Lake Washington:  An Environmental Success Story

 
Seattle is located on a narrow strip of land between two large bodies of water.  To the west is Puget Sound, which is part of the Pacific Ocean, and to the east is Lake Washington, a deep, 27-mile-long freshwater lake.  During the 1940s and early 1950s, cities on the east side of the Lake Washington completed 11 sewer systems that emptied into Lake Washington.  Unlike raw sewage, this sewage was “clean” water that did not present a threat to human health.  For this reason, both citizens and civic leaders were surprised by research in 1955 showing that the treated sewage was threatening their lake.  Scientists working in Dr. W. T. Edmondson’s lab at the university of Washington found a bacterium, Oscillatoria rubescen, that had never been seen in the lake before.


This was not good new.  The sewage was releasing large amounts of phosphates from human wastes and from detergents into the lake.  Phosphate acts as “fertilizer” for bacteria and algae.  These organisms can grow so rapidly when they are fertilized this way that they cloud the water and form dense mats of green scum. Bacteria that decompose algae when they die use up so much of the oxygen in the water that fish begin to die from suffocation. 


Dr. Edmondson knew that in several lakes in Europe, pollution by seage had been followed by the appearance of Oscillatoria and then severe deterioration of the lakes, which became cloudy, smelly, and unable to support fish.  When they detected Oscillatoria in the lake, the scientists realized that they were seeing the beginning of this process.


About this same time, Seattle set up the Metropolitan Problems Advisory Committee, chaired by James Ellis. Dr. Edmondson wrote Ellis a letter explaining what was happening to the lake and what could be expected in the future if action was not taken.  The best solution to the problem seemed to be to quit dumping the sewage into Lake Washington.  Instead, the sewage could be collected and carried around the lake to be emptied deep into Puget Sound.  Although this may seem like saving one body of water by polluting another one, it was actually a good choice.  The sewage had to go somewhere, and diluting it in the Pacific Ocean works much better than letting it build up in an enclosed lake.


All of the smaller cities around the lake had to work together to connect their sewage plants to large lines that would carry the treated sewage to Puget Sound.  Since there was no legal way for cities to do this at the time, Ellis successfully worked for passage of a bill in the state legislature to setup boards to handle projects of this kind.  Planners estimated that each household would have to pay about $2.00 per month extra on their waste-water bill to pay for the project.  (In the end, the amount turned out to be slightly less.)  Newspaper articles and letters to the editor addressed the issue.  Public forums and discussion groups were held.


The first sewage plant was hooded up in 1963.  Today, the lake is clearer than it has been since scientists began their studies of the lake in the 1930s.


The story of Lake Washington is a fine example of how environmental science and public action work together to solve environmental problems.  Science was essential to understanding a healthy lake ecosystem, to documenting changes that were beginning to cause problems, and to making predictions about what would happen if changes were made or if nothing was done.  Engineers could offer practical solutions to the problem of moving the sewage.  Legislators and civic leaders addressed the legal problems.  Volunteers, local media, and local activists provided public education and pressed to get the problem solved quickly.  The clear blue waters of Lake Washington stand as a monument to citizens’ desires to live in a clean, healthy environment and their ability to work together to make it happen!

Thinking Critically:

1.  Explain how each person and group played a crucial role in the 

     cleanup of Lake Washington.


__________________________________________________________________

2.  What kind of cost was this to the citizens?


__________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

