative would not protect and/or improve groundwater and surface 
water quality.  
 
Section 8 of the Draft GEIS identifies those resources that would be committed should the County 
implement the Proposed Action. Energy commitment is specifically noted with the 
acknowledgement should solar panels be used; the energy requirement of the I/A systems would 
be offset.  Financial resources are also noted as greater under the Proposed Action. To address 
this the County continues to pursue funding opportunities and has made clear that the program 
will not be advanced unless it is made more affordable to the residents of Suffolk County. Section 
8 concludes, “although there may be a considerable commitment of resources, the benefits 
associated with reducing nitrogen loading to the surface water and groundwater are also 
considerable.” Ensuring surface water, groundwater and drinking water quality for the existing 
and future County residents is a positive impact of the Proposed Action.   

 
Regarding financial resources, ultimately, once a viable option for the creation of a funding source 
is clarified, the residents of Suffolk County will have the final say and will have an opportunity to 
vote on the establishment of the proposed stable and recurring revenue stream through a New 
York State approved referendum.   
 
18af The SWP provides no evidence that conventional systems are the source of pathogens 

found in surface waters. Designating areas with less than 10 feet to groundwater as 
priority areas creates a negative impact on those homeowners. 

 
SWP and Draft GEIS Response: 
 
The SWP makes no claims that OSDS are the source of pathogens in surface waters. Section 2.2.5 
of the SWP indicates that stormwater runoff, wildlife and birds are the primary sources of 
pathogen impacts to surface waters and provides an initial summary of available pathogen 
indicator concentrations in Suffolk County’s surface waters. Section 2.2.5 also provides a 
preliminary list of waterbodies that could potentially have pathogen impacts from OSDS but 
indicates that bacterial source tracking is needed to assess the sources of pathogen indicators.   
 
The SWP has not identified areas with depth to groundwater less than ten feet as priority areas 
but did incorporate depth to groundwater as one of the screening criteria used to assess the 
potential for contamination from pathogens.  However, it is noted by SCDHS staff that most 
cesspool backups and related system failures occur in areas with a high-water table. The highest 
priority for grants processing under the current Septic Improvement Program is given to 
replacement of failed systems with I/A OWTS and this priority would continue during full-scale 
SWP implementation.  
 
Further information on pathogens may be found in Sections 8.4.5, Initial Recommendations for 
Sea Level Rise and 8.4.8, Initial Recommendations for Pathogens.   
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18a-j The SWP should clearly identify the trophic state of each water body and tailor actions 
accordingly. 

 
SWP Response: 
 
While establishment of each water body’s trophic state could be an interesting academic exercise, 
it would not support or change the SWP methodology or the recommendations of either of the 
two primary SWP goals which include:  
 

1) Subwatershed priority ranking for nitrogen reduction; and 
 
2)  Development of water body-specific nitrogen load reduction goals.  

 
It should be noted that the factors typically used to assess eutrophic and oligotrophic 
characterizations were specifically included in the water body characterizations used to rank the 
subwatersheds – including total nitrogen and phosphorus concentrations, dissolved oxygen 
concentrations, primary productivity (as indicated by chlorophyll-a),  secchi depth and flushing 
time.  In addition, unit nitrogen loads and occurrence of harmful algal blooms were added to the 
characterizations.  Individual consideration of each of the factors describing the water body 
provided more insight into the rankings, allowed for sensitivity ranking runs to help to identify the 
importance of each factor and helped the team to understand the factors affecting the quality of 
each water body.  For example, some of the water bodies could more readily assimilate higher 
unit nitrogen loads due to their relatively short residence times, while smaller unit nitrogen loads 
could result in water quality impairments due to longer residence times.  This insight would be 
lost by simply grouping each water body into trophic categories. Similarly, consideration of the 
individual endpoints allowed for the development of nitrogen load reduction goals to achieve 
each desired target or endpoint based on both reference water bodies and statistical 
evaluation. Finally, it should be noted that the methodologies used to establish waterbody 
priority ranking and load reduction goals were reviewed and agreed upon by the Priority 
Area/Endpoints Workgroup which consisted of local and national technical experts and 
government officials.  Meeting minutes for this working group can be found in Appendix A of the 
SWP. 
 
18a-w Leaching pools provide hydraulic heads equivalent to pressurized systems without 

pumps. Requiring pressurized systems creates more problems and is a negative impact. 
 
SWP and Draft GEIS Response: 
 
The SWP does not recommend any requirement to use pressurized systems with pumps.  It is up 
to the design professional to decide which type of I/A OWTS and leaching method is most 
appropriate for individual projects. 
 
18a-y The citations for the “Study Conclusions with Respect to CEC Removal and Treatment in 

OWTS” in Table 8-20 does not give sufficient information to find the references and verify 
the conclusions; therefore, the SWP should be considered incomplete and not approved. 
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SWP Response: 
 
The purpose of the Proposed Action is to significantly reduce nitrogen sources from existing OSDS 
through wastewater upgrades. While CECs in drinking water are an important environmental 
concern in Suffolk County, they are being addressed in a separate and parallel track through work 
underway by the Long Island Commission on Aquifer Protection, SBU Center for Clean Water 
Technology, NYSDEC, and SCDHS.   
 
Citations for all references identified in Table 8-20 may be found in the Comprehensive Water 
Resources Management Plan; they are reproduced here for convenience: 
 
Berto J, Rochenbach GC, Barreiros MAB, Corrêa AXR, Peluso-Silva S, and Radetski CM. Physico-
chemical, microbiological and ecotoxicological evaluation of a septic tank/Fenton reaction 
combination for the treatment of hospital wastewaters. Ecotoxicology and Environmental Safety 
2009, 72(4):1076-1081; doi:10.1016/j. ecoenv.2008.12.002. 

 
Conn K.E., Lowe, K.S., Drewes J.E., Hoppe-Jones C. and Tucholke MB. “Occurrence of 
Pharmaceuticals and Consumer Product Chemicals in Raw Wastewater and Septic Tank Effluent 
from Single Family Homes” Environmental Engineering Science 2010, 27(4):347-356; 
doi:10.1089/ees.2009.0364 
 
Del Rosario, K.L., et al. 2014. Detection of pharmaceuticals and other personal care products in 
groundwater beneath and adjacent to onsite wastewater treatment systems in a coastal plain shallow 
aquifer. Science of the Total Environment, 487: 216-223. 

 
Drewes, J. E., and M. Jekel. 1998. “Behavior of DOC and AOX using Advanced Treated Wastewater 
for Groundwater Recharge.” Water Research. 32:3125. 
 
Drewes, J. E. and P. Fox. 2000. “Impact of Drinking Water Sources on Reclaimed Water Quality in 
Water Reuse Systems.” Water Environment Research, (72)3:353. 
 
Drewes, J.E., Dickenson, E., Snyder, S. (2011) Development of Surrogates to Determine the 
Efficacy of Groundwater Recharge Systems for the Removal of Trace Organic Chemicals. 
WateReuse Research Foundation. Alexandria, VA. 
 
Drewes, J.E., et al. 2003. Fate of Pharmaceuticals During Ground Water Recharge. Ground Water 
Monitoring and Remediation. v. 23, no. 3: 64-72. 

 
Drewes, J.E., Hemming, J.D.C., Schauer, J., and Sonzogni, W.C. (2006). Removal of endocrine 
disrupting compounds in water reclamation processes. WERF–01HHE-20T, London, UK. IWA 
Publishing 
 
Du, Bowen, et al. "Comparison of contaminants of emerging concern removal, discharge, and 
water quality hazards among centralized and on-site wastewater treatment system effluents 
receiving common wastewater influent." Science of the Total Environment 466 (2014): 976-984. 
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Garcia, Santos N., et al. "Comparative analysis of effluent water quality from a municipal 
treatment plant and two on-site wastewater treatment systems." Chemosphere 92.1 (2013): 38-
44. 
 
