
Citizens and Clean Water:  Back to the Future 
 
The Vermont General Assembly is  poised to 

pass new clean water legis lation this session 

in response to a statewide cal l  to ensure that 

Vermont continues to deserve its reputation 

for green hi l ls  and blue waters.  The publ ic’s 

engagement in this  issue, and support from al l  

quarters and every sector of our state, is  

contr ibuting to a legis lative response that 

hearkens back to the 1970s, when concerns 

about the environment – particularly water 

qual ity – led to the f i rst Earth Day on Apri l  22, 1970, a national day of 

cit izen engagement.  

 

Widespread publ icity about f ish ki l l s  in the Great Lakes, a major oi l  spi l l  in 

Santa Barbara, and a f i re on the Cuyahoga River in Ohio focused publ ic 

attention on the impacts of industr ial  and municipal discharges of waste 

into the nation’s waters.  In New England, actress Kather ine Hepburn 

observed that the Connecticut River was “the world’s most beautiful ly 

landscaped cesspool” as a result of uncontrol led pol lution.   This publ ic 

awareness was supported by the work of scientists who documented and 

reported the damage being done to publ ic health, cr it ical ecosystems 

and natural resources by uncontrol led pol lution. 

 

Just two short years after the f i rst  Earth Day, the United States Congress 

passed the Clean Water Act by a strong bi-partisan majority in 1972. In 

the Clean Water Act, Congress expressly aspired to do nothing less than 

“restore and maintain the chemical, physical and biological integrity of 

the Nation’s waters.”  Given the sorry state of the nation’s waters at that 

t ime, such a commitment was bold and vis ionary. Vermont embraced that 

commitment by seeking and obtaining approval from the United States 
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Environmental Protection Agency in 1974 to implement the provis ions of 

the Clean Water Act.  

 

Since that t ime, Vermont has been a ful l  partner with the United States in 

implementing the Clean Water Act and we have made important 

progress, most notably in managing and treating the discharges from 

industr ial  and municipal sewage treatment plants.  We are, however, 

witnessing the continued, i f  gradual, decl ine of our state’s waters. 

Researchers have determined that the major sources of pol lution are the 

combination of excess nutr ients and sediment associated with stormwater 

runoff.  The water that runs off of our developed landscape of bui ldings, 

driveways, parking lots,  roads and farm fields has the potential,  when not 

properly managed, to carry s ignif icant amounts of pol lution into our 

streams, r ivers, lakes and ponds.   

 

Cyano-bacteria outbreaks (blue-green algae blooms) on the northern 

bays of Lake Champlain and simi lar problems in other lakes and ponds 

across the state have led environmental and conservation organizations, 

businesses and people l iving and recreating on these waters to ask what 

can be done.  

 

The solutions are varied and complex, given the many di fferent activ it ies 

on the land that can cause pol lution, but many creative solutions have 

been developed. These include slowing down stormwater runoff to f i l ter 

out sediment and pol lution, ideal ly by seeping into the ground.  Other 

solutions involve changing how roads and parking lots are bui lt,  and 

managing stormwater runoff through green infrastructure. Protecting and 

restoring wetlands, f loodplains and r iver corr idors wi l l  also reduce 

stormwater runoff.   Additional ly, farmers can better manage their  crops 

and animal waste by rotating crops, using conservation ti l lage, fencing 

l ivestock out of streams and careful ly managing their f ields to reduce 

erosion and runoff.   
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In response to the chal lenges facing the state and mindful of the solutions 

available, Governor Shumlin has cal led upon the Vermont General 

Assembly to join with him in implementing a new Clean Water Init iative.  

This Init iative is both comprehensive --addressing a broad array of sources 

of pol luted stormwater runoff,  and strategic -- targeting state efforts  at 

the most s ignif icant and cost effective opportunit ies to reduce pol lution 

into our waters.  

 

The Governor has directed the Agency of Natural  Resources to work with 

the Agency of Transportation and Agency of Agriculture, Food and 

Markets to develop and implement the statewide Clean Water Init iative, 

with an early focus on Lake Champlain to address EPA’s demands that 

phosphorus levels entering the lake be reduced.   

 

The Vermont General Assembly has responded by advancing an 

ambitious and strategic new law that wi l l  strengthen the authority of state 

agencies whi le demanding accountabi l i ty for  results.   The current version 

of this bi l l  H.35, as passed by the House, wi l l  create a new Clean Water 

Fund to ensure that adequate monies are provided to address the most 

s ignif icant sources of pol luted stormwater runoff into Vermont’s waters. 

 

These actions have their  or igins in the work of many Vermonters.  

Travel ing across the state, my col leagues and I  have met with leaders 

and ordinary cit izens and have l istened to their concerns and suggestions.   

 

We have heard from town and city leaders who are struggl ing to maintain 

their current investments in sewer and wastewater treatment systems, and 

wonder how they can put in place new programs to address stormwater.   

We have also heard from those same communities that they are 

committed to reducing erosion from their roads, and to better protecting 

wetlands, f loodplains and r iver corr idors within their communities.  
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We have heard from those who f ish, hunt, and boat on our waters 

concerns about decl ines in the qual ity of their experiences and the loss of 

important natural resources.  We have heard from parents who are 

worr ied that increased pol lution may prevent their chi ldren from 

swimming and playing in their local waters the way they did when they 

were kids. 

 

We have heard from businesses who either depend directly upon having 

clean r ivers, streams, lakes and ponds for their success, or  who are 

concerned about what damage recent pol lution events may be doing to 

Vermont’s reputation as a clean and beautiful  place to l ive and do 

business. 

 

We have heard from farmers who value clean water and yet are 

frustrated that the work they are doing has not been enough.  They have 

asked for support to reduce water pol lution whi le st i l l  making a good 

l iving off of their  land and have provided many creative ideas for ways 

that we can approach this  chal lenge. 

 

These voices, and many others, have al l  expressed a strong desire for 

actions that wi l l  lead to results .   They have also described a wi l l ingness to 

be part of the solut ion. 

 

Those voices and the messages they share resonate with our agencies, 

the Governor and the state’s other elected representatives.  The Clean 

Water Init iative and the clean water legis lation moving through the 

General Assembly reflects the ideas and needs of a broad array of 

Vermonters who share a commitment to clean water.   

 

In this way, Vermont once again reflects the strength of democratic 

values and processes.  Through this shared experience, we have found 
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common sense, practical approaches to address the next generation of 

environmental problems.  In the same way that the f i rst  Earth Day 

reflected the broad publ ic support for clean water as a national value, 

this year’s Earth Day marks an opportunity to enjoy the fact that we l ive in 

a state where every day is  Earth Day, and every Vermonter values clean 

water. 

 

David Mears is Commissioner of the Dept of Environmental Conservation 
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