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Facilities that compost vegetation appear to cause contaminants to leach into groundwater
and should be more tightly regulated by the state, according to a
new Suffolk County report.
The state said it plans to introduce new controls over
such facilities and added that
the county’s findings would
have been better supported if
it had done more testing by installing more wells.
The Jan. 22 report by the
county’s Department of Health
Services relies on results from
233 groundwater samples and
two surface-water samples
taken from 36 wells adjacent to
11 facilities in the county that either currently compost vegetative waste or once did so.
It found elevated levels of
metals, particularly manganese, in groundwater — in
one case, as high as 160 times
the drinking water and
groundwater standards. Other
metals with elevated levels included thallium and iron.
Manganese and other elements can leach into the soil
when organic material decomposes, according to the state
Department of Environmental
Conservation.
At low levels, manganese is
an essential part of the human
diet, and the World Health Organization found manganese
“is not considered to be very
toxic when ingested.”
Overall, the report found the
metals were at levels higher than
what is typically found in shallow private wells in the county.
The sampling was performed
between July 2011 and October
2014, mostly in spots where the
groundwater flowed away from
the composting facilities.
Four of the facilities were in
Manorville, two were in
Yaphank, and one each was in
Speonk, Ronkonkoma, Eastport,
East Farmingdale and Medford.

The report concluded that
groundwater was impacted by
the composting facilities at
eight of the sites, while impacts from the other three
could not be determined.

Monitoring wells

The county study was
prompted after elevated levels
of contaminants previously
were found in a private drinking-water well and several
monitoring wells near Great
Gardens/Long Island Compost in Yaphank.
The DEC issued a 2013 report on that facility in cooperation with the state and
county health departments,
finding that the site “appears
to be the primary source of
the contamination” and recommending testing other sites.
Long Island Compost had
agreed to change its practices
to reduce the impacts to
groundwater from its operations as a result of the investigation, the DEC said.
The highest manganese levels in the county’s January report were found at a site on
East Main Street in Yaphank.
A groundwater sample there
measured 49,300 parts per billion of the metal — higher
than the 31,600 parts per billion found earlier in the private well near Great Gardens.
While groundwater is the
source of Long Island’s drinking water, the report said no
wellfields that supply drinking
water to the public were “imminently threatened.”

Push for more regulation

The Suffolk County Water Authority “has concerns with any
activity that negatively impacts
groundwater and supports measures that will continue to protect our sole-source aquifer,” Ty
Fuller, the authority’s lead hydrogeologist, said in a statement.
Groundwater on Long Island
is treated to meet standards before it is delivered to the public.

The study recommended
that the DEC more strictly regulate mulch facilities and evaluate any potential impacts to
groundwater before allowing
such facilities to operate.
The DEC responded to a
draft of the report in a Dec. 11
letter to Dr. James Tomarken,
commissioner of the county’s
health department.
In that letter, the DEC said
it planned to introduce “regulatory criteria for mulch-processing facilities that are currently exempt from regulation” in the state’s forthcoming Part 360 solid-waste regulations, due to be released at
the end of this month.
Under the proposed regulations, those facilities would be
required to manage runoff,
and larger facilities could be
required to install monitoring
wells and test ground and surface water.
Before the new regulations
go into effect, the DEC said it
would “evaluate the larger
sites and determine what miti-
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A Department of Health Service’s report last month showed
elevated levels of metals found in groundwater at a composting site
in Manorville, above, and the Long Island Compost in Yaphank.

gation measures could be
used in the cases where the
Department has regulatory
control over the facilities.”

