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Depariments: Book Reviews Make a Comment

The cleanup of Boston Harbor was surprlsmgly
triumphant

BY: JOHN C. BERG
ISSUE: SUMMER 2004
DOWNLOAD PDF

Augusti 01, 2004

Not-so-dirty water

Potitical Waters: The Long, Dirty, Contentioué, incredibly Expensive but Eventually Triumphant History of Boston Harbor—A
Unique Environmental Success Story

By Eric Jay Dolin

University of Massachusetts Press, Amherst, 356 pages.

Reviewed by John C. Berg

Summer 2004

Ata recent Rappaport Institute panel at Harvard's Kennedy School of Government, former governor
Michael Dukakis calied the Boston Harbor cleanup a success “that nobody talks about.” and he wished
aloud that somecne would study it. it turns out that somebody has.

Dukakis should be pleased with Palitical Waters, in which Eric Jay Dolin telis the story of the harbor
cleanup, tells why it has been a success, and explains that itis not yetdone. As the subfitle suggests,
Dolin tells the story as one of heroism and triumph. The Boston Harbor cteanup was an engineering
triumph, to be sure. Ahuge public works project delivered under budget and pretty much on time, it
included the largest egg-shaped digesters of raw sewage builtin North America and a 7 .5-mite funnel
bored under the harbor floor (a feat that caused three deaths during construction). But still more it was
a triumph of law and public administration, as a city soliciter, a state judge, a federal judge, and a
federal administrator forced the state o take action on the raw sewage being dumped into the harbor. Ulimately, itwas a
political triumph as weli. Politica leaders were slow 1o face up to the problem, but once the cours forced their hand, state and
local officials worked hard to settie disputes, solve problems, and meet crises as they arose.

Triumphs need heroes, and Dolin has them, beginning with William Golden, the Quincy city solicitor who sued the state afier
he found himself running through sewage on Woliaston Beach. Another was Paul Garrity, the Massachusetts Superior Court
judge who used Goiden's lawsuit, feats of judicial brinksmanship, and occasional grandstanding fo force the state to turn
water and sewer sernvices for Greater Boston—then in the hands of the politically paralyzed Metropolitar: District Commission
—ower to the Massachusetis Water Resources Authority (MWRA), a new quasi-public entity with the power o issue its own
bonds and raise water rates as needed fo cover the cosis ofthe cleanup. Cther notable figures include: Mike Deland, the
federal district administrator of the Environmental Protection Administration, who filed his own lawsuit to move the case into
federal court; David Mazzone, the federal judge who oversaw the construction ofthe new sewage freatment system with a firm
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but flexible hand, leaving the practical decisions to those with expertise while using the power of the federal court to ensure
that the process kept moving on schedule; and Paui Lewand Douglas MacDonald, the second and third executive directors
of the MWRA, who guided the new agency past a series of major poliical and engineering obstacles to bring the project to
completion.

in the first five (of eight) chapters, Dolin tells the history of Boston's sewage from 1834—when, shockingly, harbor poliution
was first seen to be a problem-——to 1982. For most of this pericd, everyone’s favorite solution to sewage was to dump it into
the harbor, where it was expected to be washed away by the tides, but seldom was. With the passage ofthe federal Clean

Water Actin 1972, such dumping was made-illegal, but it was not halted in Boston until September 6, 2000, when the new

plant came fully online. :

Dolin rightly concentrates on the politics more than the engineering, butitwas hard to separate the two. The engineering
solutions were brilliant, and the project workers justly proud, but the major probiem was that elected officials could not see
their way to solving whatwas an increasingly obvious mess. For most of the 20th century, Boston’s sewage was given only
whatis known as “primary" treatment. Basically, this consists of holding raw sewage in containers and letting it stand. The
poliutants settle to the bottom as sludge, while the fiquid that remains, or ‘effftuent,” is drained off, either for further
("secondary’) treatment, or for release into a bodyofwater, in this case Boston Harbor. Primary treatment made the effluent
cleaner, butthe poliuted siudge remained. At boih of Boston's old treatment plants, on Nut Is|and and Deer Island, itwas
disposed of in what Dolin calls a "bizarre and counterproductive” way: The sludge, like the effluent, was deposited info the
harbor, an acfion that “negated mostif not ali ofthe benefits of primary sewage treatment’ (p. 55). in other words, after the
efluent and the sludge were carefully separated from each ather, both were dumped in the same place.

