
June 19, 2006

Meeting Minutes
Members Present (13):  John Andersson, Kate Hackett, Roxy Johnston, Dan Karig, Darby Kiley, Todd Miller (Ex-Officio), David Morey, Nick Schipanski, Craig Schutt, Bud Shattuck, Mary Shelley (Associate), Paul Tunison, Linda Wagenet 

Members Excused (6):  Liz Cameron (Associate), Jim Dennis, Barry Goodrich, Dooley Kiefer (Associate), Dan Konowalow, Frank Proto

Members Absent (5):  Scott Cook (Ex-Officio), Dan Dostie (Ex-Officio), Tania Schusler, Cathy Valentino, Roger Yonkin

Staff Present (1):  Kathy Wilsea (T C Planning Dept.) 

Guests Present (2):  Eileen O’Connor (Cayuga County Health Dept.), Sarah Meyer (FLI)  

Vice-Chair Roxy Johnston called the meeting to order at 4:17 PM.  Introductions were made around the room.  

Agenda Review and Approval of Minutes – There were no changes to the agenda.  In the draft minutes, under Anouncements/Other Business the funding source for the rain garden was idenitifed as a Community Beautification grant from Cooperative Extension.  The amended draft minutes of May 15th were moved by Craig Schutt, seconded by Dave Morey and adopted by voice vote.

Results of the Water Purveyor Survey – Todd Miller, Chair of the Aquifer Committee, presented the results of the committee’s survey.  The survey was mailed to about 100 purveyors, including municipal, mobile home parks, and apartment complexes.  50 responses were received.  36% of respondents get their water from unconfined sand and gravel aquifers, 32% from bedrock, 18% from artesian sand & gravel, 6% from springs, and 8% from unknown source.  54% of respondents served 25 or fewer people, 26% served 26 to 200 people, and 16 % served over 200 people.  84% of respondents expect their water use to stay the same over the next ten years.  Less than half had concerns about quality, and less than a quarter had concerns about quantity.  When asked if their Source Water Assessment Report (SWAR) is accurate, 54% said yes, 8% no, 6% were not sure, and 32% provided no answer.  Respondents reported on what protection mechanisms are currently in place for their drinking water supplies.

The survey also asked what can be done to protect their water source, and responses included well head improvements, moving contaminant sources, restricting land use, monitoring wells, monitoring treatment, and stricter watershed rules.  Ideas for what would help water protection efforts included education of the public, education of municipalities, study of aquifer, owner rules, land use controls, bringing in public water, control of growth, and getting regulations followed.   Half of respondents felt there should be more protection efforts, and when asked ‘by whom’, the highest number of responses was ‘the County’.

The committee recommends WRC action:  identify agencies and subjects for education; and examine SWARs, and if they are in use, develop methods to make them more accessible and useful.  Because this was a “blind” (untracked) survey, future contacts on the same subject need to be addressed to the full mailing list and worded accordingly.  The PowerPoint report on the survey could be presented to other groups.

Member Item --  Linda Wagenet said she is working with EcoLogic to develop a vision for Onondaga Lake, and the consulting group is developing a survey for residents.  She will send draft questionnaires to WRC members, and asked that they review it and send her comments.

Cayuga County Septic System Inspection and Maintenance Program – Eileen O’Connor was present from Cayuga County Health Department.  In 1994 this program was instituted in response to bathing beach closures on Owasco Lake.  The program was initially funded by a grant.  Program components include periodic inspection, inspection at time of property transfer, certification and registration of contractors, requiring that plans for modifications and repairs be prepared by a professional engineer, and requiring that repairs meet current standards.  Periodic inspections are cyclical:  two years for properties fronting certain lakes, three years for properties within 500 feet of certain lakes, five years for properties within the watershed, and seven years for other properties.  At the time of property transfer, the system must be inspected and pumped.  The inspection role is privatized, requires training and passing of an exam, with recertification every two years.  They currently have about 50 certified contractors.

The inspection includes record review, owner interview, visual inspection of property, and dye test.  The review was developed from best practices, and the quantity of gallons in a residential check depends on the number of bedrooms (not number of current residents).  Other components of the inspection are a schematic of the property, location, description, verify plumbing, and separation distances.  They have tried to keep costs reasonable for the public at $40 to $70 for routine, $100 for property transfer, and higher if system is unacceptable or the inspector needs to bring in water.  Actual costs are set by contractors.  Inspection reports must be submitted within 30 days, and failures report within 24 hours.  Reports are reviewed and permits issued by the Health Department.  A variance committee is an important component, but the volunteers only need to meet a few times a year.

