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On December 23, 2008 a fire in the offices of Atlantic States 
Legal Foundation and Fund For The Environment set in 

motion a series of events 
from which we are about 
to emerge. Fire damaged a 
second floor office, and the 
automatically-triggered 
sprinkler system caused 
water damage in that room 
and the adjacent hallway, 
while causing extensive 
water damage to rooms 
on the first floor. Dozens 
of books owned by Fund 
for the Environment were 
ruined by water flowing 
from the upper floor, 
and numerous pieces of 
furniture were damaged 
beyond repair.

The recovery process started immediately, with a contractor 
brought in to begin the drying process. Months later an 
excellent carpenter and crew completed the rehabilitation 
of the damaged rooms and the ruined carpeting was 
replaced. Somewhat back to normal, we still await FFE to 
finish some detail work in this historic building.
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Programs dealing with Onondaga Lake made significant 
progress during 2009. Objective water quality 
measurements show that the expensive County program is 
having positive effects. Phosphorus levels in the lake are 
now below 20 micrograms per liter and ammonia levels 
are way below standards on a monthly basis.  Algal blooms 
have disappeared.  Another fish species has been found in 
the lake.  What is happening and what needs to be done?  
Atlantic States has been in the thick of these activities 
and in the following articles we will discuss some of the 
highlights.

Conventional pollutants and municipal programs
As a result of the ASLF lawsuit against Onondaga County 
first brought in 1988 and joined by New York State, 
many projects have been completed and these along with 
changes in the lake chemistry that have resulted from the 
shut down of the Honeywell (Allied) facilities have made 

the lake much healthier for both human activities and 
other biota.  By all measures things have improved.   For 
further information reference here various Onondaga Lake 
websites, the County’s annual ambient monitoring report, 
etc.
But there is still much to be accomplished.  Briefly, in 
review, municipal pollution of the lake came mainly 
from two sources:  inadequacy in sewage treatment at the 
Metropolitan Sewage Treatment Facility on the south shore 
of the lake and discharging directly into the lake and from 
an antiquated combined sewer system within the City of 
Syracuse.  The former problems have largely been taken 
care of with a large expenditure to build sophisticated 
treatment to deal with phosphorus and ammonia and with 
an ultra-violet disinfection system negating the need for 
chlorine chemicals.  Although there is now a state of the art 
mathematical model being 
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prepared in an extended peer reviewed process that is much behind schedule that will lead towards data necessary for 
completion of a final phosphorus total maximum daily load (TMDL) calculation and hence a final permit limitation, 
current monitoring data are very promising.   
As for the sewers, some progress has been made and raw sewage overflow volumes have been greatly reduced, there 
are still many too many millions of gallons of overflow getting into the tributaries and hence into the lake when there 
are storm events.  In the original settlement of the lawsuit, and over the objections of ASLF, the County agreed to build 
inadequate, community disruptive, high maintenance regional treatment facilities (RTFs).  Over much community and 
technical opposition, the Midland RTF was built and is now in operation. New thinking from the scientific and technical 
community and new political leadership have now prevailed and the other three RTFs have been cancelled and a new plan 
that makes use of environmentally friendly green infrastructure substituted for them.
Long negotiations by the three parties has now resulted in a new revised settlement agreement that was presented to federal 
court in late September and after unanimous approval by the Onondaga County legislature approved by the court in early 
November.  Under this new plan, officially called Stipulation 4 (Stip) to the Amended Consent Judgment the County will 
no longer have to build the RTFs, but will have to construct green infrastructure and some underground storage units 
(so-called grey infrastructure).  In addition, deadlines have been revised, detailed plans with tight construction timetables 
have to be prepared, and ASLF gets a more active role in carrying all of this out.  
On a related front, NYS DEC has finally issued the long-delayed discharge permit for Metro.  This SPDES permit is 
now open for public comments.  Atlantic States has been active for many years working with DEC and the County to 
improve this permit and the current draft appears on first analysis to meet most of our concerns.  This hopefully soon to 
be finalized permit, together with the recent Stip should enable provisions of the Clean Water Act to be fully implemented 
and will result in a greatly rehabilitated Onondaga Lake.
For the language of the Stip and more details of the County’s proposed green and grey infrastructure see our website, 
www.onondagalake.org.  There is also a link from there to the County’s latest monitoring results.  A copy of the draft 
SPDES permit can be found on the DEC website at ___________.

