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April 2, 2019 

Honorable Anne M. Gobi 
Chair, Joint Committee on Environment, Natural Resources and Agriculture  
State House Room 513, Boston, MA 02133  
 
Honorable William Pignatelli 
Chair, Joint Committee on Environment, Natural Resources and Agriculture  
State House Room 473F, Boston, MA 02133  
 

Dear Chair Gobi, Chair Pignatelli, and members of the ENRA Committee, 

Charles River Watershed Association strongly supports H.751/S.490, An Act promoting awareness of sewage pollution 
in public waters. 

As anyone who grew up in Massachusetts and particularly the Boston area knows, the Charles River used to 
receive discharges of raw sewage on a regular basis. It was unsafe for swimming and even boating.  

In a 1955 issue of Harper’s Magazine, writer and historian Bernard DeVoto described the Charles River as "foul 
and noisome, polluted by offal and industrial wastes, scummy with oil, and unlikely to be mistaken for water." 

We’ve come a long way since then, and last year the EPA gave the Charles River an A- for water quality. 

But there are still Combined Sewer Overflow discharges into the Charles and Muddy Rivers, and currently we 
only receive real time notifications for overflows at one of those locations. We partner with a dozen boathouses 
along the Lower Charles to run a water quality notification program. We fly either red or blue flags every day 
from late June to late October to notify river users about the quality of the water. When we are made aware of a 
CSO, we fly red flags for 48 hours, and many boathouses keep children and adults off the water during those red 
flag periods to be protective of public health.  

CSOs will become more common with climate change, because climate change is bringing more heavy 
rainstorms, and that is when we have CSO episodes.  

We think this bill is important not only as a principle of transparency – i.e. that people have the right to know if 
their water body has had feces dumped into it -- but also because the more people know about it, the more likely 
they are to support the investments necessary to fix the problem. 
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It cost five billion dollars to clean up Boston Harbor. But a cleaner Harbor, and the resulting cleaner Charles 
River, have transformed the quality of life for people living in the metro Boston area. A study done last 
December found the benefits of a cleaner Boston Harbor to total $30-100B, when you take into account 
property values, public health, and ecological benefits. But we didn’t need a study to know that getting sewage out 
of our water bodies was important. We can see it every day we take a run or bike ride along the Charles, or enjoy 
a Concert on the Esplanade, or see the transformation of the Seaport.   

We need to set a goal of eliminating CSOs in all our rivers, and this bill is an important first step to get there.  

Thank you for your consideration. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Emily Norton 
Executive Director 
 


