Drinking Water: Things are not always
what they appear to be!

by Stephen M. Jones

Mr. Jones, former Suffolk County Planning Director, is CEO of the Suffolk County Water Authority,
a public benefit corporation, created by the State Legislature for the purposes of production, trans-
mission, distribution and sale of water to it’s customers.

Drinking Water and the Pine Barrens go hand in hand and next year will mark the 20th anniversary of the
Suffolk County Drinking Water Protection Program, which funded a great deal of the Pine Barrens now pre-
served. Going back to George Washington, one of our first national real estate speculators, who pronounced
our Long Island Pine Barrens to be “scrubby land of indifferent quality,” much of the land he viewed more than
200 years ago remains untouched by development and thank goodness for that! We know so much more
about groundwater recharge, flow, underground storage aquifers and drinking water quality than we used to,
that we can definitely say:
“Things aren't always what they
appear to be.”

We know now that the Pine
Barrens may appear to be just
woods and open space habitat
for wildlife, but what we don't see
is the huge drinking water
recharge area that takes the rain
and snow fall and filters it down
through the course sands and
gravel below us. To paraphrase
an old Beltway expression— “It's
about the [drinking water],
stupid.” Over the past two decades, the Pine Barrens Society has been instrumental in making the connection
between land preservation on the surface and drinking water protection beneath. There is, in fact, no type of
development that would not be harmful in some way to the groundwater quality beneath it. The miniscule
waste constituents of human activity are now routinely tested in parts per billion! That's a single sand grain in
a bathtub full of sand. Which brings us to water quality. ..

To many long time residents, the Suffolk County Water Authority (SCWA) appeared to be a shadowy part-
ner of politically-connected developers hell-bent on destroying the landscape in the name of “progress.”
Certainly in the last 15 years, that appearance has changed dramatically. From helping to produce the Central
Pine Barrens Plan to overseeing the Pine Barrens Commission staff, to pioneering new scientific inquiry and
research into water treatment, filtration, and computer modeling of groundwater, the Water Authority is show-
ing more respect for that land which “the father of our country” scoffed at on his tour from Patchogue to Port
Jefferson in 1790. Stewardship takes many forms and, for SCWA, it’s still about providing the highest
quality water at the lowest possible cost. So when we look at the Pine Barrens, we see an underground
reservoir of the highest quality water that is so large in the yearly precipitation it accepts and stores, that it can
yield more than enough drinking water for generations into the future. And that resource has to be cared for
and tended to, to make sure it isn't overused or abused.

So what's SCWA doing to put its money where its mouth is when it comes to stewardship, especially in
the Pine Barrens? Surface appearance is important. Trees are nature’s air and water filters, so we need to show
some respect for the trees, even though we're all about water. In addition to our Community Arboretum
Program for the west end, where we plant specimen trees at pump stations which will never meet a power line
or a car bumper, we take a different approach in the Pine Barrens. With the help of Karen Blumer, our native
plant consultant, we are learning to minimize adverse impacts when we clear sites, how to stockpile soil, to
manage plant relocations, and to stick with native and drought tolerant species compatible with the Pine
Barrens. We're learning how to control invasive plants and re-establish natives. At $12.00/hr for lawn
mowing services, why would we want to plant a lot of grass?

We have great water quality challenges ahead of us and as we gaze on the Pine Barrens we can
understand, more and more, the importance of investing tax dollars and preserving these areas for drinking
water. Let me give you an example: In Northport, where land development moved from farming to unsewered,
single-family development on small lots, nitrates from fertilizer and now cesspools, continue to load the
groundwater there. We find it in the water we pump to the surface and we have to treat it by blending it or
removing it, and that is very expensive to do. In West Islip, where we can drill deeper to avoid the waste
products of human activity, we encounter iron, leaching out of the hematite sands brought by the Ice Age.
While we are not required by drinking water standards to remove this iron, who wants to drink water that looks
like iced tea? So we remove the iron, and that, again, is very expensive.

By contrast, in the Pine Barrens, the groundwater is so pure and clean, that virtually any drinking water
standard will be met or exceeded both now and even fifty years from now. There are not many places in the
U.S. that can claim to have such a high quality drinking water resource to tap and a sustainable one, at that.
If we keep the Pine Barrens pristine, the rain and snow will take care of our quality drinking water in the future.