Some problems have been encountered.  Eileen characterized the program as an administrative nightmare.  Staff had to initially determine which properties have septic systems, and continue to follow up on non-compliers, follow up on improperly performed inspections, and occasionally de-certify a contractor.  Program benefits include discovery of failing systems, discovery of illegal modifications, seeing property owners institute repairs to keep current with regulations, acquiring schematics for Health Department files, education of homeowners, opportunities to update records during property transfers, and learning when property buyers are requesting upgrades.  The Health Department got some grant money from the Finger Lakes-Lake Ontario Protection Alliance (FLLOWPA), and continues to charge for contractor registration and course fees.  In terms of fines, they prefer a consent order and $100 fine, but ask for $1,000 if they have to go to a hearing.  The hearing officer usually reduces the fine to $100 and waives the balance if the system is brought into compliance.  There is a hardship program, with some contractors working for reduced rates, but it is rarely employed.  The Cayuga County Soil and Water Conservation District also has some certified staff members.   Routine septic inspections now show less than 5% failure rates.  A recent DNA test of Owasco Lake water showed most coliform is from waterfowl.  

John Andersson said Tompkins County does not have an onsite wastewater treatment certification program, although there are protocols.  They will inspect if they receive a complaint, but it is difficult to trace the source if the complaint is regarding contaminated groundwater.  The Tompkins County Comprehensive Plan recommends a program like Eileen has outlined.  Kate Hackett said the Phase II stormwater regulations will require illicit discharge regulations.  

Chair’s Report – Roxy announced that Doug McEver has resigned from the WRC.  In July, Bruce Natalie from Cayuga County will talk about phosphorus from the Groton wastewater treatment plant.  If members have any special questions, please email to Kate.  The Cayuga Lake Watershed Network’s Smart Steps to Clean Water was distributed to County Legislators.  The City of Ithaca has applied for a grant to plan and design a dredging project for Cayuga Inlet.  Dan said the Recreation Committee is very interested, and Roxy said perhaps a WRC Ad Hoc committee could be formed.  

Coordinator’s Report – Kate Hackett emailed information today to members on a grant opportunities workshop to take place July 17.  Copies of the WRC resolution of support for the wetlands bill are in the FYI folder.  Copies of the Lake Source Cooling Committee’s letter to DEC are also in the FYI folder.  Kate has been working with Craig Schutt on changes to the Flood Hazard Mitigation Program.  Discussion has occurred at the Planning Advisory Board and the Planning, Development, and Environmental Quality Committee of the Tompkins County Legislature, and Kate will keep WRC informed.  On 6/23 the Finger Lakes Institute and FLLOWPA are co-sponsoring a conference in Auburn on Unifying Economic Development and the Environment.  In September and December the conference room will not be available prior to WRC meetings for committee meetings.  Kate will see if our August meeting date (8/21) can be used for a trip on the Floating Classroom.  

Committee Reports – Cayuga Lake Recreation Committee:  Mary Shelley and Dooley Kiefer drafted comments for the committee to the Town of Ithaca on regulation of docks.  Mary said they wanted to show support for regulations proposed by the Town, including height restrictions.  Skaneateles Lake now has many two-story structures on docks, and larger docks are becoming common on Cayuga, too.  Members suggested moving item G to the beginning, as it would put the rationale right up front.  Mary said regulating docks sets a comfort zone like the low-wake zone for boats and speed zones for personal watercraft.  She is seeing intrusion of development on the lake, and assessments are increasing.  Roxy suggested they find out if there is a deadline for comments, as we no longer had a quorum present to vote.  There were no objections among members present, and the comments can proceed through the Executive Committee.  Member comments may be directed to Mary.  Executive Committee:  Due to a deadline, this committee approved a resolution supporting state legislation re wetlands (copies in FYI folder).  Kate pointed out the Agriculture & Farmland Protection Board did not support this because they felt it would take land out of production, but Nick Schipanski thought the bill contains an agricultural exemption.  

Announcements/Other Business – Nick Schipanski reported that the Supreme Court just sent a wetlands case in Michigan back to the lower court, basically upholding the ability of the federal government to regulate most wetlands (and other non-navigable drainages). However, the ruling states that for wetlands not immediately adjacent to navigable waters, the government will have to demonstrate a significant link between those wetlands and the navigable waters they ultimately drain to. "Significant" was not explicitly defined so a likely result is that much uncertainty over which wetlands are regulated will occur as the Army Corps and EPA attempt to define significant. Congress could also be tempted to step in and amend the Clean Water Act to clarify which wetlands.
Adjournment -- The meeting was adjourned at 6:03 PM.

Respectfully submitted,

Kathy Wilsea, Planning Department Secretary

Adopted by the Council on July 17, 2006.
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