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C H A P T E R  F I V E

The Urban River

For the first settlers along the Atlantic
and Gulf coasts, as well as 19th Cen-

tury pioneers who settled the West, rivers
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Box 5.1
The Environmental Impact of Urbanization

Urbanization has a variety of impacts on rivers. As small towns grow into cities, trees that
once intercepted rainfall are felled, natural dips or depressions that once held rainwater are



River. Both of these efforts, which are
described in more detail later in this
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Figure 5.3  Phosphorus Loads in Wastewater Treatment Plant

Effluent in the Chattahoochee River, 1980-1993

Source: Wangsness, D.J. et al., USGS Open-File Report 94-99 (USGS, Reston, VA, 1994).



point-source urban pollution—the instal-
lation of “best management practices”
(BMPs) that can control or reduce pollu-
tion, and ongoing pollution prevention
programs that can reduce the amount of
pollution generated. In most cases, pollu-
tion prevention is more cost-effective
than structural measures. Both strategies
are generally necessary to fully control
the effects of urbanization.

Among the options for pollution pre-
vention, local governments can consider
collecting and recycling crankcase oil;
beginning leaf and other yard waste col-
lection; establishing catch basin drainage
programs; redesigning road salrlotho-age
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sensitive areas; increasing developmentdensity through cluster development that







solids. Findings show that nonpoint
sources comprise 75 to 90 percent of the
total annual loads, while point loadings
from the 30 permitted municipal and
industrial facilities in the watershed
account for only one percent or less.
Combined sewer overflows typically con-
tribute five to 25 percent of the total
annual pollutant loads to the river, except
for lead, where combined sewer over-
flows contribute about 85 percent of the
annual load. Although erosion control
has been required for new development
for 15 years, much of the Anacostia basin
was developed prior to these regulations.

Severe sedimentation and high bacte-
ria levels are common throughout the
basin. Many sediments contain hydrocar-
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School for Environmental Studies is
forming its curriculum around environ-
mental themes. Students at Kramer will
study the Anacostia and its relationship to
the Potomac River and the Chesapeake
Bay.

In July 1994, under the aegis of the
Chesapeake Bay Program, federal agen-
cies signed an agreement on ecosystem
management in the Chesapeake Bay,
including an agreement on a federal
workplan to clean up the Anacostia in
cooperation with the Anacostia Water-
shed Restoration Committee. 

Three months later, EPA Region III
announced its Anacostia Ecosystem Ini-
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ultimately discharges into the Des
Plaines and Illinois rivers in the farmland
of central Illinois. 

For most of its recent history, the river
has been at the mercy of urban develop-
ment. At the turn of the century, the
river’s flow was reversed to minimize pol-
lution to Lake Michigan, the source of
Chicago’s water. The city’s 19th Century
sewer system was designed to handle
both sewage from plumbing and runoff



1975, the Metropolitan Sanitary District
(MSD) removed more than two tons of
dead carp, alewives, and goldfish from a
mile-long stretch of the North Shore
Channel in Evanston.

To solve the sewage overflow problem,



main objectives are to establish a river-
side walkway through the downtown river
corridor, create green space, and trans-
form the downtown river reaches into a
high-profile tourist attraction and 
recreational amenity. The guidelines are
specific:

• The river elevation of any riverside
building should be treated architec-
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Aquifer Underground Water District, the
San Antonio Water System, and the
Texas Parks and Wildlife Department
provided the money for the purchase.
Since the purchase, the area has experi-
enced two years of drought and the
aquifer’s level has continued to drop.
Water managers believe they need to
continue to acquire land to protect the
recharge zone.

New York. In 1990, New York City



with a mandate to restore public access
and create a riverfront network of parks
and recreational facilities. The group’s
65-person board includes represenuc37.2(eatve(s)]TJ
T*
-0.0001 Tc[(tTheac)43.9(typ’)36.9( businces comm5)36.9u)
-01(nc)43.9(ty)353.9,eacvlicorga-s



Station Square, Pittsburgh
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at Station Square, which includes some
70 stores and more than a dozen restau-



Forest City Enterprises of Cleveland.
Under the terms of the sale, Forest City
will implement the new development
and finance it, with Landmarks continu-
ing to handle daily operations and main-



ment district to be known as Capital
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project reaches its full potential, 1,500
jobs will be available to EZ residents.

• In the Atlanta EZ, a partnership



watershed. The objective is to recruit
more than 200 young people; perform
20,000 hours of watershed restoration



buildings, equipment or surroundingland might be contaminated as auresult ofpast industrial practices presents aurealbarrier touredevelopment. Lenders, devel-opers, and investors are all afraid that get-ting involved with these sites might resultin liability for contamination they did notcreate. Faced with these legal uncertainties,many developers opt for suburban“greenfields,” which require more invest-ment in infrastructure such as sewers androads but are much less risky than sitesrequiring cleanup. The tendency tochoose greenfields over brownfields



government to find ways to safely expe-
dite the redevelopment of urban brown-
fields. The National Conference of May-
ors has identified brownfields as the
number one environmental issue in the
nation.

EPA’s Brownfields Economic Redevel-
opment Initiative is designed to help
communities revitalize brownfields both
environmentally and economically and
to mitigate potential health risks. It has
four components: providing grants for
brownfields pilot projects; clarifying lia-
bility and cleanup issues; building part-
nerships and outreach among federal
agencies, states, tribes, municipalities,
and communities; and fostering local job
development and training initiatives. 

The brownfields assessment pilots—
each funded at up to $200,000 over two
years—test cleanup and redevelopment
planning models, assess the removal of





abatement or control of hazardous sub-
stances at a qualified contaminated site.
A qualified contaminated site must be
within a targeted area, i.e., census tracts
with at least 20 percent poverty rates, cur-



around urban areas that encouraged sub-
urban development. Tax provisions, such
as the preferential treatment of housing
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