Heufelder G. "White Paper: Contaminants of Emerging Concern from Onsite Septic Systems." 
Barnstable County Department of Health and Environment, Barnstable, MA, April 2012, 28 pp. 
 
Roberts, S.; Higgins, C.; McCray, J. (2014). "Sorption of Emerging Organic Wastewater 
Contaminants to Four Soils." Water 6.4: 1028-1042. 
 
S.R. Hinkle, R.J. Weick, J.M. Johnson, J.D. Cahill, S.G. Smith, and B.J. Rich, 2005, Organic 
wastewater compounds, pharmaceuticals, and coliphage in ground water receiving discharge 
from onsite wastewater treatment systems near La Pine, Oregon—Occurrence and implications 
for transport: U.S. Geological Survey Scientific Investigations Report 2005-5055, 98 p. 
 
Schaider, Laurel, et al. "Contaminants of Emerging Concern and Septic Systems." (2013). 
 
Subedi, Bikram, et al. "A pilot study on the assessment of trace organic contaminants including 
pharmaceuticals and personal care products from on-site wastewater treatment systems along 
Skaneateles Lake in New York State, USA." Water Research (2014). 
 
Swartz, C.H., et al. 2006. Steroid Estrogens, Nonylphenol Ethoxylate Metabolites, and other 
Wastewater Contaminants in Groundwater Affected by a Residential Septic System on Cape Cod, MA. 
Environmental Science and Technology, vol. 40: 4894-4902. 

 
Swartz CH, Reddy S, Benotti MJ, Yin HF, Barber LB, Brownawell BJ, et al. "Steroid estrogens, 
nonylphenol ethoxylate metabolites, and other wastewater contaminants in groundwater 
affected by a residential septic system on Cape Cod, MA." Environmental Science & Technology 
2006, 40(16):4894-4902; doi:10.1021/es052595+. 
 
Teerlink, Jennifer, et al. "Removal of trace organic chemicals in onsite wastewater soil treatment 
units: A laboratory experiment." Water research 46.16 (2012): 5174-5184. 
 
Wilcox JD, Bahr JM, Hedman CJ, Hemming JDC, Barman MAE, and Bradbury KR. “Removal of 
Organic Wastewater Contaminants in Septic Systems Using Advanced Wastewater Treatment 
Technologies.” Journal of Environmental Quality 2009, 38(1):149-156; doi:10.2134/jeq2007.0365 
 
39d Extend priority areas into the headwaters of the Peconic River and Bay 
 
SWP Response: 
 
The SWP already includes the headwaters of the Peconic River and Bay in the priority area which 
includes all parcels within the 25-year groundwater contributing area to the river and estuary.  
Recognizing the importance of the Peconic River and the seasonal variation of flow at the 
headwaters, the groundwater model was used to evaluate the sensitivity of the headwaters, 
flowing length of stream and contributing area to the River in response to changing precipitation 
and recharge throughout the year.  SCDHS also conducted field work during the winter of 2018 to 
confirm conditions at the headwaters.  The seasonal simulation identified the presence of a larger 
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subwatershed and more westerly start of flow during the winter months when recharge from 
precipitation is greatest; this larger contributing area extending further west to include the 
Peconic River headwaters was used for the basis of the priority mapping.  
 
40a Requests access to the ‘full build out parcel data set’ utilized for the Town of Southampton 

so they can evaluate the assumptions and conclusions that support the recommendation 
to effectively upzone all parcels within GMZ IV from ½ acre to 1-acre density. Were 
preserved lands and the Town’s I/A upgrade program taken into consideration?  

SWP Response: 
 
The full build out parcel data set is available and will be provided to the Town of Southampton.  It 
should be clarified that the SWP does not provide any specific recommendation for upzoning all 
parcels within GMZ IV but rather provides a menu of three possible strategies for minimizing 
potential nitrogen impacts from future buildout within Hydrogeologic Zone IV.  The purpose of 
the initial recommended options was to facilitate discussion with Town and Village planning 
officials through the Article 6 Workgroup or other means with final recommendations being 
developed through a coordinated strategy.  Section 8.4.7 of the SWP will be revised to clarify this 
intent.  
 
41a Entire groundwater contributing areas (subwatersheds) should be protected, focusing 

on surface water subwatersheds is not a sound basis for management.  
 
SWP Response: 
 
The purpose of the SWP is to provide a cost-benefit and science-based road map of wastewater 
upgrade recommendations to support the restoration and protection of our groundwater, 
drinking water, and surface water resources.  The SWP attempted to balance advancement 
toward the recommended nitrogen load reduction goals in a logical, priority based fashion that 
considered financial limitations, overall timeframe, and industry/program capacity. Groundwater 
models were used to delineate the groundwater contributing areas to each surface water body, 
along with the travel times from the water table to surface water discharge. As documented in 
the 2015 Comprehensive Water Resources Management Plan (Suffolk County, 2015) and 
confirmed in the SWP, the majority (greater than 80 percent) of the land based nitrogen reaching 
surface water bodies in eastern Suffolk County is less than 25 years old and is less than 50 years 
old in western Suffolk County.  Therefore, addressing the 25-year (eastern Suffolk) and 50 year 
(western Suffolk) groundwater contributing areas represents a sound strategy for the purposes 
of establishing priority areas for wastewater upgrades in an economic setting of limited financial 
resources to address the problem.  It should be noted that all groundwater/drinking water Priority 
Rank 1 and 2 areas are included in Phase II and Phase IIII of the SWP, respectively, and that the 
remainder of the subwatersheds (e.g., contributing areas greater than 25 years and 50 years) are 
included in Phase IV of the SWP.  Finally, if additional financial resources are identified beyond 
the assumptions provided in the SWP, the SWP timeline and/or geographic priority areas can be 
expanded under the adaptive management process and the program can be completed under a 
more aggressive strategy. 
 
42i Section 1.3 of the SWP Executive Summary, Suffolk County I/A OWTS Implementation 

Strategy: SEQRA processes were not integrated into this long-term proposal. 
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SWP and Draft GEIS Response: 
 
An environmental review of the Proposed Action, including preparation of a Final Scope, Draft 
GEIS/Final GEIS, and Findings Statement, was conducted in accordance with the requirements of 
New York State Environmental Quality Review Act (SEQR) Title 6 NYCRR Part 617 Regulations.  The 
FGEIS and Section 8.4.11 of the SWP describe the provisions in place to ensure that supplemental 
or project-specific SEQRA reviews are implemented during long-term execution of the 
recommendations in the SWP.  The Adaptive Management Plan reporting described in Section 
8.4.11.5 of the SWP specifically identifies SEQRA thresholds evaluation as part of the SWP Annual 
Report. In addition, all sanitary sewering projects and Appendix A projects will continue to require 
project-specific SEQRA review. Acknowledgment of these provisions will be added to a revised 
SWP Executive Summary. 
 
44c Include the cost of maintenance on existing cesspools and onsite systems so homeowners 

know existing systems also have costs. 
 
SWP Response: 
  
Section 2.2.2 of the SWP documents the cost of nitrogen removal for each of the technologies 
considered, including conventional OSDS.  Section 2.2.2.1 documents the estimated capital costs 
($6,000 to $8,000) for OSDS installation as well as the estimated maintenance cost (e.g., pump-
outs at $300/event).  Figures 2-53 and 2-54 present a comparison of the 20-year unit nitrogen 
removal cost for all technologies considered, including conventional OSDS. 
 
49 The Baywood community should not be included as a Priority Area. 
 
SWP Response: 
 
The Baywood Community falls within Wastewater Management Area 16 which is ranked as 
Priority Rank 1 for wastewater upgrades due to poor water quality linked to an observed increase 
in nitrogen.  Groundwater from the community discharges directly to Seatuck Cove which has 
experienced frequent HABs, low dissolved oxygen, high chlorophyll-a and poor water quality 
between the years 2007 and 2016.  Approximately 54 percent of the nitrogen received by Seatuck 
Cove comes from OSDS that are not designed to remove nitrogen making wastewater upgrades a 
top priority for reducing nutrient related impacts within this subwatershed. 
 
