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Executive Summary

W estern Pennsylvania’s Three Rivers – 
the Allegheny, Monongahela and Ohio 
– are critical to the health and welfare

 of our families, communities, and wildlife. Approxi-
mately 3.5 million people reside in the Pennsylvania 
portion of the Ohio River basin and its headwaters, a 
region that also at-tracts at least 18 million travelers 
each year.1

Clean water in the Three Rivers is vital for wildlife, 
drinking water safety, recreation, and agriculture. Yet, 
for generations, the rivers have been polluted by 
industry, mining and urban runoff.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has 
been essential to efforts to clean up the Three Rivers 
and restore the watershed to health – supporting 
and working with state and local efforts to keep pol-
lution out of our waterways, hold polluters account-
able, restore degraded waterways to health, and 
study and monitor waterways to ensure their future 
health and safety.

That progress is now in jeopardy. The Trump admin-
istration has proposed deep and devastating cuts to 
the EPA’s budget. Even if the president’s proposed 
cuts are scaled back by Congress, they would still have 
profound negative impacts on the agency’s ability to 
deter pollution from industrial facilities, agriculture, 
sewage treatment plants, runoff and other sources, 
while undercutting efforts to restore the Three Rivers.

America should not go back to the bad old days, when 
whole stretches of river in the Three Rivers basin were 
so polluted as to be considered biologically dead.2 We 
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need a strong EPA with sufficient resources to sup-
port local cleanup efforts and partner with states and 
communities to protect and restore the Three Rivers.

The Three Rivers are being protected and re-
stored to health with funding and effort from the 
EPA. The EPA has worked to:

• Limit bacteria pollution in Allegheny County’s
Pine Creek and North Park Lake: In 2008, the
Pennsylvania Department of Environmental
Protection (PA DEP) found Pine Creek and its tribu-
taries, including North Park Lake, were so polluted
with bacteria that they could not be considered
safe for recreation.3 The EPA worked with the state
to develop a “pollution diet” for the Pine Creek
watershed, which was finalized in March 2013.4

Thanks to the cleanup plan, the Pine Creek
watershed should achieve water quality standards
—unless budget cuts undermine the “diet.”5

• Support the development of green infrastruc-
ture in Pittsburgh: The City of Pittsburgh and
its partners are working to address the city’s flash
flooding and sewer overflow problems by develop-
ing “green stormwater infrastructure,” features that
mimic the natural environment to absorb rainfall.6

The EPA provided technical assistance from 2012 to
2015 to help develop design guidelines for green
stormwater infrastructure.7 This work helped give
rise to new installations like a rain garden at the
Crescent Early Childhood Center.8

• Hold Consol Energy accountable for water
pollution: Consol Energy illegally dumped mining
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wastewater from the Bailey mine complex to 
Ohio River tributaries in Greene and Washington 
counties from 2005 to 2012.9 The EPA, the state 
and the U.S. Department of Justice required 
Consol Energy to pay $3 million in penalties in a 
2016 settlement.10 Consol Energy also agreed to 
$5.3 million in system improvements that will cut 
discharges of dissolved coal mining pollutants by 
more than 2.5 million pounds per year.11

• Clean up legacy mining pollution on the
Little Conemaugh Creek in Cambria County:
An abandoned mine located near St. Michael in
Cambria County discharged 3,000 gallons of
mine drainage each minute to the Little Conem-
augh River from the 1960s until recently.12 When

Rosebud Mining Co. requested a permit to mine 
underlying reserves, the EPA worked with PA 
DEP to develop a permit that included a cleanup 
project that cut iron loads to the creek by 98 
percent, aluminum loads by 100 percent, and 
manganese loads by more than 50 percent.13

• Clean up the Osborne Landfill Superfund site
in Mercer County: The state closed the Osborne
Landfill in Mercer County in the 1970s for accept-
ing industrial waste without a permit. Shortly
afterward, the EPA and state investigators found
that toxic substances were leaching from the
landfill to nearby soil and surface water, as well as
a nearby fishing stream.14 The EPA added the site
to the Superfund list of national cleanup priorities

The Three Rivers Are Cleaner Because the EPA: The EPA Continues to Protect Clean Water by:

Set limits on bacterial pollution to the Pine Creek 
watershed in Allegheny County

Supervising pollution control across the basin

Funded the development of design criteria for green 
infrastructure in Pittsburgh

Funding pollution prevention measures in 
municipalities

Ordered Consol Energy to improve water management 
and monitoring to correct its violations of the Clean 
Water Act

