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In April of2004, TheIllinois Associationof WastewaterAgencies(IAWA) submittedaproposal
to theIllinois Pollution ControlBoardproposingto amendtheBoard’s ruleestablishinggeneral
usewaterquality standardsfor dissolvedoxygen in Illinois rivers.

Friendsof theChicagoRiverhasseriousandsubstantivereservationsaboutthis proposal,and
urgesthat theIllinois Pollution Control Boardrejectthis proposedrulemakinguntil furtherstudy
and soundscienceestablishthat thereductionof dissolvedoxygenlevelswill not harmaquatic
life in theChicagoRiver andin Illinois surfacewaters.

TheChicagoRiver is by its historyandhydrologya uniqueriver systemin Illinois. We
understandthat given its history it facesmanyuniquechallenges;howevertheriver in recent
yearshasmaderemarkableprogressin its ability to supportan increasingvarietyof fish species
and otherwildlife. It is alsobecomingasignificanteconomicresourceasits improving condition
translatesinto increasingutilization for public recreationandasadjacentpropertiesincreasein
value. Our generalconcernswith theproposedrulemakingarethat if we lower dissolvedoxygen
standardsfor theriver wearejeopardizingtheprogressthathasalreadybeenachievedby
significantpublic investmentin structuralstormwatercontrolslike theTunneland Reservoir
Plan.We arealsoconcernedthat we will losethesignificant futureeconomicbenefitsfor the
regionassociatedwith afishableandswimmableChicagoRiver.

We alsohaveseveralspecificconcerns.

1. This rulemakingis prematuregiven theUseAttainabilityAnalysiscurrentlyunderway.

CurrentlytheIEPA is conductinga UseAttainabilityAnalysisoftheChicagoWaterwaySystem
to determineif upgradedwaterdesignationsareappropriate.Thesenew designationswill replace
theexistinggeneraluse,andsecondarycontactandindigenouslife usedesignationsthat are
currentlyin place. Thenewproposeddesignationswill upgradeexistingstandardsandlikely
requireincreasedmonitoringfor dissolvedoxygenlevels.After carefulanalysisof thedatafrom
this increasedmonitoringwewill thenhavetheopportunityto makea decisionbasedon sound
scienceas to theappropriatelevelsofdissolvedoxygenin theChicagoRiver.

2. Dissolvedoxygenlevelsin theChicagoRiveraredramaticallyimpactedby combinedsewer
overflows.Loweringlevelswill artificially improvecompliancebutnot improvethehealthof the
river

In theNorthShoreChannellevelsofdissolvedoxygenfall below the6 mg/I screeningcriteria
over 50%ofthetime. Otherstretchesof theriver fail to meetexistingstandardsafteraCSO
event,andoftentakeseveraldaysto recover.This problemis mostseverein sectionsofbubbly
creek,wheremonitorsshowthat dissolvedoxygenlevelsfall to zerofor manyconsecutivedays
afteramajor CSOevent.
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3. We lack thedatato properlyevaluatetheimpacttheproposedstandardswill haveon the
reproductivecyclesof thefreshwatermusselsand latespawningfish.

Forthepastthreeyears,Friendsof theChicagoRiverin partnershipwith theSheddAquarium,
hasconducteda freshwatermusselsurveyin theChicagoRiver. Oursurveyhasdocumentedthe
presenceof musselsin multiple locationsoftheChicagoriver Researchhasshownthat Unionid
mussels,whichhavebeenfoundin theNorthBranchofthe ChicagoRiver, areespecially
threatenedbecausetheyrequirehost fish for reproduction.Only about25%ofthehost fish for
themusselsin theUS havebeencorrectlyidentified, soit is difficult to predicttheimpacts
humanactivity has,asclearly thediversity andhealthof fish populationswithin theriver system
will affect thereproductivesuccessofthesemollusk species.

Dissolvedoxygenlevelsbelow20%saturationcancausestressto freshwatermussels(Ellis
1937,Ingram 1957),althoughsomespeciescanwithstandbrief periodsof low oxygenlevels.
Dissolvedoxygenis oneexampleof an environmentalfactorthat affectsall stagesofthe life
cycle of UnionidMussels(Chesney& Oliver, 1998). For example,Long termbreedersspawn
and fertilize eggsin late spring,summeror earlyfall producingmatureglochidiaby late fall or
winter, however,theglochidiamaynot bereleaseduntil springor earlysummerofthefollowing
year. In contrastshort termbreedersspawn,fertilize eggs,developandreleaseglochidiafrom
late springto earlyfall (Howellset al., 1996). It is difficult to accuratelydeterminewhenlow
dissolvedoxygenlevelswould be safe,becausethereproductionof thespeciesis sensitiveat
vanousstages.

In orderto protectthecurrentpopulationsand ensuretheir survivalandreproduction,weneedto
ensurethattheentireChicagoRiver systemcanprovidehabitatto supporttheircomplexand
sensitivelife cycle.Freshwatermusselsareespeciallyvulnerableto habitatdisturbance.Ofthe
80 musselspeciesnativeto Illinois, morethanhalf arecurrentlythreatened,endangered,
extirpated,or extinct.

In addition,thenegativeeffectsof low dissolvedoxygenlevelson fish havebeenwell
documented.At extremelylow oxygenlevelsfish kills result. Low dissolvedoxygenlevelsin
theChicagoRiver will alsonegativelyimpactfish speciesthat spawnin late summerlike
sunfish,andsport fish suchassmallmouthbasswhich aresensitiveto low dissolvedoxygen
levels.Thelossof fish hostsaswell ashabitatdestructionfrom damsandpollution areidentified
as someoftheprincipal causesfor musselpopulationdeclines.

4. Thecurrentstandardsareworking.

Underthecurrentregulatorystandards,thehealthoftheChicagoRiverhasdramatically
improvedasevidencedby its ability to supportan increasingvarietyof fish speciesandwildlife.
Yet evenwith theseimprovementsmany sectionsoftheNorthShoreChannelfail to meet
current8 hourstandard50%ofthetime. Monitoringdatafrom 1998-2002showthat with the
exceptionofthedowntownportionthat receivesadiversionof LakeMichiganWater(Main stem
ChicagoRiver), theriver did not meet thecurrenteight-hourstandardat least50%ofthetime,
andin theSouthFork 76%ofthetime.
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We find it hardto understandtherationalefor theproposedrulemaking. It seemsto us that
given theprogressChicagohasmaderestoringthehealthof theriver, by forging a uniqueand
committedcivic partnershipbetweenpolitical leaders,theMWRD, citizengroups,andotherswe
shouldnotbe loweringstandards,but rathergatheringourcollectiveresolveto finish thetask
andapplyproventechniquesandstrategiesthat will improvedissolvedoxygenlevelsin the
river.

Themissionof FriendsoftheChicagoRiveris to fosterthevitality oftheChicagoRiver for the
plant, animal,andhumancommunitieswithin its watershed.Theaquaticfaunain theChicago
Riveris alreadythreatenedby deterioratingwaterquality andincreaseddevelopmentwith
severalspeciesbecomingextirpatedfrom thewatershedin recentdecades.Reducingthe
standardsfor dissolvedoxygenwill onlyhelp to makethisproblemworse,threateningour
valuedaquaticfauna.
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