51a Plan contains hyperbole on dissolved oxygen. Wild fish have the ability to sense water 

quality problems and avoid them. 
 
SWP Response: 
 
Finfish have the ability to detect environments with low dissolved oxygen and will move to 
locations with higher oxygen.  The frequent observation of dissolved oxygen below NYSDECs 
chronic and acute criteria in waterbodies of each of the three major estuary programs 
underscores the need to increase dissolved oxygen for the purposes of maximizing recreational 
and commercial fishing within our local embayments and estuaries. In addition, while many 
benthic organisms and crustaceans (e.g., shellfish, crabs, lobster, etc.) can tolerate lower 
dissolved oxygen levels, chronic hypoxia can result in losses of shellfish beds.  Finally, hypoxia can 
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impact nursery habitat for juvenile finfish resulting in reduced recruitment to adult populations 
and an overall reduction in stock. 
 
53k,l Builders want to be indemnified and held harmless in the event I/A OWTS for new 

construction are not properly designed, installed, maintained or operated. Detailed 
information on each provider, installation, cost, schedule, operational concerns, etc. 
should be provided.  

 
SWP Response: 

 
The I/A OWTS must be installed in accordance with the Suffolk County Standards and pass Health 
Department inspections; all other responsibility is of the design professional who shall be on-site 
with the Health Department during inspections for new construction. In addition, SCDHS 
construction standards for I/A OWTS require all vendors and licensed liquid waste installers to 
provide a three-year warranty inclusive of O&M services.  Combined, these requirements 
significantly limit any liability to builder/general contractor. 
 
53o Concerned about the recommendation to move from 600 gallons to 300 gallons per day 

for commercial uses on the East End; recommends grandfathering current uses 
 
SWP Response: 
 
The SWP does not support any specific recommendation for Article 6 allowable sanitary density 
for commercial parcels within Suffolk County but rather provides a menu of three (3) possible 
strategies for minimizing potential nitrogen impacts from future buildout within Hydrogeologic 
Zone IV. Suffolk County agrees that there needs to be a balance between water quality restoration 
and protection and socioeconomic development. The purpose of the initial recommended options 
was to facilitate discussion with the Article 6 Workgroup or other means with final 
recommendations being developed through a coordinated strategy.  Section 8.4.7 of the SWP will 
be revised to clarify this intent. 
 
53q Upzoning provisions in the plan would eliminate many or all single/separate lot 

provisions, significantly reducing or eliminating their value, and reduce opportunity for 
development. 

 
SWP Response: 
 
The SWP is not a zoning plan and does not support any specific recommendation for upzoning or 
Article 6 regarding sanitary density within Suffolk County but rather provides a menu of three 
possible strategies for minimizing potential nitrogen impacts from future buildout within 
Hydrogeologic Zone IV. Suffolk County agrees that there needs to be a balance between water 
quality restoration and protection and socioeconomic development. The purpose of the initial 
recommended options was to facilitate discussion with the Article 6 Workgroup or other means 
with final recommendations being developed through a coordinated strategy.  Section 8.4.7 of 
the SWP will be revised to clarify this intent. 
 
53p Subwatershed maps should be updated on a periodic basis. 
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SWP Response: 
 
The subwatershed maps will be subject to annual review as recommended in the Adaptive 
Management and Long-Term Monitoring Plan discussed in Section 8.4.11 of the SWP. 
 
September 5th Speakers 
8a Concerned about upzoning or other restrictions that would devalue land. 
 
SWP Response: 
 
Please see response to individual comment 53q under General Comment 32 – Miscellaneous 
Comments. 
 
9 Concerned about sea level rise inundating the systems, result in bacterial contamination 
 
SWP Response: 
 
Suffolk County shares the concern regarding potential future impacts of sea level rise on 
wastewater management. Section 8.4.5 of the SWP illustrates the areas where sea level rise is 
anticipated to have the greatest impact and provides initial recommendations to address 
potential policy options and mitigation strategies.  These will be further advanced in accordance 
with the Adaptive Management Plan described in Section 8.4.11. 

 
14 Approach the Governor to waive the design build regulations for I/A OWTS. 
  
SWP Response: 
 
See Section 8.2.2 of the SWP (Industry and Market Readiness), specifically Section 8.2.2.3, for 
potential options that can be pursued regarding design build regulations.  
 
23 Address high concentrated, high intensive areas, such as commercial entities in your 

assessment. 
 
SWP Response: 

 
All of the recommended policy options in the SWP address single-family residential parcels and 
commercial parcels and individual OSDS with design flows of less than 1,000 gallons per day. 
Commercial parcels are incorporated throughout the SWP, beginning with Section 1.1.6.7, 
Considerations for Commercial Parcels and 1.1.6.8, which describes changes to the Sanitary Code 
affecting commercial parcels that were developed together with the Article 6 work group.  Section 
2.1.5.1 describes how nitrogen loads from commercial land uses were specifically incorporated 
into the nitrogen loading assessments.  Section 4.6, Areas with Special Considerations, identifies 
specific commercial property categories requiring further evaluation and management.  Section 
8.1.2, Article 6 Sanitary Code Changes and Construction Standards for Appendix A Systems 
summarizes proposed changes to flow and setback requirements to facilitate wastewater 
management in commercial areas.   Section 8.1.6.1.10 describes preparation of a SWP Addendum 
to address high priority commercial parcels. Section 8.4.1, Recommendations for “Other than 
Single Family Residential Parcels in Suffolk County” includes recommendations for wastewater 
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management at commercial parcels.  Finally, Section 9.1 of the SWP identifies additional 
evaluations that could further define the nitrogen loads from commercial parcels to help establish 
management priorities. 
 
September 6th Speakers 
13b Understand and plan for interaction between groundwater pumpage, salt water intrusion 

and sea level rise 
 

SWP Response: 
 
Recognizing the importance of planning for future potential impacts of sea level rise and salt water 
intrusion, Suffolk County water resource managers have been evaluating the relationships 
between groundwater pumpage, salt water intrusion and potential sea level rise for over a 
decade, as reported in the Comprehensive Water Resources Management Plan.  Although 
development of a comprehensive plan addressing sea level rise is beyond the scope of the SWP, 
Section 8.4.5 of the SWP specifically provides initial recommendations for sea level rise, which will 
be considered further as part of the Adaptive Management Plan.   
 
14d Maintenance for conventional systems isn’t free. Contrast the maintenance costs of IA 

systems with conventional systems 
   
SWP Response: 
  
Estimated maintenance costs for typical conventional OSDS (e.g., $300/cost to pump the septic 
tank every five years) are identified in Section 2.2.2.1 of the SWP.   
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2.K Category K:  Support for the Plan 

33) General Comment: The following is a summary of comments where support for the Plan was 
expressed. 

