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EDITORIALS

Gaining Momentum
There have been a few developments in the first few weeks of 2015 that offer some hope for action, after years of

talk alone, when it comes to addressing a major concern: the rising tide of sewage.

Last week, the East End Mayors and Supervisors Association announced that they have asked Governor Andrew
Cuomo for $100 million to help upgrade private septic tanks, perhaps taking Southampton Town’s recent $50,000
septic rebate program—which attracted plenty of interest from homeowners, demonstrating that finances are the
biggest obstacle to truly cutting back the waste stream—and supercharging it. For the first time, it could be possible
to replace aging, failing septic systems, especially near delicate estuaries, with better, more efficient options.

Asking for $100 million isn’t the same as getting it, of course, but this is something more than a pipe dream. The
state has $5.5 billion in legal settlements with banks and financial institutions, the rare positive to come from the
2008 credit crisis. Talk has focused on using a large chunk of the money for water projects, and for projects on
Long Island. Simultaneously, there is a new push to try to address the problem in the future. One of the biggest
contributors to water quality woes can be summed up simply: Suffolk County, which sets the limits on how much
nitrogen can be released, is proud of its standard, but it’s not nearly what is required in the unique marine
ecosystems of the East End. The battle has always been to nudge Suffolk into adopting a more appropriate standard
here. But now Kevin McAllister, working via his new organization, Defend H2O, is pushing the towns to set new
rules that are far more stringent. He argues that courts have supported that option, and officials in Brookhaven Town
—which has hardly been on the cutting edge when it comes to the environmental—recently adopted strict new rules
in the polluted Carmans River watershed, blazing a new trail for their colleagues farther east.

Perhaps, following the strategy employed by Brookhaven, Southampton and East Hampton officials could look at a
tiered system. Better standards are a good idea across the board, to protect groundwater, but the truth is that there
are areas where the issue is particularly urgent. That would be adjacent to estuaries, where outdated and leaky
septics create immediate and devastating conditions in the creeks and bays. For those properties, it’s time for the
towns to require cleaner wastewater disposal systems—and $100 million in state funds could go a long way toward
making that feasible. There’s more, of course. There’s talk of extending the Community Preservation Fund longer
and adding a component to raise money for water quality projects. There is the technology incubator planned by
Stony Brook University and Southampton Town, with $2 million of state money to get it off the ground.

As the bays have slowly died from oceans of nitrogen, much of it streaming from old, failing septic tanks, some a
stone’s throw from their shores, the need for a new strategy has been discussed for years. Finally, there seems to be
growing momentum, real possibilities for action, not just talk, and a chance that future generations will enjoyagain
—the bounty that first brought visitors to this region.
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