
A Treatise on Waste  

Accidental or intentional release of sewage and excessive nutrients (nitrogen and 
phosphorous) in watersheds creates a dangerous environment for humans and fish alike.  
Nutrient pollution from urbanization, factory farms, and crop/lawn runoff is becoming 
the largest threat to America’s waterways.  Sources of nutrient pollution include human 
and animal waste, storm water runoff, fertilizers and fertilizer by-products.  When a body 
of water accumulates excess nutrients, overgrowth of so called “nuisance plants” such as 
algae ensues. This process is called eutrophication.   Accumulation of algae causes wide 
fluctuations in dissolved oxygen in water.  During daylight hours, algae grow through 
photosynthesis and oxygen levels actually increase.  However, when nightfall arrives, the 
reverse occurs and oxygen levels plummet.  The algae die off and it begins to decay.  The 
decomposition process consumes large amounts of oxygen and fosters overgrowth of 
pathogenic bacteria.  Algae bloom inhibits growth of native aquatic plants by blocking 
sunlight and competing for available nutrients.  Low dissolvable oxygen and bacterial 
overgrowth stresses or even kills fish and other aquatic life. Sewage also contains agents 
known as endocrine disruptors.  These agents may be derived from medications taken by 
humans that are excreted and remain biologically active in sewage.  Endocrine disruptors 
have been linked with reproductive abnormalities and malignancies in exposed animals.  
Locales with large factory farms or heavy fertilizer use for agriculture have serious 
nutrient pollution problems.  Massive facilities supporting cattle, sheep, or hog husbandry 
may produce trillions of pounds of animal waste annually.  This waste finds it way into 
local rivers, streams, and lakes, thereby contaminating water and potentially spreading 
disease. More than 60% of U.S. costal rivers and bays are at least moderately polluted by 
nutrients and over 35,000 stream miles are polluted with animal feces.  The EPA has 
confirmed that virtually all states are affected.    

Urban and suburban sources of nutrient pollution abound.  The city of Portland is 
notorious for sewage overflows during periods of heavy rainfall when the runoff 
overwhelms the antiquated sewage system.  Careless homeowners and businesses allow 
pollutants to seep into ground and streets that lead to streams.  Amazingly, the city of 
Molalla is currently placing a huge sewage pipe that will drain treated sewage directly 
into the Molalla River.  The Molalla is home to a strong spring Chinook and Winter 
Steelhead run.  The city’s plan to discharge about 240 pounds of solid waste daily into 
the Molalla, despite a National Marine Fisheries Service biological opinion that noted the 
effluent can cause “physiological stress, reduce growth, and adversely affect survival” of 
migrating fish.  Downstream, the city of Canby uses the Molalla as a source of drinking 
water!  To detoxify the sewage, the sewage treatment facility uses chlorine.  Chlorinated 
water contains toxic byproducts such as tri-halomethanes that are linked to cancer and 
birth defects.  Non-toxic means for treating wastewater, such as ultraviolet light, avoids 
the problems of discharging chlorinated compounds into watershed.  Innovative sewage 
treatment models like the constructed wetlands model in Silverton is an ecofriendly 
alternative.  For a succinct description of constructed wetlands, go to 
http://ag.arizona.edu/AZWATER/arroyo/094wet.html.   For more information on the 
concerns regarding the Molalla River sewage issue, visit Friends of the Molalla River at: 
http://www.friendsofthemolallariver.com/ 
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