 
Written Comments 

 6 SWP is a good starting point (must also limit fiscal impacts to residents, etc.) 
 15 Strong Support 
 28 Supports 
 33 I support the County’s efforts in addressing our wastewater/drinking water health issue 

38 Supports the SWP (with recommendations) 
39 Supports the SWP (with comments/questions) 
40 Supports the SWP (with comments/questions) 
41 Supports the SWP (with recommendations) 
44 Supports the SWP (with recommendations) 
50 Supports the SWP (with recommendations) 
53 Supports the SWP (with comments/recommendations) 
54 Supports the SWP (with recommendations) 

 
September 5th Speakers 
1 Strongly supports 
2 Strong support (with additional recommendations) 
3 Supports removing nitrogen from surface water and the aquifer; good start 
4 Supports the project greatly 
9 Supports the plan; it’s a solid start 
10 Supports the plan 
11 Spoke in strong support of the plan 
12 Supports the plan; nitrogen reduction improves water quality 
13 Strongly supports the plan; Northport sewer treatment plant upgrade stopped red tide 
14 Bold effort; fine attempt to address a very serious problem 
15 Strongly in favor of the initiative (but should be implemented more quickly) 
16 Supports the plan 
17 Supports the plan (but should be implemented more quickly) 
20 Supports the plan; Tampa Bay started early with success 
22 Supports the plan 
24 Strong support of the plan 
 
September 6th Speakers 

 4 Supports the plan; nitrogen is an issue we can control and mitigate 
 8 How can we afford not to support the plan 
 9 Enthusiastically supports the plan; supports economic growth 

10 Strongly supports some aspects of the plan (with comments/recommendations) 
12 Strongly supports plan; nitrogen reductions to Long Island Sound were successful 
13  Supports the plan (with additional recommendations) 
14 Supports the plan (with additional recommendations for funding, etc.) 
15 Supports the plan 
16 Supports the plan  
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Table 11a - Index of Written Comments 

Number Commenter  
(written) Date Received Organization 

1 David J. Tonjes 8/26/2019 Citizen 

2 Jennifer Cameron 8/27/2019 Citizen 

3 John A. Gladys 8/29/2019 Citizen 

4 Stephen Martin 9/2/2019 Citizen 

5 Paulette Martin 9/3/2019 Citizen 

6 Richard Murdocco 9/4/2019 
Citizen/The Foggiest 

Idea 

7 Vincent Amato 8/30/2019 Citizen 

8 Tom Distefano 9/5/2019 Citizen 

9 Hope Olinsky  9/2/2019 Citizen 

10 Robin Appel 9/5/2019 Citizen 

11 Adeline & Gary Kuhnle 9/6/2019 Citizen 

12 Philip De Noto 9/7/2019 Citizen 

13 Joseph Sassone 9/7/2019 Citizen 

14 Natalie Allegato 9/9/2019 Citizen 

15 John D. Cameron, Jr., P.E. 9/5/2019 
Long Island Regional 

Planning Council 

16 Pablo & Laura Martin 9/6/2019 Citizen 

17 Steve Perry 9/4/2019 Citizen 

18 Roy Reynolds 9/4/2019 Citizen 

18a Roy Reynolds 

9/13/19 
Addendum to 

9/4/19 Comments Citizen 

19 Alexander Zaltsman 9/10/2019 Citizen 

20 Josette Perciballi 9/10/2019 Citizen 

21 Elyse Rockowitz 9/10/2019 Citizen 

22 Mark Krichever 9/9/2019 Citizen 

23 Ryan Tappero 9/11/2019 Citizen 

24 Jim Mangelli 9/10/2019 Citizen 
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Number Commenter  
(written) Date Received Organization 

25 Robert J. Angelo 9/9/2019 Citizen 

26 Nancy Hawkins 9/12/2019 Citizen 

27 Stewart McMullan 9/13/2019 Citizen 

28 Javier E. Laureano, PhD 9/13/2019 
US Environmental 
Protection Agency 

29 Edna Giffen 9/13/2019 Citizen 

30 Deborah Keller 9/15/2019 Citizen 

31 Jim Klein 9/15/2019 Citizen 

32 Harold Moskowitz 9/14/2019 Citizen 

33 Vincent Rugnetta 9/15/2019 Citizen 

34 Jim Soviero 9/14/2019 Citizen 

35 Deborah Sorento 9/13/2019 Citizen 

36 Ginger Johnson 9/14/2019 Citizen 

37 Chris Klassert 9/13/2019 Citizen 

38 Nicholas Valkenburg 

9/16/2019 
updated 

10/13/2019 Water for Long Island 

39 Jefferson Murphrees 
9/5/2019 updated 

9/16/2019 Town of Riverhead 

40 Kyle Collins 
9/16/2019 with 

correction Town of Southampton 

41 Karen Blumer 9/16/2019 Open Space Council 

42 John Tanacredi 9/16/2019 
Professor of Molloy 

College 

43 Ruth Andrews 9/13/2019 Citizen 

44 Tracey Brown 10/8/2019 Save The Sound 

45 Robert M. Wemyss 10/6/2019 

North Shore Baymen's 
Association for the 

Public Trust 

46 Harold Moskowiz 10/9/2019 Citizen 

47 Roy Reynolds 10/12/2019 

The Ad Hoc Group 
Water Quality in Suffolk 

County 
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Number Commenter  
(written) Date Received Organization 

48 Steve Abramson 10/10/2019 Mill Pond Association 

49 Steve Keegan 10/16/2019 
Baywood Property 

Owners Association 

50 John Turner 10/16/2019 
Seatuck Environmental 

Association 

51 Tor Vincent 10/11/2019 Citizen 

52 
Roger Tollefsen 

Robert Nuzzi 10/12/2019 Citizens 

53 Mitch Palley 9/6/19 
Long Island Builders 

Institute 

54 

Adrienne Esposito            
Kevin McDonald               

Dick Amper                         
Bob Deluca 

10/16/2019 
The Long Island Clean 

Water Partnership 
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Table 11b - Comments Received at September 5, 2019 Public Hearing 

Number Commenter Organization 

1 Legislator Bridget Fleming Legislator 

2 Assembly Member S. 
Englebright Legislator 

3 Jodi Giglio Town Council, Town of 
Riverhead 

4 Chris Clapp The Nature Conservancy  

5 Jefferson Murprees Town of Riverhead 

6 Royal Reynolds*** Citizen 

7 Roger Tollefsen Citizen 

8 Karl Novak Farm Bureau President 

9 Kevin MacAlister Defend H2O 

10 Bob Deluca Pres. Group of the East End 

11 Kyle Rabin LI Regional Planning Council 

12 Sean O'Neill Peconic Bay Keeper 

13 Adrienne Esposito Citizens Campaign for the 
Environment 

14 John Cronin Town Engineer - Shelter 
Island 

15 Maria Hults Hampton Bay Civic 
Association 

16 Jamie Forbes Citizen 

17 Sara Davison*** Friends of Georgica Pond 

18 Michelle Janowitz Citizen 

19 Greg Caputo Citizen 

20 Kevin MacDonald The Nature Conservancy 

21 Patrick Biglan Citizen 

22 Tracy Brown Save the Sound 

23 Larissa Potapchuk Citizen 

24 Ralph Pacifico Engineer/Sayville 

 
***Commenters who handed in speaker notes and are included in Appendix D of this Final GEIS 
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Table 11c - Comments Received at September 6, 2019 Public Hearing 

Number Commenter Organization 

1 Catherine Kobasiuk Citizen 

2 Legislator Leslie Kennedy Legislator 

3 Kurt Kronemberg Citizen 

4 Joyce Novak Peconic Estuary Program 

5 Peter Akras*** Citizen 

6 Roy Reynolds*** Citizen 

7 Roger Tollefson*** Citizen 

8 Jan Singer Citizen 

9 Marc Herbst*** 
Long Island Contractor's 

Association 

10 Mitch Pally Long Island Institute 

11 Robert Bender The R.B. Bender Group, Inc. 

12 Tracy Brown Save the Sound 

13 Anthony Graves Town of Brookhaven 

14 Adrienne Esposito 
Citizens Campaign for the 

Environment 

15 Maureen Dunn*** 
Seatuck Environmental 

Association 

16 Ryan Stanton*** LI Federation of Laborer AFL/CIO 

17 Fred Gorman Citizen 

18 Greg Caputo Citizen 

19 Kurt Spielmann Citizen 

20 Deborah Goetz Citizen 

21 Nicholas Calderon Citizen 

***Commenters who handed in speaker notes and are included in Appendix D of this Final GEIS 
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Table 12 – Public Comment Supporting Documents 

Document Commenter 
Number 

Commenter Providing 
Documentation 

Date Received 

Community Journal Letter Written 
Commenter, #9 

Hope Olinsky 9/2/19 

Alternative On-Site 
Wastewater Treatment 
Systems Review 

September 5th 
Hearing, #3 

Jodi Giglio 9/5/19 

An Independent Report on 
Sewage Disposal Practices and 
Policies Relating to the 
Groundwater Supply in Suffolk 
County, New York 

September 5th 
Hearing, #6 

Royal Reynolds 9/5/19 

“REWATS” Factsheet September 6th 
Hearing, #11 

Robert Bender 9/6/19 

US District Court, Western 
District of Washington at 
Seattle, Case No. C16-0950RSL, 
The Coalition to Protect Puget 
Sound Habitat v. US Army 
Corps of Engineers, et. al.  

