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CAHABA SUPERSEWER POSITION

September 24, 2002
The Society is one of 25 organizations in Citizens United to Stop the Supersewer, which includes organizations representing diverse residents throughout the County.  Citizens United members agree that the supersewer project should be ended, and want the tunnel boring machine backed out or buried where it sits. 

Citizens United to Stop the Supersewer is a diverse coalition with people from both sides of the mountain, including interests of economic and social justice, good government, the faith community, and neighborhood organizations as well as environmental groups.  Each organization in Citizens United represents thousands of members of our organizations who are Birmingham and Jefferson County citizens with these common concerns.

First, the supersewer will spur rapid land development in the Cahaba drinking water area at high densities, which will result in storm water runoff polluted by mud, fertilizer, oil, pesticides, and other toxins. 

· This will degrade the Cahaba’s water quality and reduce the water supply in the river by as much as one third (the latter statement according to the Birmingham Water Works and Sewer Board).  

· Our drinking water bills would rise to treat the polluted water and develop replacement water sources.  

· The ratepayers should not subsidize development that will degrade our drinking water and reduce our water supply.  

· There are lower cost, less damaging alternatives for serving growth that present less danger to our water supply.

Secondly, the project is both economically unjust and a poor economic investment.  

· The supersewer service area, the core of our drinking water source, is NOT a viable economic engine for Jefferson County worthy of a $141 million investment by the citizens.  

· It is not suitable for dense growth and industrial development.  

· New suburban development following the supersewer will drain economic vitality and revenues from older areas.  

· Rising water and sewer rates are bad for existing and new businesses as well as for residents.  

· The vast majority of county residents and businesses will pay for the sewer but will not see a benefit.

TERMINATE PROJECT WITHOUT BORING UNDER RIVER

Citizens United members agree – terminate the project without boring under the river. It was the danger to the river and our drinking water that first stopped the project, and we do not believe that the County has made its case that the crossing is safe, the least expensive option, or worth the risk to our drinking water.

For 6 months the County has not been able to provide the Water Board with the information they need to certify that the crossing is safe. Geologists outside the project are still concerned about rock fractures under the river and the risk that the drilling could collapse the river bed.  

The County’s first geotechnical study proved that there are areas of weak rock at the proposed crossing.  The firm Malcolm Pirnie, engineers who advise the Water Board,  evaluated the County’s Gallet report on the rock borings.  Cross-sections from the Pirnie report with the rock quality data for many of the borings show the prevalence of rock fractures.  There are several areas in the crossing path that are NOT solid rock, but have high prevalence of fractures.  There is no rock data for the critical area between the river bed and the projected top of the tunnel.  The rock data proves that rock conditions change within a short distance.  

We do not agree that the County’s new report proves the crossing is safe.  The report does not address key concerns, because the authors of the report did not even consult with the Water Board or any of the geologists who have raised the concerns.  In particular, the report focuses solely on earthquakes as a potential hazard associated with the Hogpen Branch fault.  The issue raised was the prevalence of rock fractures along the many joints associated with the fault zone and the uncertain location of the fault.  Information submitted by the Geological Survey of Alabama at the recent County public hearing includes a statement that fracturing associated with the joints is a concern for tunneling in the area.

We ask Environmental Services to provide the public with details of the termination plans to justify their cost estimates for either boring under the river or backing out.  Will they leave a bare tunnel behind that will be a long-term danger to the river?  Do they intend to fill the tunnel in with concrete or even to finish the sewer through it, as is implied by statements to the press?  What will that cost?  Why would it cost more to grout the entire Phase 4 tunnel than to construct the sewer in the entire Phase 4 tunnel, as the County evidently plans?

Why is it not an option to simply pay for the boring machine – an initial cost of about $4 million – and bury it where it sits, which is commonly done in tunneling projects?  

We also ask for clarification of the intent of the resolution the Commission passed.  The resolution does not appear to stop the supersewer project completely, but simply to terminate Contract 4 for now, perhaps until the delays can be resolved.  What about the private lands already condemned and bought for right-of-way all the way to the northern end of the supersewer route – will those lands be returned to their owners?

Statements by the project engineers in the Post Herald seem to indicate that the intent of boring under the river is to complete the sewer to that point and serve new development around our drinking water intakes with surface cut, gravity flow trunk sewers.  These surface sewers radiating from the new supersewer portal could serve a very large development area, including the Liberty Park commercial expansion and other lands that drain near to the drinking water intakes via Fleming Branch.  

Citizens United strongly opposes the County’s intent to pass under the river and serve substantial development that will drain to our drinking water pumps.  We do not want our sewer rates to subsidize private development that would degrade our drinking water.

CHARTING A FUTURE COURSE

The County Commission has apparently decided to halt the Cahaba supersewer project and rethink the bond issue.  Here are some thoughts for moving past this sewer crisis to significant opportunities for both economic and environmental interests.

· First, we need to plan for growth, and then decide the most cost-effective way to serve growth with sewer.  There is a land use plan for the Upper Cahaba underway.  Decisions about what type of growth is appropriate for our drinking water source should be made as a part of that plan, with public involvement.

· The planning process should conduct a serious study of alternatives for providing sewer service to new development that will cost far less to the public and provide greater protection to our drinking water.  Continued use of septic systems and small innovative systems such as Liberty Park’s are viable alternatives.

· The full County Commission’s oversight of sewers should be expanded for greater public accountability.

· There should be open communication and public involvement in decisions about the sewer expansion program. We support the proposal of the Alabama Rivers Alliance for a citizen advisory process that would review the sewer capital program annually.
We urge the County to terminate the supersewer without boring under the river.  We ask the County to seek lower cost alternatives to serve growth that will not damage our drinking water and to create a citizen advisory process for the sewer program.  

Contact:  Beth Stewart or Tricia Sheets, 322-5326 x11 