So remember, appearances may be deceiving. In the Pine Barrens, you're looking at the present, but what
you are really seeing is our past and future and, to quote a prominent homemaker/convicted felon, “THAT is
a good thing”!

ENVIRONMENTAL
NEWS NOTES

Court Won't Save Grace Forest

New York State Supreme Court Justice Michelle Woodard
has dismissed environmentalists’ lawsuit to prevent the
Village of North Hills in Nassau County from abrogating a
restrictive covenant intended to “preserve in perpetuity”
some 18 acres of land in a state-designated Special
Groundwater Protection Area, one of only two in Nassau.
The land was immediately cleared to make way for a condo-
minium project.

The Society, North Shore Land Alliance and the Long
Island Drinking Water Coalition argued that the wooded land
was preserved in 1988 to allow for the construction of an
earlier condo project and could not now be developed. The
case has been appealed to the Appellate Division of State
Supreme Court.

“This was a significant miscarriage of justice,” said PBS
President Alan Singer. “It's a terrible precedent because if
North Hills can abrogate protective covenants, anyone can.”

A Working Hike

Armed with trash bags and paint brushes, fifteen Pine
Barrens Society members braved the cold weather on
December 3 to cleanup and mark the main trail at the David
Sarnoff State Pine Barrens Preserve in Riverhead. An excel-
lent site for birdwatching, the preserve is one of the first major
Pine Barrens tracts to be permanently preserved. It was
acquired for one dollar from the Radio Corporation of
America when RCA abandoned its transcontinental radio
antenna array in 1978 to be replaced by new technology. For
information on future hikes, contact Elina Alayeva at (631)
369-3300 or alayeva@pinebarrens.org

Bad Projects

The Pine Barrens Society is constantly being made aware
of proposed development projects that would be harmful to
the environment. Here are three the Society is concerned
about and working on:

1) A Supplemental Environmental Impact statement has
been filed for a project involving the construction of an inland
Water Ski Park at the site of the former Navy-Grumman air-
field in Calverton. The developers originally intended to exca-
vate, then install a liner inside the cavern to permit water ski-
ing. Construction workers misjudged the depth to groundwa-
ter and now are proposing, among other things, to operate the
motor boats directly in the aquifer. The property lies in a state-
designated Special Groundwater Protection Area in the Pine
Barrens. You cannot make this stuff up!

2) Not to be outdone, Suffolk County has proposed to re-
open its Trap and Skeet Shooting Range in Yaphank where
sportsmen can shoot at clay pigeons with lead buckshot. This
site is in Suffolk’s Southaven County Park in the Core
Preservation Area of the Pine Barrens, just south of where the
Pine Barrens Protection Act was signed into law in 1993.
Environmentalists inconveniently point out that this land is
also in a groundwater protection area as well as the watershed
of the Carmans River. There is no plan, at present, to get the
lead out!

3) And finally, at Suffolk County Gabreski Airport, there
are plans to expand the airport with jet charter companies,
new fuel tanks and hangars and possibly a reservoir for de-icing
chemicals. An associated 59-acre industrial park would
require no clearing and is promised to be environmentally
friendly. The jet leasing matter was presented to the County’s
Council on Environmental Quality which concluded that
there are no adverse environmental impacts expected at the
expanded airport which is located contiguous to the Core
Preservation Area west of the Quogue Wildlife Center and
south and east of the globally-rare Dwarf Pine Plains. Now we
know why a prominent environmentalist was not reappointed
to the CEQ.

Stay tuned!
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Regina Seltzer NOT! The Pine Barrens Society is not advertising its weekly television program on Long Island
John Turner buses. The composite photograph of the show’s cohosts, Dick Amper and Susie Husted is simply

an invitation for readers to tune in on Cablevision Channel 20, at the times listed below.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR . : - : - :
Richard Amper The Pine Barrens Society’s television program airs on Cablevision Channel 20 in the follow-
P ing areas. If your region is not listed here, please call our office at 631-369-3300 to find out

how you can help us get it aired on your local Cablevision network.
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