Written 
Commenter, #45 

Robert M. Wemyss 10/6/19 

 
Note: The supporting documentation listed in this table was submitted as part of the public record but did 
not include specific comments on the Proposed Action or Draft GEIS. See Appendix E. 
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2.L Response to CEQ Comments Received After Posting the Draft 
GEIS for Public Review 

Comments Received in CEQ Memorandum Dated 11/19/19 

CEQ Comment 1: The SWP should require net zero nitrogen loading for waterbodies with no 
additional capacity for nitrogen loads.  
 
The SWP should establish a no net nitrogen increase policy for each subwatershed combined with an 
implementation program that will allow this policy to be successfully accomplished. Specifically, the 
County should consider a nitrogen credit program (a new version of a TDR program) for new 
construction that allows the creation of a nitrogen credit bank, where credits are created for projects 
whose nitrogen discharge falls below defined nitrogen load targets. These credits can later be 
purchased to offset the nitrogen loads from projects that cannot meet defined nitrogen discharge 
targets. Possible variations could include a phase in for new construction based on SWP priorities, 
payments to a Town or County fund to be used on nitrogen reduction activities in the subwatershed, 
as well as options for a developer to offset excess nitrogen by reducing it in another project either in 
the same Subwatershed or in another with the same priority level. 
 
Response: 
 
This comment and suggestion is linked closest to concerns and comments related to future 
development and the potential for growth inducement.  The response to public General Comment 
#10 of the public response to comments addresses these concerns.  Similar CEQ comments were also 
addressed during the weekly CEQ meetings held during July 2019 and August 2019 during preparation 
of the DGEIS.   A summary of the strategy for future development, which includes recommendations 
from the CEQ, is summarized below.   
 
It should be noted that while it is agreed that properly managing wastewater for future development, 
which would occur irrespective of the recommendations in the SWP, is an important consideration 
for the long-term success of the program, the primary objective of the SWP is to provide a roadmap 
on how to address the greater than 380,000 individual onsite disposal systems that are not designed 
to remove nitrogen and are providing significant pollution to our water resources. 
 
For clarity, the strategy for managing nitrogen from future development is separated into strategies 
for parcels using individual onsite systems versus parcels using sewering or clustered systems. 
 

1. Individual onsite systems: Article 19 of the Suffolk County Sanitary Code explicitly forbids the 
use of I/A OWTS as a means for density.  As such, the strategy for undeveloped or sub-
dividable tax lots that use individual onsite systems as a means for wastewater management 
has three elements: 
 

a. Requiring I/A OWTS for all new construction to minimize the amount of new nitrogen 
being discharged into groundwater.  It should be noted that based upon the initial 
buildout analysis performed in the SWP (refer to Section 2.1.5.3), future buildout of 
undeveloped parcels or sub-dividable tax lots results in only a 1.7 percent increase in 
sanitary nitrogen loading on a countywide basis.   
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b. Section 8.1.6.1.8 of the SWP recommends Suffolk County work with Town/Village 
planners through the Article 6 Workgroup to develop a strategy for waterbodies that 
are more prone to buildout.  As presented at the November 15, 2019 Article 6 
Workgroup meeting, potential strategies to address this concern will be included for 
discussion during upcoming Article 6 Workgroup meetings in 2020.  Potential 
strategies should include changes to local zoning (please see SWP Section 8.4.7), 
changes in allowable Article 6 Sanitary Code density (please see SWP Section 8.4.7), 
modification of TDR programs (please see Section 8.4.8), or establishment of a new 
credit program as suggested by the CEQ. 

 
c. As recommended in Section 8.4.11 of the SWP and in the DGEIS, the County will 

monitor and track nitrogen loads and nitrogen load reductions throughout the County 
as part of the Adaptive Management and Long-Term Monitoring Plan and associated 
annual reporting. This will provide a formal mechanism to track progress of the SWP 
recommendations or identify concerns related to specific buildout of undeveloped 
parcels. If a concern is identified, the annual report will include recommendations to 
policymakers on how to resolve the concern.   
 

2. Sewering/clustering: No specific sewer or cluster projects are proposed to be advanced in the 
SWP.  The SWP solely presents data for the purposes of supporting establishment of a stable 
recurring revenue source and to identify areas that might benefit from sewering.  
Nonetheless, existing and proposed mechanisms are in-place to review individual future 
projects with respect to consistency with the recommendations of the SWP: 
 

a. Public/Municipal Projects: there are no proposed or specific public or municipal 
sewer projects being advanced in the SWP.  The SWP makes no recommendations to 
existing policies or design standards for public or municipal projects.  Existing and 
proposed mechanisms to ensure future projects are consistent with the 
recommendations in the SWP include:  
 

i. All public and municipal sewer projects are required to complete project-
specific feasibility study and SEQRA review.  Suffolk County reviews and 
comments on all SEQRA reviews as an involved/interested party. 
 

ii. Suffolk County will continue to work with local planning and zoning officials 
to educate them on recommendations of the SWP.  The Article 6 Workgroup, 
which meets several times a year, will continue to serve as the primary 
platform for outreach and education. 

 
iii. As recommended in Section 8.4.11 of the SWP and in the DGEIS, the County 

will monitor and track nitrogen loads and nitrogen load reductions 
throughout the County as part of the Adaptive Management and Long-Term 
Monitoring Plan and associated annual reporting. This will provide a formal 
mechanism to track progress of the SWP recommendations or identify 
concerns related to specific buildout of undeveloped parcels. If a concern is 
identified, the annual report will include recommendations to policymakers 
on how to resolve the concern.   
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b. Private (Appendix A): there are no proposed or specific Appendix A projects being 
advanced in the SWP.  The SWP makes recommendations to reduce setbacks and 
increase the allowable flow of Appendix A projects, under certain circumstances, to 
make Appendix A systems a more viable wastewater management tool to address 
existing sanitary load in areas with challenging site conditions (e.g., downtown areas 
with limited space, mobile home parks, etc.). Existing and proposed mechanisms to 
ensure future projects are consistent with the recommendations in the SWP include: 

 
i. Revising the construction standards to require all new developments in 

sensitive areas reduce nitrogen by at least 10 percent below the as-of-right 
nitrogen loading pursuant to Article 6 of the Suffolk County Sanitary Code. 
 

ii. All Appendix A projects are required to complete project-specific feasibility 
study and SEQRA review.  Suffolk County reviews and comments on all SEQRA 
reviews as an involved/interested party. 
 

iii. Suffolk County will continue to work with local planning and zoning officials 
to educate them on recommendations of the SWP.  The Article 6 Workgroup, 
which meets several times a year, will continue to serve as the primary 
platform for outreach and education. 

 
CEQ Comment 2: The SWP and DGEIS need to adequately address global warming. 

 
With climate change, sea level is expected to rise and the number of intense precipitation events to 
increase, resulting in more stormwater runoff. Thus, the elevation of local ground water tables may 
also rise. This may threaten existing septic systems or installation of new I/ A systems due to reduced 
septic dispersal in vulnerable areas. Lands along the immediate coastlines, in flood zones, or in areas 
identified as having rapid groundwater movement, may be particularly problematical for septic 
system installation or maintenance. SCDHS, as part of the SWP program, should monitor these 
groundwater levels and require that adequate dispersal/drainage be established to account for such 
changes. 
 