Areas of concern

Mulching facilities have
been a subject of concern for
environmentalists and legislators, including Assemb. Steve
Englebright (D-Setauket), who
last year authored a bill that

would have imposed stricter
environmental regulations on
mulch facilities in Nassau and
Suffolk counties.
“I think the report confirms
the seriousness of this issue
and underscores the need for
regulatory oversight,” said Englebright, who is chair of the
Assembly’s
Environmental
Conservation Committee.
But the bill was vetoed by
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such facilities to the elevated levels of contamination.
Grace
Kelly-McGovern,
spokeswoman
for
the
county health department,
said in a statement that the
county did not install the additional wells because the
study was not designed for
regulatory or enforcement
purposes.
“The results are clear and
convincing,” she said.
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Magothy — from which most of
Nassau and Suffolk’s water is
taken — and the Lloyd, the deepest, purest and most fragile.
Pumping from the aquifers
can draw down the amount of
freshwater and cause it to be
replaced by saltwater, rendering it unfit for public consumption — such as what has
happened on parts of the
north and south shores.
The need for a study arose
after the county began examining New York City’s plan to reopen 23 of its shuttered Queens
wells that dip into the aquifer system under geographic Long Island during its upstate aqueduct-repair project, Martins said.
While the city has since abandoned that plan, it became clear
that there was little current information about the state of the
aquifer system under Nassau, or
how the pumping in Queens or
elsewhere would affect it, said
Mindy Germain, executive director of Residents for a More
Beautiful Port Washington.
“We have so many unanswered questions about the sustainability of our water supply,”
said Germain, whose organization is facilitating the Western
Long Island Aquifer Committee,
a coalition group focused on
water issues. “We need more current data to show us if we keep
doing what we’re doing, how
will that impact the saltwater-freshwater interface?”
What information is avail-

Sen. Jack Martins
able about saltwater intrusion
is dated, Stumm said.
“We don’t know where the
saltwater interface is in the two
critical aquifers for Long Island,” Stumm said, adding that
the aquifer system on the South
Shore — where saltwater intrusion has forced coastal communities to rely on the Lloyd for
drinking water — hasn’t been
studied in over 30 years.
The study would take 2 1/ 2
years and would cost $3.2 million. The USGS would provide
$150,000 in matching funds.
Stumm said the study would
include “putting a network of
outpost wells, filling in gaps in
information, and using the information in a numerical
model to make predictions for
management. Is the current
state of affairs sustainable?”
He said there is more information available about the
groundwater under Suffolk
County, in part because most of
that county is served by the Suffolk County Water Authority, as
opposed to the dozens of water
purveyors in Nassau.
In order for the effort to be
funded, both houses of the legislature would have to agree to include the money for the study
in the budget, and Gov. Andrew
M. Cuomo would have to sign it.
“If we don’t get it, we’re
going to have to keep trying,”
Martins said. “The county
doesn’t have the resources to
do it, and if the state doesn’t
have the money to do it and the
feds are not doing it, we’re left
with exactly the same situation
we’re in right now, which is
frankly unacceptable.”
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Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo,
who said the legislation was
unnecessary because the
state planned to release the
new draft regulations.
In its response to the report, the DEC also said the
county should have tested
groundwater leading into
the sites as well as flowing
away from them, adding
that the lack of such testing
“makes it difficult to determine the contribution” by
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Two state legislators are
seeking $3 million in the state
budget for a study of Nassau
County’s groundwater that
would yield details about exactly where and how the
county’s drinking-water source
is being overtaken by saltwater.
If successful, the effort by
Sen. Jack Martins (R-Old Westbury) and Assemb. Michelle
Schimel (D-Port Washington)
would grant the money to Nassau, which would work with
the U.S. Geological Survey to
sink new monitoring wells in
the county, then test the wells
to provide information about
saltwater intrusion and flow in
the aquifers.
“We have a responsibility
to know what’s happening
below the ground,” Martins
said.
“Unfortunately
we
haven’t had the benefit of that
for perhaps decades.”
Schimel called the study “a
campaign for the groundwater of Long Island.”
“Its time has come,” she
said. “We need real information, because real information
will direct policy.”
Long Island is a federally designated sole-source aquifer region, meaning the Island’s
nearly 3 million inhabitants
rely entirely on the underground water for their supply.
The study would provide updated details about the state of
the aquifer system in the
county, said Frederick Stumm,
research hydrologist with the
USGS New York Water Science Center in Coram, who
cowrote the proposal.
“I know it’s kind of crazy,
but with the millions of people that rely on the
sole-source aquifer system,
there is no federal program to
do research or to monitor the
groundwater quality or quantity or even where the saltwater is located,” Stumm said.
Long Island’s aquifer system
consists of several layers, including the Upper Glacial, the
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