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AFFORDABLE, SAFE, RELIABLE WATER IN THE U.S.  

MAY BE THE GREAT CHALLENGE OF THE 21ST CENTURY 
 

New Book Outlining Need for Coherent U.S. Water Policy  
Cites Partnership for Onondaga Creek’s  

Water Quality and Environmental Justice Achievement  
 
August 29, 2012-- Syracuse, NY—The Partnership for Onondaga Creek is featured in “A Case 
Study of the Community Impacts of Combined Sewer Overflow Abatement Projects in Syracuse, 
NY” in the new book A TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY U.S. WATER POLICY. The case 
study highlights the community’s struggle for environmental justice that led to Onondaga 
County’s use of widespread green infrastructure to address its combined sewer overflow 
problems. The book puts these local water quality efforts in a national context.  
 
With climate change impacts projected to exacerbate heat and drought in many areas, and 
extreme wet weather and stormwater overflow in others, the water supply in the U.S. is 
increasingly vulnerable to disruption – and it is more critical than ever before that the United 
States have a cohesive national water policy to manage our most vital resource. Yet at a time 
when many countries are adopting new national approaches to water management, the United 
States still has no cohesive federal policy, and water-related authorities are dispersed across more 
than 30 agencies. In the new book, leading thinkers at the Pacific Institute, a world-renowned 
water research institution, present clear and readable analysis and recommendations for a new 
federal water policy to confront our national and global challenges, and they use a case study of 
Onondaga County as one example of water justice at work.  
 
“The inability of national policymakers to safeguard our water jeopardizes something crucial that 
most of us take for granted: affordable, reliable, and safe water,” said Dr. Juliet Christian-Smith, 
lead author of the work. “In writing this book, we worked with communities suffering the 
consequences of ineffective and under-enforced water policies. We highlight their stories – from 
communities exposed to nitrate-contaminated drinking water in California’s Central Valley to 
communities lacking access to basic drinking water services in Detroit, Michigan to communities 
uniting for better stormwater management in Syracuse, New York.”  
 
The ongoing work in Onondaga County is included as a prime example. In the late 1980’s, the 
county was sued under the Clean Water Act over water pollution caused by combined sewer 
overflows. But the siting of wastewater treatment plants in the Southside neighborhood ignited a 
community movement advocating for better alternatives, including the use of green infrastructure 
to reduce stormwater volumes. The Partnership for Onondaga Creek worked to have the county 



 

modify its plant design plans to be less harmful to nearby communities and to stop three 
additional wastewater treatment plants from being built. Instead, the county is implementing a 
combination of storage and green infrastructure, such as rain gardens, green roofs, and permeable 
pavement to protect water quality and the health of the community, in a project known as “Save 
the Rain.” This case study from A Twenty-First Century U.S. Water Policy is available to read 
online at www.pacinst.org/us_water_policy/case_study.  
 
“What we have learned is that it is possible to address water quality problems in ways that 
benefit, rather than stigmatize neighborhoods like ours,” explained Lionel Logan, president of 
the Partnership for Onondaga Creek. “Environmental justice is at the heart of water quality.  
Everyone has the right to clean water, no community should have to suffer from pollution, and 
working with local people rather than imposing ‘solutions’ on them is key to the success of any 
infrastructure.” 
 
“The nation desperately needs a coherent and consistent and equitable national water policy. 
Water is a local resource, as evidenced by the work of the Partnership for Onondaga Creek; yet it 
has major implications for the economy and security of the nation,” according to Dr. Peter 
Gleick, president of the Pacific Institute and a co-author of the book. “While most water 
management typically occurs at the local or regional level, the federal government plays a vital 
role in setting consistent national standards and regulations, providing funding for basic research 
on issues of national interest, intervening in legal disputes among the states, participating in 
international water policy, and helping to ensure that states and municipalities are able to meet 
future water challenges. These responsibilities are not being adequately fulfilled by the diverse 
federal agencies responsible for them. In some cases, agencies have overlapping and conflicting 
authorities. In other instances, the executive branch has failed to request sufficient funds to 
protect and manage our water resources, or the legislative branch has failed to appropriate and 
allocate those funds. And in other cases, our water policies have not been updated to account for 
advances in our scientific and technical understanding of both water problems and solutions. All 
of this leads to the need for a new 21st century water policy.” 
 
Recommendations for a new national water policy for the U.S. include solutions with new “soft 
path” concepts of water supply, such as expanded efforts to improve water conservation and 
efficiency, including more participatory water management and green infrastructure plans such 
as those promoted in Onondaga County, and smarter water pricing and economic strategies. 
Among the key recommendations from the Pacific Institute for national water policy are: 
 
-Updating current federal water laws and expanding measurement, monitoring, and enforcement. 
-Combining and coordinating fragmented federal water agencies and programs into a national 
strategy for water resources. 
-Applying environmental justice principles comprehensively in federal water policies to ensure 
equitable access to water. 
-Integrating the risks of climate change into all water facility planning, design, and operation. 
-Integrating U.S. water policy with other federal resource policies. 
-Reviving River Basin Commissions and requiring river basin planning on rivers shared by two 
or more states. 
 
A Twenty-First Century U.S. Water Policy provides the first independent assessment of water 
issues and water management in the United States in many decades, addressing emerging and 
persistent water challenges from the perspectives of science, public policy, environmental 
justice, economics, and law. With case studies from communities like Syracuse and first-person 
accounts of what helps and hinders good water management, the Pacific Institute frames 
challenges that define our current water issues and offers solutions. 
 



 

The coauthors, with Juliet Christian-Smith and Peter Gleick, are Heather Cooley, Lucy Allen, 
Amy Vanderwarker, and Kate A. Berry. The Introduction and Chapter 3: “Water and 
Environmental Justice,” as well as the case study on the green infrastructure project in Onondaga 
County, are available on the Pacific Institute website at www.pacinst.org/us_water_policy, as are 
a video with the lead authors and a Curriculum Guide. The book is available through Oxford 
University Press at 
http://www.oup.com/us/catalog/general/subject/Sociology/EnvironmentTechnology/?view=usa&
ci=9780199859443, on Amazon, and through your local bookstore. 
 
The Pacific Institute is one of the world’s leading nonprofit research organizations working to 
create a healthier planet and sustainable communities. Based in Oakland, Calif., the Institute staff 
conduct interdisciplinary research and partner with stakeholders to produce solutions that 
advance environmental protection, economic development, and social equity – in California, 
nationally, and internationally. www.pacinst.org  
 
The Partnership for Onondaga Creek is a diverse, community-based environmental justice 
organization, rooted in the Midland area of Syracuse, New York. It is committed to empowering 
local communities, through knowledge and tools for change, to make the water and environment 
in and along Onondaga Creek meet the highest standards. www.onondagacreek.org    