Response: 

 
Climate change was discussed during the CEQ’s review of the DGEIS. During the July 24, 2019 CEQ 
meeting, Suffolk County agreed to consider incorporating language to be provided by CEQ on climate 
change among other issues. During the August 7, 2019 CEQ working group meeting, CEQ requested a 
statement be added how long-term climate trends will be incorporated into the program. As a result, 
Suffolk County revised Section 12.1 of the DGEIS to include a statement that supplemental review 
under SEQRA may be triggered during adaptive management if factors such as climate trends result 
in significant changes to the program. 
 
The concern for sea level rise was also raised by the public during the September 5th and September 
6th public hearings. As indicated in the response to September 5th speaker comment #9 and 
September 6th speaker comment #13b under public General Comment #32 in the draft Response to 
Public Comments, Suffolk County shares the concern regarding potential future impacts of sea level 
rise on wastewater management. Section 8.4.5 of the SWP illustrates the areas where sea level rise is 
anticipated to have the greatest impact and provides initial recommendations to address potential 
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policy options and mitigation strategies. Impacts of climate change on groundwater quantity are also 
discussed in Section 3.2.1.2 of the DGEIS. 
 
The responses to General Comment 19, and General Comment 32, individual comment 18n, w 
describe the anticipated beneficial aspects of nitrogen reduction on the ability to restore eelgrass 
beds, which help to provide resiliency against flooding and storm surges expected to result from 
climate changes and sea level rise associated with global warming. 
 
The sea level rise recommendations in the SWP will be further advanced in accordance with the 
Adaptive Management Plan described in Section 8.4.11. A fundamental backbone and 
recommendation of SWP implementation is the development of an Adaptive Management and Long-
Term Monitoring Plan which will provide a structured mechanism for data collection, reporting, and 
recommended program revisions based upon program progress and new data (including new 
information and data generated as a result of global warming).  
 
CEQ Comment 3: Recommendations for Town/Village zoning must be included in the Plan. 

 
Suffolk County recommends that towns reinforce the SWP Plan by carefully guiding development 
approvals in the worst groundwater transit zones and SGPA, possibly mandating improved septic 
control for such development to meet Suffolk County nitrogen and surface water goals. 
 
Response: 
 
The recommendations for Town and Village planning and zoning official engagement and education 
is discussed in response to Comment #1 above. In short, Suffolk County agrees and will continue to 
work with Town and Village planning and zoning officials as part of the Article 6 Workgroup and during 
implementation of the Adaptive Management and Long-Term Monitoring Plan and associated annual 
reporting.  The recommendations summarized in Table 19 in the SWP Executive Summary and Table 
8-24 in the SWP identify the Towns and Villages as collaborators, specifically with respect to land use 
management recommendations and SWP Phase II, III and IV implementation.  
 
CEQ Comment 4: The SWP and DGEIS needs to consider the financial implications to the public. 

 
The SWP/DGEIS should clearly indicate what the estimated cost of an I/A system is to a homeowner, 
the related loans and grants that a homeowner may expect to receive to help cover the costs and the 
tax implications to the homeowner. 
 
Response: 
 
CEQ concerns related to the potential cost implications raised during the weekly CEQ meetings held 
during July and August 2019 were addressed and incorporated into the SWP and DGEIS.  Specifically, 
CEQ raised concerns of the cost to low-income people, and provided suggested language to include 
in the DGEIS. The issue of economic hardship is not required for evaluation in the DGEIS; however, 
Suffolk County is sensitive to this concern and added suggested language provided by the CEQ to the 
DGEIS, including in the Environmental Justice sections (Section 4.7 and 9.1.7)   
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The cost of I/A OWTS used in the SWP cost models are included in Section 2.2.2.1 – Wastewater 
Treatment Methods Cost-Benefit Assumptions of the SWP. Operation and maintenance costs are 
included in Table 2-50 of the SWP. 
 
The response to public General Comments #12, #13, #14, and #15 also describes the model for 
financial incentives assumed in the SWP and discusses the potential tax implications associated with 
the grants.   
 
As noted in the response to public General Comment #13, since launching the County’s Reclaim Our 
Water initiative, Suffolk County has emphasized that establishing a county wide wastewater upgrade 
program cannot be successful unless it is made affordable for the residents of Suffolk County.  
Accordingly, the SWP makes establishment of the stable and recurring revenue source a fundamental 
requirement and primary objective of the first phase of the program referred to as “Phase I – Program 
Ramp Up.”  The SWP acknowledges that the primary program phase (Phase II), cannot advance unless 
and until such a revenue stream is established. Please refer to Section 8.1 of the SWP for a summary 
of the program recommendations.  The cost model used in the SWP assumes that there would be no 
out-of-pocket cost to homeowners for the installation of I/A OWTS and that the first three years of 
system maintenance is included with the installation.  The homeowner would have responsibility for 
electrical costs (approximately $11/month) and system maintenance after three years; however, as 
discussed in response to public General Comment 11, Suffolk County is also evaluating a model under 
which system maintenance would be provided to homeowners by a municipal contractor under a 
County-Wide Water Quality Management District.  
 

Comments Received via Email Dated 9/7/19 

CEQ Comment 5: There is concern that people will be unfairly “taxed” when they sell or pass on their 
homes and must put in a new IA system.  This is particularly a concern of the elderly as the sale of 
their home is their retirement investment.  The loans must be extended to cover these situations. 

 
Response: 

 
As indicated in the response to public General Comment #14, Suffolk County agrees that providing 
grant funding for wastewater upgrades if they are required at the time of property transfer should be 
considered by policymakers. Based on public comments, the final SWP (in Section 4.4, 8.1, and the 
Executive Summary) will include an estimated range of annual grant funding availability based upon 
three financial scenarios for upgrades at property transfer (e.g., 0%, 50% and 100% grant funding). As 
discussed in the previous comment response, Suffolk County has retained a consultant to prepare a 
detailed financial analysis and model as part of a County-Wide Water Quality Management District 
Feasibility Study to provide recommendations for policymakers. 
 
CEQ Comment 6: The builders want the loans extended to the construction industry.   
 
Response:  
 
Section 4.4 describes the evaluation of I/A OWTS implementation alternatives that was conducted to 
evaluate funding requirements, implementation schedule and resulting nitrogen reduction benefits 
and accommodation of industry and RME growth. The cost model and assumptions for grant and 
incentive qualifications in the SWP is an initial cost model for the purposes of providing an initial 
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estimate on the value of the stable and recurring revenue source. Based upon the assumed funding 
constraints of the SWP (e.g., a maximum revenue stream of $75M/year), it was determined that grant 
funds under the SWP model would be best reserved for existing homeowners to minimize the out-of-
pocket expense to this population. However, the County-Wide Water Quality Management District 
Feasibility Study and Implementation Plan Report will build upon the preliminary cost information 
provided in the SWP and will provide detailed analysis and recommendations for policymakers to 
consider specific to financing the recommendations provided in the SWP. 
 
Additional evaluation of how to most effectively invest the financial resources generated by a stable 
and recurring revenue source, as well as the overall timing of the recommended upgrades, will 
undoubtedly be required and implemented as part of the adaptive management plan, after the nature 
and value of the stable and recurring revenue source is determined.  While the primary objective of 
the SWP is to expend the limited financial resources into reducing nitrogen loads from existing OSDSs, 
that does not preclude policymakers from including grant funding availability to new construction 
(which could occur irrespective of the recommendations in the SWP) and/or for these funds to 
become available should a larger revenue stream than assumed in the SWP be procured.  

 
CEQ Comment 7: Maintenance of the IA systems is a concern.  If forced to install, will the county help 
repair—particularly if one of the systems approved by the county is flawed?  How will these systems 
do in power outages?  What happens in a Sandy when the power is out for 10-15 days? This will 
happen again—that’s a given.  Must the people who put in IAs also have to buy a generator? 