The Clean Water Act required secondary treatment of sewage water (basically, disinfection of the efuent by aeration), but
states could apply for a waiver of that requirement when the effluent was to be released into a deep ocean with strong tidal
currents. The waivers were intended for Pacific coast cities with sharp coastal drop-offs, but Massachusetts also applied for
one. John Snedeker, commissioner of the Metropolitan District Commission in the [ate 1870s, argued that secondary
treatment was not needed because, in conjunction with primary freatment, an extended outfall--thatis, a pipe carrying the
effluent past the harbor and into Massachusetts Bay—would allow for ‘ample water quality in the harbor for at least the next
two or three decades ” -

There are still experts who believe that secondary treatment was not needed in Boston, and this reviewer is in no position fo
judge the merits of this technical argument. But Massachusetts's attempt fo avoid secondary treatment cost the state time
and the ratepayers money. Deland called it “the mostexpensive public policy mistake in the history of New England” The
failed quest for a waiver raised the cost of the project, by delaying planning and construction as prices rose, and it decreased
the federal contribution to those costs because sewage construction grants under the Clean Water Act had expired bythe
time the MWRAwould have been able io applyforthem. Dolin argues that the second loss was illusory (Massachusetts got
its full allotment of those grants, which simply went to other projects all over the state), butthat is littie consolation to
ratepayers in the MWRA's senice area. )

Forallits success, the cleanup was not without its problems. Michael Gritzuk, the first executive director ofthe MWRA, was
selected for his engineering skills, but he proved to be politically tone-deaf. In his first few months, he aroused a furor by
ordering expensive office furnishings-—symbolized by marble ashtrays—for the new MWRA headquarters building, just when
water rates were rising rapidly. He continued to arouse legistative hostility until he was replaced by Lew. Acrisis of a more
substantive nature involved the siting of a backup landfil for treated sludge, in the event that it could not be sold for fertilizer.
Project managers and federal regulators believed that an out-of-state site was notacceplabie, and thatthe best site was in
Walpole. Butresidents ofthe town and their neighbors rallied support in the Legislature and from US Rep. Barney Frank,
forcing a restudy of the issue and ultimately a deal to dispose of the sludge in North Dakota. Judge Mazzone exerted strong
pressure on the parties fo reach a seftlement while leaving it fo them to work out the details; without his active rofe, Dolin
argues, the project might have foundered at this point.

Perhaps the mostvisible controversy associated with the harbor cleanup did notinvolve the project at all. During the 1988
presidential campaign, Vice President and Republican nominee George HW. Bush charged Gov. Michael Dukakis, the
Democratic nominee, with falling to clean up his own harbor. it was not exactly a cheap shot, but neither was it a clean one.
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Dukakis was slow to turn his attention to harbor poliution, and #e iH-fated secondary-reatment waiver application, though
pursued mostly during the Edward King administration, dated back 1o the end of Dukakis's first term (1975-1979), However,
in his second and third terms (1983-913, Dukakis played a leading role in creating the MWRA, and he strongly supponrted the
harbor cleanup. By the time of Bush's attack, the cleanup was firmlyin place. This book may not salvage Dukakis's reputation
entirely, butit certainly sets the record straight.

