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and the reported leaks in the Delaware Aqueduct

On December 8, 2000, the Committee on Environmental Protection will hear testimony from the New York City Department of Environmental Protection on the status of the physical condition and the reported leaks in the Delaware Aqueduct.

Background

On November 2nd and 3rd, 2000, WNBC TV  “News 4” reported that the city’s Delaware Aqueduct has been leaking upwards of one billion gallons of water per month from at least two leaks near the upstate city of Newburgh for at least a decade. The leaks, which are at a depth of approximately 600 feet underground, produce enough water to create ponds and other wetlands up at the surface above the leaks. In addition, it was reported that the leaking water may have eroded the limestone bedrock surrounding the underground aqueduct to such an extent that the aqueduct itself may be in danger of collapse.

The New York City Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) has confirmed that at least two leaks exist in the aqueduct west of the Hudson River in Ulster County, one in Roseton and the other in Wawarsing. The DEP has indicated that it has known about the leaks for years, but did not report anything to the public about the leaks until it issued a press release on October 2, 2000 regarding some repair work it was about to commence on a gate valve just east of the Roseton and Wawarsing leaks. The press release made reference to the leaks because the purpose of the valve repair was to give DEP the ability to investigate and assess the leaks in the Aqueduct. The press release was also issued the same week that DEP released documents about the leaks to the environmental group Riverkeeper pursuant to the Freedom of Information Law. The release of the documents to the group came fifteen months after the initial request was made.

The Importance of the Delaware Aqueduct to New York City’s Water Supply System

This issue of the Delaware Aqueduct leaks is a very significant one for the consumers of the New York City water supply because the Delaware Aqueduct currently delivers approximately 70% of the City’s drinking water (950 million gallons per day out of a total of 1.35 billion gallons per day) from the City’s upstate Delaware Water Supply System to the City. The Delaware Aqueduct is the only conduit between the Delaware System and the City. The City’s other two upstate water systems are the Catskill Water Supply System, which is adjacent to and east of the Delaware System, and the Croton Water Supply System, which is located east of Hudson in the counties of Westchester and Putnam. Both the Catskill and Croton Systems have dedicated aqueducts to bring water from those systems to the City.

At today’s hearing, the DEP will explain to the Committee the steps it intends to take to assess the scope of the leaks, the deterioration of the aqueduct and the condition of the bedrock in the area of the leaks. DEP will also describe, to the extent that it can at this time, what may be involved in effecting a repair or replacement of part of the aqueduct. The critical question associated with the repair of the aqueduct is the amount of time that the aqueduct will remain out of service. As stated above, the Delaware Aqueduct is the only link between the City and the water system that has been supplying 70% of its drinking water. If the Delaware Aqueduct must remain out of service for any significant duration, the City’s water supply needs will have to be served by its remaining two water supply systems, the Catskill and Croton Systems, and any additional water sources that the DEP is able to access.

The Need for Additional Water Sources

Unfortunately, the Catskill and Croton Systems – plus any available water sources that DEP may be able to access – cannot replace the volume that will be lost if the Delaware System goes off-line for an extended period. The City’s water supply currently delivers approximately 1.35 billion gallons of water per day in New York City and Westchester. Westchester draws about 125 million gallons per day (mgd) and, according to DEP, has alternate sources of water, which it will be called upon to use. That leaves the New York City demand of approximately 1.2 billion to 1.25 billion gallons per day. The Catskill System can produce 500 mgd. According to DEP, the Croton System can produce 275 mgd, somewhat higher than its historic maximum capacity of 240 mgd. Therefore, the Croton and the Catskill can collectively produce approximately 740 mgd, significantly short of the 1.2 billion gallon City demand. DEP has stated that it believes that City demand can be “substantially” reduced through the imposition of conservation measures normally taken in a drought emergency, but has not provided an estimate of reductions in demand it believes are attainable.

With regard to additional water sources, DEP has stated that could obtain 140 mgd of water from the following sources. These sources are:

· 60 mgd from the Croton Falls Reservoir 

The Croton Falls Reservoir, which is part of the Croton Water Supply System, has a pump station that would enable it to pump 60 mgd from Croton Falls to the lower portion of the Delaware Aqueduct, below the area that will be closed because of the leaks. Because Croton Falls is part of the Croton System, water from this reservoir is normally delivered to the City via the Croton Aqueduct. Pumping this water to the Delaware Aqueduct would increase by 60 mgd the amount of water that could be delivered to the City from the Croton System per day. This would, of course, draw down the volume of the Croton System faster than usual.

· 60 mgd from the DEP’s Jamaica Water Supply

DEP acquired the Jamaica Water Supply (JWS) System by condemnation by several years ago. Since that time, DEP has been systematically shutting down the Jamaica Water Supply groundwater wells in favor of supplying the former JWS customers with higher quality upstate reservoir water. DEP has reduced the production of these wells by about 75 mgd over the last few years. Returning the JWS wells to full production would mean delivering the lower quality water that DEP has sought reduce from its distribution system since it acquired the JWS.

· 20 mgd from the JWS section under Nassau County Ownership

The Committee will ask DEP what arrangement, if any, it has with Nassau County officials regarding obtaining this water from Nassau and whether or not the infrastructure exists to transfer this amount of water from the Nassau side to the Queens side of the JWS service area. The portion of the JWS in Nassau County was not part of the condemnation proceeding by the City. 

DEP has indicated that in addition the above-mentioned water sources, it would investigate its ability to use water from the Brooklyn-Queens Aquifer. This aquifer was recently the focus of an intensive study by DEP. The Committee will ask DEP about what role the Brooklyn-Queens Aquifer could play in supplementing the City’s water supply. The Committee will also ask about other water sources, if any, the DEP could consider drawing upon. However, even if all these water sources could be made available, there is still a deficit of several hundred million gallons per day that DEP will be hard pressed to supply if the Delaware Aqueduct is off line for a significant period of time.

Moreover, this scenario assumes that the Catskill and Delaware Systems, their respective aqueducts and any additional water sources will be able to deliver their maximum flows at all times. This is not always the case. For example, the Croton Aqueduct is currently operating at only 40 mgd because of aqueduct maintenance being conducted that, according to anonymous DEP sources, is related to chemical contaminants seeping into the aqueduct in northern Manhattan. One of the benefits of having the three separate water systems that the City has enjoyed through the years is that brief interruptions or slowdowns in one of the systems are compensated by the other two systems. Taking the Delaware System out of service for a prolonged period of time, however, would not allow for any interruptions in the Catskill or Croton Systems or in any of the additional systems that that DEP can draw upon.

Report of the Environmental Group Riverkeeper


Attached to this briefing paper is a draft report on the Delaware Aqueduct leaks by the environmental group Riverkeeper, which has been very active on water supply issues for many years.
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