Ensuring compliance with pollution standards to limit 
releases of mining wastewater to waterways

Developing an innovative permit that cleaned up legacy 
mining pollution in Little Conemaugh River in Cambria 
County

Supervising and enforcing pollution discharge permits 
across the state

Supervised cleanup at the Osborne Landfill Superfund 
site in Mercer County

Funding and overseeing 65 ongoing Superfund 
cleanups

Researched the effects of fracking wastewater disposal 
and coal-fired power plants on public drinking water 
sources on the Allegheny River

Conducting and supporting research into the effects 
of water pollution on human health and into new 
pollution control methods

Funded a program that provides students and teachers 
with equipment, training and assistance to study local 
water chemistry in Western Pennsylvania 

Supporting environmental literacy and increasing the 
public’s understanding of the impact of human activity 
on waterways

Table ES-1. Clean Water in the Three Rivers Depends on the EPA



6 ROUGH WATERS AHEAD

$5,984,000 

$4,653,006 

$4,087,000 $4,188,800 

$0 

$2,860,900 

$0

$1,000,000

$2,000,000

$3,000,000

$4,000,000

$5,000,000

$6,000,000

$7,000,000

Water Pollution Control
Grants (FY16)

Nonpoint Pollution Control
Grants (FY16)

Drinking Water Protection
and Enforcement Grants

(FY17)

FY17 budget Proposed FY18 budget

in 1983, leading to removal of hazardous waste  
and extension of a municipal water line to secure 
nearby residents’ access to safe drinking water.15 
After decades of cleanup, the site was ready for 
reuse in 2010 and most of the nearby waterways 
are now healthy enough to support aquatic life.16

• Support research to understand the link
between resource extraction and water
contamination in the Allegheny River water-
shed: EPA researchers investigated the source of
bromide pollution in the Allegheny River that was

giving rise to the formation of trihalomethanes, 
chemicals associated with cancer; similar pollution 
in the Monongahela River forced state environ-
mental officials to repeatedly issue drinking water 
advisories for 325,000 residents in the Pittsburgh 
area in 2008 and 2009.17 The EPA found that treat-
ment facilities that accepted fracking wastewater, 
as well as coal power plants with flue-gas desulfur-
ization, contributed most of the bromide contami-
nation on the Allegheny River and its tributary, 
Blacklick Creek.18

Figure ES-1. Estimated EPA Grant Funding Losses to Pennsylvania if Trump 
Administration’s Proposed Budget Is Enacted (Figure Shows Cuts to Selected 

Programs Based on Most Recent Year for Which Data Are Available)

Note: Estimates are calculated assuming EPA budget cuts affect states by the same percentage. Reductions are 
based on grants from most recent fiscal year. “Water pollution control grants” are Section 106 grants, slated for 
a 30 percent cut. “Nonpoint pollution control grants” are Section 319 grants, cut entirely in the administration’s 
proposed budget. “Drinking water protection and enforcement grants” are Public Water System Supervision 
grants, cut by 30 percent.
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• Provide students and teachers the opportunity
to learn about their local watersheds: Each year,
more than 40 schools in Western Pennsylvania,
such as Titusville Middle School, Seneca Valley
Senior High School and the West Mifflin Area
High School, participate in the Creek Connec-
tions project of Allegheny College, which provides
equipment, training and assistance for middle
and secondary schools in western Pennsylvania to
study local water chemistry.19 Allegheny College
received an $80,668 environmental education
grant from the EPA, through a program that the
Trump administration has proposed to eliminate,
to improve their water quality monitoring protocol
and strengthen the program.20

The Trump administration’s proposed cuts to the 
EPA budget put these and other critical functions 
in danger – threatening the future health of the 
Three Rivers.

• Under the administration’s proposal, water-relat-
ed programs run directly by the EPA would be
slashed by 34 percent, hobbling efforts to prevent
runoff pollution, monitor water quality, establish
pollution limits, protect watersheds and wetlands,
and pursue polluters.21

• In addition, many federal grants from the EPA
to state governments for clean water would be
slashed by 30 percent or more – making it more
difficult for already cash-strapped state agencies

to do their jobs and delaying important locally led 
cleanup efforts. For example, the proposed budget 
would end grants to state governments and tribal 
agencies to address pollution from farms, stormwa-
ter runoff and other dispersed sources.22

• Research and development funding would be cut
by 47 percent, limiting support for scientists,
residents and local communities trying to under-
stand the ever-changing threats facing their water-
ways.23 For instance, the EPA’s Safe and Sustainable
Water Resources research program, which supports
science and technology research to protect drink-
ing water, would be cut by a third.24

• Overall, the EPA budget would be reduced by 31
percent.25 

Even if Congress makes some of these budget cuts 
less drastic, the Three Rivers will still suffer without full 
funding of EPA programs.

