
 

Getting to a Healthy Long Island Sound:  
The Urgency of a New Regional Nitrogen Plan 
 

 

Nitrogen pollution decimates the Sound’s web of life  

It contributes to the low-oxygen dead zone that smothers 
marine life every summer in western Long Island Sound as 
well as local harbors and bays around the Sound. Excess 
nitrogen is a substantial driver in the disturbing crumbling and 
sinking of tidal marshes that fringe our Sound and serve as 
nursery grounds for fish and protect our coastal neighborhoods 
from flooding. Finally, excess nitrogen has been linked to 
years of toxic algae blooms on Long Island’s north shore that 
close shellfish beds for months at a time. High nitrogen could 
set off destructive toxic algae blooms in other harbors. 
 

Save the Sound’s petition calls on the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) to lead an effort to create an up-to-
date, science-based, legally enforceable plan to identify and 
slash the biggest remaining sources of nitrogen pollution in 
Long Island Sound, including sewage treatment plants in 
northern states, septic systems, leaking sewer pipes, fertilizers 
used on lawns and golf courses, and urban stormwater runoff.  

 

A Stronger Plan for a Healthier Sound 
 

The Clean Water Act requires that our waters meet federal water quality standards. When they 
don’t, plans must be developed to ensure that the waters’ health improves in a timely way.  
 

While Connecticut and New York made great strides under Long Island Sound’s first nitrogen 
TMDL, which ran until 2014, dead zones, algae blooms, and marsh damage prove that much 
more work remains. Right now, discharge of excess nitrogen into the Sound still violates the 
legal standards, including those for dissolved oxygen needed to support aquatic life.  
 

We are requesting that the EPA take the following actions to restore the Sound to health 
and vibrancy: 

 Develop an updated nitrogen TMDL by June 15, 2016 that ensures Long Island 
Sound’s water quality will meet legal standards.  

 Establish an implementation and accountability program by June 15, 2016 for the 
five states that drain to Long Island Sound—Connecticut, New York, Massachusetts, 
Vermont, and New Hampshire. 

 Immediately use EPA’s existing authorities to slash nitrogen from urban 
stormwater, broken and failing sewer pipes, septic systems, cesspools and other local 
sources of nitrogen.    

 

If we act now, we can put Long Island Sound back on track to end hypoxia by 2025. We can 

have a clean and healthy Sound in our lifetimes.  

 

What is a TMDL? 
 

A Total Maximum Daily Load 
is a calculation of the maximum 
amount of a specific pollutant 
that a single waterbody can 
receive and still meet water 
quality standards. TMDLs set 
mandatory limits on specific 
pollutants from all sources.  
 
Long Island Sound’s first TMDL 
for nitrogen was developed in 
2000 and requires New York 
and Connecticut to reduce 
nitrogen output from sewage 
treatment plants by nearly 60 
percent by 2014. 

 



Hypoxia Caused by Nitrogen is the #1 Threat to the Sound’s Ecosystem 
 

Despite three decades of effort to improve water quality, Long Island Sound remains a 
severely stressed environment. In the western Sound, dissolved oxygen concentrations—a key 
measure of the Sound’s health—consistently fall to levels too low to sustain aquatic wildlife.  
 

 What is hypoxia? Hypoxia is the term for extremely low levels of dissolved oxygen in 
the water (less than 3 mg/L short-term, or less than 4.8 mg/L long-term). Fluctuations in 
dissolved oxygen occur naturally, but hypoxia is worsened by excess nitrogen from 
outdated sewage treatment systems, failing septic systems, contaminated stormwater 
runoff, and fertilizers. 

 What are the effects? Without enough oxygen in the water, aquatic life struggles to 
breathe and ultimately must leave the affected area or die. Fish begin having trouble 
when oxygen dips below 5 mg/L. By 2 mg/L, there’s an 80 percent reduction in fish 
biomass—as well as severe impacts on other marine life like lobsters and shellfish. High 
nitrogen fuels algae blooms, and 
there are now indications that it is 
destroying coastal marshes. 

 How bad is it? In 2012, hypoxia 
lasted two months and covered 20 
percent of the Sound. Sewage 
plant upgrades and relatively good 
luck with weather have meant 
better oxygen levels in 2013 and 
2014, but there is still a long way to 
go to ensure the whole Sound has 
healthy water quality all summer.   

 

Action Steps Needed to Heal Hypoxia in Long Island Sound  
 

Improving sewage treatment in the Sound’s watershed is essential. In many areas, aging 
infrastructure discharges raw sewage directly into waterways during heavy rains. The current 
TMDL obligated sewage treatment plants along the Sound to reduce nitrogen output by nearly 
60 percent. In spring 2014, Save the Sound graded New York plants’ progress towards that 
goal. We also brought a lawsuit against a sewage treatment plant on Long Island that was 
violating its nitrogen limits, ending the suit when the plant upgraded to meet the law. In 
Connecticut, we protect and advocate for the state’s Clean Water Fund, which helps 
municipalities pay for pollution-busting infrastructure projects. 
 

We now know that these reductions alone cannot heal the dead zone. Sewage treatment 
plants in Massachusetts, Vermont, and New Hampshire that discharge into tributaries of Long 
Island Sound must be directed to reduce nitrogen. Locally, repairing broken sewer pipes, 
septic systems, and cesspools will cut pollution.  
 

Equally critical is curbing stormwater runoff from the Sound’s 16,000-square-mile watershed. 
Save the Sound promotes local land use practices that preserve the filtering processes of 
forests, marshes, and other natural landscapes. Green infrastructure, such as bioswales, rain 
gardens, and pervious pavement, has also become a viable option for reducing nutrient-rich 
runoff from developed areas. In addition, use of fertilizer must be limited.  
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