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Real Progress On Septics

approved what could be a game-chang-
ing program for this county, where 70
percent of homes use cesspools.

Cesspools are nothing but holes in the
ground into which waste is sent, untreat-
ed, with nitrogen being a major component
of what leaches out. The nitrogen impacts
groundwater and raises havoc in our surface
waters, causing brown and red tides and oth-
erwise setting off eutrophication.

Passed unanimously last Tuesday, May 16,
was ‘A Local Law To Establish A Grant As-
sistance Program For The Installation Of In-
novative And Alternative Onsite Wastewater
Treatment Systems.”

There are a variety of such high-tech sep-
tic systems that dramatically limit nitrogen
discharge. But they are expensive—between
$14,500 and $17,500, twice the cost of the
purchase and installation of a cesspool.
They've been approved and are used else-
where in the United States.

Big credit for getting Suffolk County to,
at long last, embrace these advanced sys-
tems goes to Kevin McAllister of the Sag
Harbor-based organization Defend H20. He
was Peconic Baykeeper for 16 years before
launching and becoming founding president
of Defend H20 in 2014. In both positions, he
vigorously and ceaselessly tried to get Suf-
folk County government to accept these sys-
tems—and what opposition he met!

For example, in 2011, Mr. McAllister, along
with then County Legislator Edward Ro-
maine (now Brookhaven Town supervisor)
and Islip Town Councilwoman Trish Ber-
gin-Weichbrodt organized a forum on the
advanced treatment systems, held in the
County Legislature’s meeting room in Haup-
pauge—but no member of the administra-
tion of then-County Executive Steve Levy
attended. There was no official or staffers,

The Suffolk County Legislature last week

either, from the county agency with respon-
sibility for waste issues, the Department of
Health Services. Mr. McAllister says his un-
derstanding is “they were ordered not to at-
tend.”

That was then—and what a change now!

“I'm pleasantly surprised, because I think
there is real progress in accepting these al-
ternative systems and putting them to use in
Suffolk County now,” Mr. McAllister was say-
ing the other day.

“I have been beating the drum for a long
time,” said Mr. McAllister, who has degrees
in natural resources conservation, marine
biology and coastal zone management. “I've
written reports and spoken out. And now
the county is embracing this technology—
as it should. I've been out there continuous-
ly talking about this, and I feel now, with it
having gotten traction, a bit like Johnny Ap-
pleseed.”

Other groups have been involved, such as
The Nature Conservancy, he notes, in caus-
ing a “groundswell of public support” for the
advanced systems. Indeed, as Kevin McDon-
ald of The Nature Conservancy of Long Is-
land has said, “reliance” on cesspools is “an
outdated practice that allows nitrogen from
human waste to flow into our groundwater
and surface waters with adverse impacts.
Harmful algal blooms, dead fish, [and] loss of
shellfish have all been attributed to nitrogen
pollution from sewage.”

The current Suffolk County executive, Steve
Bellone, has been traveling the county in re-
cent weeks, as a press release from his com-
munications director, Jason Elan, stated, to
“promote” the “first-ever septic improve-
ment program in Suffolk.” He has been giv-
ing presentations at town halls. Mr. Bellone
is quoted in a statement as saying, “Most res-
idents of this county had been left with no
choice other than to inject untreated waste-

water from their homes directly into the
ground. The good news is that we have made
more progress to reverse this unacceptable
practice in the past four years than Suffolk
had seen in a half century.”

Last year, the Department of Health Ser-
vices changed the county’s sanitary code
to approve the installation of the advanced
systems.

A key issue, of course, is how folks with
cesspools and those involved in new con-
struction can afford to pay for them. That's
what the measure, which passed the legisla-
ture, 18-0, last week, is about: providing $2
million in grants annually. And there’s a com-
panion program offering low-interest loans.

Meanwhile, East Hampton and Southamp-
ton towns have been moving on their own
financial support programs. And the new
state budget provides $75 million that can
be tapped.

The county will be taking applications
starting July 1 for those seeking to get in-
volved in the program. The legislature last
week also approved the hiring of four new
county employees to process applications.
Preference will be given to homes in low-ly-
ing areas.

Says Mr. McAllister: “While nitrogen pollu-
tion from antiquated household septic sys-
tems is fouling our waters, County Executive
Bellone’s ‘Reclaim Our Waters' initiative is
reason for optimism.”

It's so nice these days to be optimistic
about something government is doing.
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