The storyis not over. The glare of publicity and the scrutiny of the federai court may have faded, but the new Deer Isfand plant
still has to be mainfained better than the old one ever was, and the MWRA has notyetsolved the problem of combined sewer
overflows, or emergency relief outiets that dump sewage into the harbor when heawy rains cause the system to back up.
Wollaston Beach, which inspired the Quincy lawsuit, is still too contaminated for swimming several days each month. Some
experts continue o believe that secondary treatment was a boondoggle, while others think that the pelletized sludge, now
sold as fertilizer, contains dangerous lewvels of antibiotics. And perhaps someday it will seem just as short-sighted to dump
efluentinto Massachusetts Bay as dumping raw sewage inio Boston Harbor seems to us now. Still, there s no doubt that the
cleanup succeeded beyond what anyone dreamed of in the 1970s.

What can be learned from this success? Neither of the two abvious comparisons is quite fair. The city's other mammoth
construction project, the Central Artery/Tunnel, was bigger, more complex, and not driven by a court order. Nor did the
Turnpike Authority, however much its tolls have been dragooned into sening the Big Dig cause, have the MWRA's capacity fo
generate funds. in the case of Boston school desegregation, the other big court-ordered policy change, the federal court was
forcing Boston to pursue a goal that many in the city—including a majority of the Boston School Committee—opposed,
whereas the opposition to the harbor cleanup was notto the principle, but onlyto the cost.

That said, Dolin points to several features that confributed to the success of the project: good management (by Levy and
MacDonald), the financial capability of the MWRA, the cooperation of the labor unions under a project labor agreement, and
the power ofthe court. He also mentions the important role of the MWRA Advisory Board, and its direstor, Joseph Fawiaro, in
keeping the costdown to $3.8 billion, and helping maintain the grudging acquiescence of ratepayers.

Legislators were happy not fo take the blame for water-rate increases.

Two of Dolin’s four keys to success point out limitations in the politics of democracy. The Legisiature crealed the MWRA
explicitly to remowe the issue of costs from the political arena, where itwas a loser for elected officials if they stood tall for
ctean water and a loser for the public good if they caved in to the pocketbook pressure of their constituents. MWRAwas able
to issue bonds ata higher credit rating (and therefore lower interest) than the state itseif would, because it had the ability to
selrates to cover its costs. And no elected official would ever have to vote on a water-rate increase—and be pilleried for that
wie by a future opponent. Similarly, the federal court was able to force agreement on the many controversies that arose;
without its intervention, politicat pressure probably would have driven the parties apart.

We could see the resort to authorities and courts as a failure of civic institutions and of civic consciousness. But we can also
see itas indicating that the public will is best expressed as a decision on general principles, rather than on their
impiementation, a peint made more than 200 years ago by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Either way, we have a lotto learn from
the Boston Harbor cleanup, and Polifical Waters is worth reading on that count alone. That Dolin tells such a good storyis a
bonus.

John C. Bery is professor and chair of the Govemment Depariment af Suffolk Unjversity.
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CUMITED STATES BAMERUPTCY COURT
. EASTERN DISTRICT OF MICHIGAN
SOUTHERN DIVISION

, CASE NO: '5“/558%%_%
. Ve Debior. 7 %EA(;’;‘:ER:

IN RXE:

/

CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE
I hereby certify that on A Ub)w‘: \{ \ &// 26 LT/ (date of mailing), I served

copies as follows:

1. DOCtUncnt(s)scrvcd( //L/i%(ék/} 7[0 Z//// ~ \)\(C */ (,(_ W[eé N
C(/ g\‘g W W\éfj OV jﬁé EC if\fj (

2. Served'upon [namc and address of cach person served]:

David e vy
J the;g ~D¢t .
/ / Lé‘c k‘é? &{ce 34'(/4.6“._

Clevelan( CH w4t

3. By First Class Mail.

e

Dated: 5 / (< / I~ 75 %ﬁz-zv/éc b ?‘?"4/{,&/(&_

(Signature of Debtor) /

Print Name: Z/L/(: ((/\o{q T D&(d y a (/1

(ngnaturc of Co-ch/or)

Print Name:
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