Hazardous and toxic substances and the Superfund program

“Progress on Onondaga Lake” —Continued from Page 1



4

Atlantic States Explores E-Waste Recycling

Atlantic States Legal Foundation is exploring ways to 
responsibly dispose of electronic waste.  Joining ASLF in 
this endeavor is Professor Craig Watters and the students 
from two of his entrepreneurship classes at the Syracuse 
University Whitman School of Management.  Professor 
Watters and his students have been working on this issue 
in conjunction with ASLF staff Kerin Rosen and Jeremy 
Oliver, and ASLF President Samuel Sage.    
Many common electronic products, including cell phones, 
personal computers, televisions, and other audio and 
visual equipment contain materials which can be harmful 
to both human health and the natural environment.  The 
simplest example is lead, which is contained in the glass of 
televisions and computer monitors, and in the solder used 
in circuit boards of all types.      
Currently, most electronic waste (called “E-waste” for 
short) is disposed of improperly.  Although there are laws 
and regulations to prevent certain types of E-waste from 
entering landfills or incinerators, much of it does anyway.  
Furthermore, most of the E-waste that is prevented from 
entering those conventional waste streams is instead sold 
in bulk and shipped overseas, mainly to China and other 
developing nations.  There, anything of value is reclaimed, 
and the bulk of the waste is incinerated for cheap, unclean 
power, or otherwise disposed of irresponsibly.  The 
environmental implications from this manner of disposal 
are both grim and far-reaching.
There is an upside to this issue.  In addition to lead, 
E-waste contains a wealth of other metals, some of which 
are valuable.  Gold and platinum, to name just two, are 
contained in electronic waste in significant amounts.  In 
the past, it was considered too costly or inefficient to 
reclaim these products from old electronics.  However, the 
current high commodity prices for these metals has created 
a new market for previously used electronic components.  
A handful of facilities have been built, mainly in the US 
and Japan, which use physical and chemical processes to 
reclaim the valuable metals contained in E-waste, while 
at the same time ensuring that the remaining materials 
are disposed of properly.  ASLF is looking at the potential 
for building a similar facility here in Syracuse, in order 
to create sustainable jobs, reduce improper disposal of 
electronics in the local community, and serve the broader 
region as an environmentally-friendly, socially-responsible 
recycler of E-waste.
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Deconstruction is the disassembly of a building in the 
opposite order that it was originally constructed and is 
a strategy for removing unwanted structures, salvaging 
usable materials, and creating economic opportunities. 
There is currently in Syracuse a retail outlet for those 
salvaged materials- the reStore on Otisco Street sells 
donated building materials for reuse.
Building deconstruction is not a new idea; historically 
buildings were disassembled, moved and modified to serve 
new purposes. In recent years, building reuse has emerged 
as a field with tremendous potential for diverting reusable 
materials from the landfill and encouraging recycling and 
reuse. There are a few examples of building deconstruction 
currently being used as an alternative to demolition, with a 
few completed such projects here in Syracuse.
The scale of this problem and the potential opportunity that 
abandoned buildings represent necessitates that a model 
be created that identifies and refines the best techniques of 
structure deconstruction so that operations can be efficiently 
performed and safely completed, while using both present 
and emerging technologies to reduce costs, find new uses 
for salvaged materials, and create standardized procedures 
for deconstruction processes. 
Given that the city eventually becomes the owner of many 
unwanted structures, the task of deconstruction must be 
bid at a competitive rate. Once proficiency at this chore is 
established, we’re confident that the city will reap numerous 
benefits in the form of job creation and training, material 
recycling and salvage, economic development, and support 
for community development. The decision to deconstruct 
a building becomes an opportunity to reinvest in our 
communities to create opportunity from what otherwise 
would be thrown away.

Deconstruction

A deconstruction effort in Buffalo by ReUse Buffalo
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A rain garden was installed at the Dunbar Association in 
October as the first phase of a long-term plan to incorporate 
green infrastructure at the facility with environmental 
education programs and the creation of “green jobs”.  
Approximately 800 square feet of the center’s front 
lawn was converted to rain garden under a joint grant 
between Atlantic States Legal Foundation (ASLF) and the 
Dunbar Association funded by the NYS Department of 
Environmental Conservation.  While ASLF and the Dunbar 
Association headed the project, multiple organizations 
collaborated to see the garden successfully constructed.
ASLF landscape designer Alex Shisler did the planning, 
analysis, and design of the rain garden.  Its intent is to not 
only reduce the amount of stormwater running off-site while 
being a social and aesthetic benefit, but to also be a highly 
visible, low maintenance, experimental demonstration 
project which will test uncertain parameters, such as 
vegetation success and the rerouting of Dunbar’s rain 
gutters from the storm drain to the garden. This project can 
be incorporated into a larger green infrastructure network 
in the future.  The rain garden’s location, shape, size, and 
planting choices were all carefully considered to reflect 
these goals in unison.
Hope 4 Us Housing, a local contractor, used the garden as 
a green component of a construction training program for 
under-employed community members.  Approximately nine 
local residents hired by the program learned the concept of 
the garden and its construction in a classroom setting, then 
excavated it by hand and amended the soil by mixing in 
free municipal compost.  This was the first of what will 
hopefully be many job training initiatives in Syracuse 
centered on the construction of green infrastructure.
The planting and mulching of the garden was incorporated 
into a larger after-school environmental education program 
at the Dunbar Association for students 10-13 years in age, 
taught by ASLF’s Kerin Beth Rosen.  To learn about native 
plants and green infrastructure’s role in reducing pollution 
to the environment, the youth planted a wide variety of 
native trees and perennials selected by and purchased 
from the Phoenix Flower Farm.  Older students from 
Cornell Cooperative Extension’s Earth Corp program, 
with previous experience planting rain gardens, guided and 
assisted the younger students in proper planting methods.  
The result of these efforts is a garden rich in its number and 
diversity of plants and trees which, with future monitoring, 
will indicate which plants do best in rain gardens in our 
geographically-unique ecosystems.    
Many important lessons have, and will be, learned through 
the construction of this rain garden.  It is our hope that it 
will inspire local citizens and their governments to build 
better and more rain gardens in the future.  It is, however, 
only a jumping off point from which there is still much 
work to be done; it looks as if we are off to a good start.                  