The job of cleaning up and protecting the Three Riv-
ers is not finished. Continuing pollution from agricul-
tural, industrial and mining sources – along with the 
emergence of new pollution threats from new classes 
of industrial and household chemicals – call for con-
tinued vigilance and action. Only a well-funded EPA 
can continue the region’s legacy of progress in clean-
ing up the Three Rivers and ensure that its streams 
and rivers are healthy and safe for us and future 
generations to enjoy.
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The Allegheny River, the Monongahela River 
and the Ohio River are the three major 
waterways of Western Pennsylvania, known 

collectively as “the Three Rivers.” The Allegheny 
and the Monongahela Rivers meet in Pittsburgh 
to form the Ohio River. The Three Rivers are some 
of the state’s most diverse waterways, containing 
49 out of 65 freshwater mussel species and 18 
out of 21 darter fish species that may be found in 
Pennsylvania.26

The Three Rivers Provide Drinking 
Water and Recreation Opportunities 
to Millions of Pennsylvanians

The health of the Three Rivers is important for both 
Pennsylvanians and for all those who live down-
stream. Approximately 3.5 million people in Penn-
sylvania reside within the Three Rivers basin.27 More 
than 30 million people, or 10 percent of the U.S. pop-
ulation, reside in the Ohio River basin, and 5 million 
people rely on the Ohio River for drinking water.28

The Three Rivers are also used for recreation and 
navigation. Allegheny County is already home to 

The Allegheny and the Monongahela Rivers meet in Pittsburgh to form the Ohio River.

Photo: John Skodak via Flickr, CC-BY-NC-ND 2.0. 
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approximately 24,000 recreational boats, with water 
sports, boating and sport fishing growing in popu-
larity as the rivers’ water quality improves.29 Scenic 
waterways in the Three Rivers watershed, such as 
Ten Mile Creek and the Youghiogheny River, attract 
paddlers, while riverside attractions like the Allegheny 
River Trail draw bicyclists, walkers and others to enjoy 
the outdoors. These and other recreational assets 
along the Three Rivers contribute to Western Penn-
sylvania’s tourism industry, which attracts at least 18 
million travelers each year.30

Despite the importance of the Three Rivers for drink-
ing water, agriculture, transportation and tourism, the 
rivers and their watersheds have historically suffered – 
and continue to suffer – serious damage.

Although water quality problems in the region have 
somewhat lessened, in 2016 roughly 20 percent of 
stream-miles in the Three Rivers watershed assessed 
for aquatic life failed to support that use.31 Important 
sources of impairment in the Three Rivers basin 
include abandoned mine drainage, runoff from roads, 
storm sewers and urban and suburban areas, as well 
as agriculture.32 

These impairments represent a real risk for residents 
who depend on the waterways for drinking water or 
recreation. For example, residents are recommended 
to avoid swimming in the Ohio River due to pathogen 
contamination. PA DEP recommends that residents 
limit their consumption of fish caught in the rivers 
due to PCB and mercury contamination.33

The creation of the EPA in 1970, the passage of the 
Clean Water Act in 1972, and the adoption of the Super-
fund law in 1980 enabled efforts to protect and clean 
up the Three Rivers. The EPA was granted tools, funding 
and enforcement authority to compel industrial, agri-
cultural and municipal polluters to reduce pollution. 
The EPA also seeks to protect water quality by cleaning 
up mining sites, ensuring polluters clean up hazardous

waste sites, and implementing regulations and best 
management practices in upstream watersheds to 
limit runoff pollution. The EPA has used its authority to 
restore water quality and protect the natural environ-
ment and the families of Pennsylvania. As a result, 
some of Western Pennsylvania’s most polluted rivers, 
such as the Kiskiminetas River, which was considered 
biologically dead in 1980, have been restored to 
health.34

But, despite incremental improvements in water 
quality, the Ohio River and its tributaries are still 
some of some of the nation’s most polluted water-
ways. Thousands of miles of the basin’s rivers and 
streams are too polluted to be used for fishing, 
swim-ming or drinking water.35 The EPA budget 
proposed by the Trump administration would cut 
funding for clean water protection, enforcement, 
restoration and research in Pennsylvania, impeding 
the ability of local, state and federal officials to 
prevent pollution and restore the Three Rivers and 
other Pennsylvanian waterways to health.