 
Response: 
 
As discussed in the response to Comment #11, Article 19 of Suffolk County Sanitary Code currently 
set forth rigorous requirements for Operation & Maintenance, requiring all I/A OWTS be included with 
a 3-year warranty and that O&M be conducted at a minimum of once per year. Homeowners must 
complete a registration form for their I/A OWTS that needs be renewed every 3-years or within 60 
days of Property Transfer. The County has additional quality control measures and sampling 
requirements to ensure that all installed I/A OWTS of specific technology maintain data averages 
below or equal to Department Standards of 19 mg/l total nitrogen in Suffolk County.  
 
The existing regulatory requirements are adequate to ensure proper operation of I/A systems under 
the current voluntary I/A OWTS upgrade programs and Town/Village mandates. For the full scale 
implementation of the SWP recommendations, the responsibility of operation and maintenance could 
also be transitioned to the County-Wide Water Quality Management District (“the District”) 
recommended in Section 8.1.3 of the SWP.  Under this model, the District (and/or a subcontractor) 
could be made responsible for providing operation and maintenance services for all I/A OWTS in 
Suffolk County, under municipal contract.  The advantages and hurdles to this concept must be 
weighed by policy makers as the SWP moves into the implementation phase. 
 
The public also raised the issue of power outages in their comments, which were organized in public 
General Comment #5 concerning the effectiveness and reliability of I/A systems. As discussed in 
Suffolk County’s response to public General Comment #5, five (5) of the eight (8) technologies with 
provisional approval function as conventional OSDS during power outages.  During those short time 
frames, increased nitrogen removal provided by I/A OWTS may not occur. Ultimately it is the design 
professional’s responsibility to select the most appropriate technology for a given site application and 
planning for power outages must be considered.  The design professional can overcome this by either 
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installing a connection for a generator or by choosing a model designed to flow by gravity within areas 
vulnerable to power outages.   
 
Section 8.2.3.4 of the SWP has been revised to identify recommended revisions to I/A OWTS 
construction standards that will address I/A OWTS and pressurized shallow drainfield operation 
during power outages.  

 
CEQ Comment 8: The lady who spoke about her small lot size close to sea level will have a very difficult 
time complying.  How big a problem is this?  This type of home is perhaps most in need of an IA system 
but is it practical to put one in. 

 
Response: 
 
This issue was raised in the public comments, which were organized in public General Comment #6 
concerning the feasibility of installing I/A systems in difficulty sites, such as small lots and high 
groundwater tables. Please refer to Suffolk County’s response to public General Comment #6.   
 
Suffolk County has also specifically acknowledged the challenges associated with upgrading OSDS to 
I/A OWTS on some parcels where implementation of I/A OWTS cannot comply with SCDHS standards 
and setbacks. The County’s existing best fit standards (Standards for Approval of Plans and 
Construction for Sewage Disposal Systems for Single-Family Residences paragraph 5-104 [A][3][a]), 
allow flexibility in setbacks to accommodate challenging sites without the applicant having to obtain 
a variance from Suffolk County.  Examples of potential I/A OWTS installation on small parcels may be 
found in the Davis Park and Lake Ronkonkoma pilot documentation that is included in Appendix E of 
the SWP. 

 
The SWP acknowledges that other wastewater options such as clustering or connection to existing or 
proposed community sewage systems may be more appropriate alternatives for a limited number of 
parcels (e.g., very small lots, parcels with high groundwater or other site-specific limitations). An 
evaluation of wastewater management alternatives considering factors such as parcel size and 
anticipated sea level rise impacts is documented in Section 4.5.4.1 of the SWP. 
 
Finally, as discussed in response to public General Comment #13, consideration should be given by 
policymakers for providing enhanced funding for those with limited means and/or who have 
challenging sites. 

 
CEQ Comment 9: The IA systems will be used as a means of population grow out.  We have gone over 
this many time but now will need to be addressed head on.  Long Islanders aren’t dumb.  The county 
can’t brush this under the table.  The county must get the Towns on board that the reduced N per 
housing unit won’t be used to increase population through zoning.  Zoning boards need to be 
educated as they will fold. 

 
Response: 
 
Please see response to CEQ Comment #1 above and to public General Comment #10. 
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CEQ Comment 10: I think the message about the plan and its impact on homeowners must be better 
communicated so that people can react.  Some of the speakers were correct that N isn’t the only thing 
driving poor water quality. 
 
Response: 

 
Please refer to Suffolk County’s response to public General Comment #8 for clarification as to the 
process for adopting and approving the recommended policy options in the Plan.  Public comments 
were also received on public notice and participation as organized in public General Comments #30 
and #31. Please refer to Suffolk County’s response to public General Comments #30 and #31 for 
further details.  
 
The fact that nitrogen is not the only issue in poor water quality was discussed during the CEQ 
“working group” meetings for the initial June 2019 DGEIS, including in Comment #13 from the July 24, 
2019 meeting and Comment #7 and #24 from the July 31, 2019 meeting. Appropriate revisions were 
incorporated into the August 2019 DGEIS released to the public. Page 1-14 of the DGEIS was revised 
(and throughout the document) to indicate that nitrogen is one of the factors contributing to HABs, 
low oxygen and other impacts.  
 
Several public comments were received asking for focus on other water quality contaminants than 
nitrogen, organized into public General Comments #4 (other contaminants and environmental 
concerns), #19 (link between nitrogen loading and impacts), #21 (link between nitrogen and harmful 
algae), and #26 (role of nitrogen is overstated). Please refer to Suffolk County’s response in the draft 
Response to Public Comments.  As there are millions of potential other contaminants of concern 
(CECs), a variety of treatment approaches may be required to remove them. Available information on 
describing CEC treatment by I/A OWTS is summarized in Section 8.4.4 of the SWP. Section 8.4.4.5 
includes specific recommendations for both development of new technologies and monitoring the 
effectiveness of CEC removal by I/A OWTS.  As discussed in the response to General Comment 3, the 
Center for Clean Water Technology was established to develop new technologies to reduce release of 
these contaminants via wastewater. These new technologies will be identified as part of the Adaptive 
Management Plan development (Section 8.4.11). Additional recommendations to evaluate 
wastewater treatment options for contaminants of emerging concern may be found in Section 9.3.1.  
 
It is agreed that Suffolk County is facing many environmental challenges.  The purpose of the Proposed 
Action (SWP) is to provide recommendations for a wastewater strategy to address one specific 
contaminant of concern (nitrogen) that has been identified for decades as a primary cause of 
groundwater and downgradient surface water quality impairment. Furthermore, Suffolk County 
agrees that there are several factors which contribute to water quality degradation in coastal 
ecosystems. However, nitrogen enrichment from onsite wastewater sources is the primary factor that 
can be managed and mitigated by the residents of Suffolk County.   
 
CEQ Comment 11: The plan is supposed to be flexible depending on if there is money for 
implementation etc.  What guarantees are there that this will be so?  How will one know when they 
are off the hook for the program?  What are the plans to keep the public informed as to the success 
of the program and to get the public’s input as we move forward 10-20 years etc.? 
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Response: 
 
Since 2017, Suffolk County Department of Health Services has administered the Suffolk County Septic 
Improvement Program (SIP), a grant and loan incentive program for I/A OWTS. Under the SIP, 
homeowners who decide to replace their cesspool or septic system with the new I/A OWTS may be 
eligible for combined grants of up to $30,000. Grants are disbursed through a combination of two 
funding the Suffolk County 1/4 % Drinking Water Protection Program for Environmental Protection 
(Fund 477) and funding from New York State’s State Septic System Replacement Program (SSRP). In 
addition, East Hampton, Shelter Island and Southampton have offered rebates for I/A OWTS 
installation using Community Preservation Funds.   I/A OWTS implementation will continue under 
these programs. 
 
The recommendations for I/A OWTS implementation provided in the SWP will not be advanced unless 
a stable, recurring revenue source is established that makes the cost of wastewater upgrades 
affordable to the residents of Suffolk County. Depending on the magnitude of the revenue source, the 
specific policies enacted by the County may differ from those recommended in the SWP. Please refer 
to Suffolk County’s response to public General Comment #8 for clarification as to the process for 
adopting and approving the recommended policy options in the Plan.  Public comments were also 
received on public notice and participation as organized in public General Comments #30 and #31. 
Please refer to Suffolk County’s response to public General Comments #30 and #31 for further details. 
 