Dunbar Rain Garden Completed
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Atlantic States 
Completes Feasibility 
Study on Creation 
of an Environmental 
Education Strategy 
for Harbor Brook 

Atlantic States Legal 
Foundation recently 
completed a feasibility 
study on the formation 
of an environmental 
education program 
for Harbor Brook. 
The study, funded by 
the Environmental 

Protection Agency, is part of ongoing efforts in the area to 
improve the Onondaga Lake Basin.

The report focused on the two aspects of the education 
program: the construction of a creek walk and the 
establishment of an outdoor classroom for schools bordering 

the brook. The proposed trail 
would extend from Bishop 
Ludden High School east to 
George Fowler High School, 
with the goal of eventually 
extending the path to 
connect with the trail circling 
Onondaga Lake. In addition 
to planning a layout for the 

trail, ASLF analyzed the potential social, economic, and 
environmental benefits of the creek walk, and surveyed the 
surrounding area for protected resources.

Atlantic States also looked at the possibility of constructing 
one or more shorter creek walks in particularly scenic 
portions of the brook. The portion of the brook running 
between Bishop Ludden and Westhill High School, the 
land just west of Rowland Street, and the section of the 
creek between Grand Avenue and South Wilbur Street 
were identified as being well-suited for a trail. Additional 
analysis was conducted on the Rowland Street Site, which 
possesses the potential to be converted into an inclusive 
park complete with several trails and interpretive materials. 

The construction of a creek walk would be supplemented 
with the establishment of an outdoor classroom. Atlantic 
States worked with several teachers from Bishop Ludden 
High School, Westhill High School, Delaware Elementary, 
and George Fowler High School to evaluate the potential of 
such a classroom and develop curriculum that utilizes the 
brook’s resources.  

Although the study is only a preliminary analysis on the 
feasibility of implementing a creek walk and outdoor 
classroom, it found there to be significant interest in the 
continuation of the project.  Not only would the project 
create a rare opportunity for city residents to experience 
the natural environment, but it would increase public 
knowledge and concern for the brook, therefore stimulating 
further cleanup and rehabilitation programs. 
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Atlantic States Legal Foundation (ASLF) was established in 1982 to provide affordable 
legal, technical and organizational assistance to individuals, community groups, and 
other Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), as a way to effectively remediate 
threats to the natural environment. Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, ASLF was 
the principal NGO utilizing the citizen suit provision of the Clean Water Act as a means 
of forcing polluters to cease the desecration of America’s waterways. During that time, 
and continuing today, we worked cooperatively with local environmental groups and 
attorneys throughout the United States to deter polluters, and would-be polluters, in a 
national litigation campaign. 

In the early 1990s, ASLF also became known as the lead NGO in the national campaign 
forcing industries to disclose the extent and volume of toxic materials stored at individual 

facilities. As a result of a 1998 U.S. Supreme Court decision, continued work under this program has become somewhat curtailed. 
However, our previous efforts resulted in a vast number of industries becoming accountable to their residential neighbors in 
relation to potential risks to otherwise uninformed communities. 

As ASLF grew, and as the nation’s environmental problems and solutions have become more complex, we have been focusing 
a greater portion of our time and energy providing technical assistance to groups and individuals with specific environmental 
concerns. We participate extensively in stakeholder negotiations, scientific and technical review and consulting, and community 
education programs. Our staff scientists work in conjunction with leading experts in the fields of wastewater and mechanical 
engineering, GIS mapping, chemistry, biology, geology, hydrology, toxicology, and risk assessment, in order to provide affordable, 
accessible technical expertise to communities in need.

The Atlantic States Legal Foundation, Inc.
658 West Onondaga Street
Syracuse NY 13204-3711
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