Regarding monitoring the success of the program moving forward, Suffolk County will prepare an 
Adaptive Management and Long-Term Monitoring Plan to establish clearly defined program review 
intervals, establish a clearly defined monitoring program, establish a clearly defined reporting 
mechanism, and establish a mechanism to track the progress of the SWP (refer to recommendation 
in Section 8.4.11 of the SWP).  Note that the Adaptive Management section of the GEIS (Section 9.2) 
was extensively discussed and revised based on CEQ comments during the work group meetings prior 
to issuance to the public. 
 
The implementation of the Proposed Action is proposed over a long period of time. There is potential 
for changes that may trigger the need for additional environmental review. The Draft GEIS addresses 
the potential future need for subsequent review under SEQRA in Section 12. 

 
Comments Received via Letter from Legislator Kara Hahn Dated 12/18/19 

CEQ Comment 12: What are these systems made out of? Is there a potential for any contaminants to 
leach from the actual components? Could there be any environmental impacts of the system 
components that we are encouraging residents to place in the ground?  
 
Response: 
 
An evaluation of the potential risk to human health and the environment associated with the 
materials of construction of I/A OWTS and biological components used in I/A OWTS was completed 
and provided in Section 4.6 - Human Health (Contaminant Exposure/Hazardous Materials) of the 
DGEIS. The evaluation concluded that implementation of the SWP would not result in increased 
exposure to hazardous materials nor would it have a potential long-term impact to human health 
associated with the materials used in I/A OWTS. 
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During preparation of the DGEIS, the materials of construction for I/A OWTS technologies and 
experimental technologies that are currently being installed and tested in Suffolk County were 
reviewed. The shift from conventional sanitary system construction material, which is mainly 
concrete, to I/A systems introduces additional materials to the subsurface for major structural 
components. I/A OWTS currently being installed and tested in Suffolk County are constructed of either 
concrete, polyethylene, or fiberglass.  Each of these materials are widely accepted and used in many 
applications across the nation ranging from the piping and conveyance systems used to transport our 
drinking water, to the underground storage tanks that store a wide range of materials.  None of the 
materials identified are known to result in the contamination from their usage in I/A systems. 
 
I/A systems can include additional components, including filter media.  One example is sawdust/wood 
chip media. Organic carbon sources have been known to generate initial BOD (biochemical oxygen 
demand, that is the amount of oxygen needed to break down the organic matter in the sample) 
loadings (which have potential to clog leach fields). There are concerns regarding possible 
mobilization of iron, manganese, and possibly other heavy metals in highly reduced effluent.  None of 
these have been demonstrated to be significant, unacceptable impacts, but continued monitoring is 
warranted. 
 
Finally, I/A OWTS takes advantage of bacteria that are naturally present in the environment and 
routinely used in Sewage Treatment Plants. 
 
While each of the primary I/A OWTS construction materials are not known to leach CECs, there is not 
extensive literature or studies available that specifically evaluate CECs leaching from I/A OWTS.  In 
addition, contaminants of potential concern continue to be identified as new analytical techniques 
are developed and lower detection limits are achieved.  Therefore, as a precautionary measure, and 
to proactively address concerns with emerging contaminants, SCDHS is developing a long-term 
monitoring plan addressing sewage treatment plants, conventional septic systems, and I/A systems. 
This will include influent/effluent sampling, as well as upgradient/downgradient groundwater 
sampling. Emerging issues such as dioxane, PFAS, and PPCPs will also be monitored, and SCDHS will 
periodically report results. Literature, and current testing of nitrogen-removing biofilters by the Stony 
Brook University Center for Clean Water Technology, have shown that I/A systems and horizontal 
leaching methods such as shallow narrow drain fields have the capability of reducing concentrations 
of many PPCPs. Therefore, it is expected that the use of I/A systems and associated enhanced 
horizontal leaching will result in a reduction in the concentration of emerging contaminants such as 
PCPPs in wastewater, providing an additional benefit above and beyond the environmental benefits 
that will be gained from the reduction of nitrogen. 
 
New technologies introduced for testing in Suffolk County will be reviewed for materials of 
construction and could require supplemental SEQRA review if such materials are different than 
currently used in the I/A OWTS technologies currently installed in Suffolk County. 
 
CEQ Comment 13: I would also like the Plan to elaborate further on regional recommendations for 
the business community and future industrial growth. How can businesses participate in upgrading 
their systems? Will industrial areas be targeted? What are the recommendations for businesses in 
order to comply with the standards that we are recommending for surrounding residents? What are 
potential costs? Are we targeting specific industries or types of manufacturers that could be leaching? 
What are the recommendations for them? 
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Response: 
 
Based on the 2016 land use mappings developed by Suffolk County Department of Economic 
Development and Planning and the parcel-specific nitrogen loading rates described in the SWP, 
unsewered residential parcels contribute approximately 88 percent of the nitrogen load from 
wastewater to the County’s surface waters.  It is estimated that unsewered commercial, industrial 
and institutional parcels contribute the remaining 12 percent of the nitrogen load from wastewater.  
Because on a County-wide basis, the majority of the nitrogen load from wastewater in unsewered 
areas that discharges to surface waters is generated at residential parcels, Suffolk County initially 
focused on I/A OWTS implementation of these sources.  
 
Nevertheless, a recommended strategy for wastewater upgrades of commercial/industrial parcels 
was included in the SWP. The SWP addresses and provides policy recommendations for commercial 
and industrial properties under two categories: 
 

1) Category 1: Commercial/Industrial Properties with Wastewater Design Flows of less than 
1,000 gallons per day (gpd); and,  

 
2) Category 2: Commercial/Industrial Properties with Wastewater Design Flows of greater than 

1,000 gpd. 
 
Category 1 
 
All commercial/industrial properties with design flows under Category 1 (design flows of less than 
1,000 gpd) are treated in the same manner as residential properties and are subject to all 
recommended policy options provided in the SWP (i.e., wastewater upgrades pursuant to all 
recommendations set forth on Figure 4-6 – Subwatersheds Wastewater Plan Conceptual Program 
Timeline provided in the SWP).  Under the model proposed in the SWP, these properties would qualify 
for grant and incentive funding just as residential properties would.  It is estimated that Category 1 
commercial/industrial properties represent approximately 80 to 85 percent of the individual 
commercial on-site disposal systems in Suffolk County. 
 
Category 2 
 
The strategy for Category 2 properties (design flows of greater than 1,000 gpd) is provided in Section 
8.1.4.2 of the SWP.  Category 2 properties require special consideration because the cost to provide 
wastewater upgrades of larger systems can be significantly higher than the smaller Category 1 I/A 
OWTS.  In addition, many of these systems represent “grandfathered” properties where the design 
flow is significantly greater than allowed as-of-right under Article 6 of the Suffolk County Sanitary 
Code.  Many of the grandfathered parcels are small lots and/or have high water tables which may not 
leave sufficient room for wastewater upgrades and/or will result in a significant cost for system 
upgrades.  The recommended strategy for these properties provided in the SWP includes four (4) 
steps: 
 

1) Identify the location of all Category 2 sites.  Suffolk County Department of Health Services has 
grant funding to identify the locations of these sites and hopes to advance this project in 2020 
and 2021. 
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2) Establish priority ranks for each Category 2 site using the priority ranking criteria of the SWP. 
 

3) Identify wastewater upgrade policy and funding recommendations for upgrades of Category 
2 sites through a SWP Addendum once priority ranking has been established; and, 

 
4) Implement wastewater upgrades in accordance with the recommendations in the SWP 

Addendum. The SWP Addendum would require supplemental SEQRA review and any 
individual policy recommendations would be subject to approval by the Suffolk County 
Legislature. 
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