Photo: Mark Plummer via Flickr, CC-BY-NC-ND 2.0. 

Since the passage of the Clean Water Act, 
some of the Three Rivers basin’s most 
polluted waterways, like the Kiskiminetas 
River, have been restored to health. 



Budget Cuts Would Hobble 
the EPA’s Work to Protect 
Our Waterways

The Trump administration’s proposed fiscal 
year 2018 budget, released in May 2017, cuts 
funding for the Environmental Protection 

Agency by 31 percent, from $8.2 billion in fiscal year 
2017 to $5.7 billion in fiscal year 2018.36 That would re-
turn the agency’s budget to 1970s levels, adjusted for 
inflation, despite the EPA’s vastly expanded congres-
sionally mandated responsibilities and the continued 
severe threats facing our waterways.37 

In September 2017, the House of Representatives 
passed its own version of an EPA spending bill, H.R. 
3354, which proposes to slash the agency’s budget 
by 7 percent, taking it back to 2006 spending levels.38 
The Senate will likely modify the House’s budget, 
but, even if proposed cuts are scaled back, they could 
still have disastrous impacts on the EPA’s ability to 
protect our waterways.

The Environmental Protection Agency plays a vi-
tal role in ensuring that the nation has clean water 
for drinking and recreation, and for sustaining fish, 
plants and wildlife. The EPA works directly to ensure 
that the requirements of the Clean Water Act, the 
Safe Drinking Water Act and other laws protecting 
water quality are met, and also supports the work of 
states in implementing and enforcing those laws. The 
budget cuts proposed by the Trump administration 
would weaken the EPA’s efforts on both fronts.
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Cuts Would Slow Efforts to 
Prevent Pollution and Clean Up 
Contamination
The Trump administration’s budget cuts would limit 
the EPA’s support for the work that state and local 
governments do to protect water quality. Many state 
assistance grants for clean water are slated to be 
reduced by 30 percent or more.39

The Trump administration’s proposed budget elimi-
nates entire programs that have helped states to 
protect water quality. The budget would: 

• End grants to state governments and tribal
agencies to address pollution from farms, storm-
water runoff and other dispersed sources.40

• End grants that help local governments identify
and clean up underground storage tanks that may
be leaking oil or other hazardous pollutants into
groundwater.41

• End regional programs to address pollution
problems in Chesapeake Bay, Puget Sound, the
Great Lakes, the Gulf of Mexico, and other large
water bodies.

Other aspects of EPA’s budget that affect water qual-
ity are also slated for cuts. For example, funding for 
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efforts to clean up hazardous waste sites, which have 
the potential to pollute water, is in jeopardy. Figure 
1 shows potential funding losses in Pennsylvania for 
selected programs. 

Unlike the Delaware River basin and the Susque-
hanna River basin, the Three Rivers do not have a 
river basin commission, so the EPA’s Pennsylvania 
presence is essential to guide water resource man-
agement and acts as a backstop in the Three Rivers 
basin. These budget cuts to EPA’s national work and 
its support of state and local action would harm wa-
ter quality in the Three Rivers and their watersheds. 

The September 2017 House spending bill, while less 
drastic than the Trump administration’s May 2017 
proposal, would still severely affect the EPA’s abil-
ity to function. The House bill would cut state and 
tribal assistance grants by 9 percent, rather than 
30 percent, and does not eliminate all of the EPA’s 
waterway-specific programs. Funding for those pro-
grams, however, comes at the expense of the EPA’s 
core staff and functions.43 In the House plan, the 
EPA’s environmental programs and management – 
which covers two-thirds of the agency’s workforce 
and supports the agency’s core functions – would 

Note: Estimates are calculated assuming EPA budget cuts affect all states by the same percentage. Reductions are 
based on grants from most recent fiscal year. 

Figure 1. Estimated EPA Grant Funding Losses to Pennsylvania if Trump Administration’s 
Proposed Budget Is Enacted (Figure Shows Cuts to Selected Programs Based on Most Recent 

Year for Which Data Are Available)42
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be cut by 27 percent.44 The EPA has already lost 
more than one-eighth of its workforce since 2014, 
but the House’s proposal would force the agency to 
choose between funding critical state and regional 
programs and preserving its own essential func-
tions of regulation development, monitoring, over-
sight and enforcement.45

Cuts Would Affect Human Health 
and Hamper Scientific Research 
Dramatic budget cuts also mean that the EPA would 
be less able to protect clean water and hold pol-
luters accountable across the country. The Trump 
administration’s proposed budget indicates that the 
EPA would need to reduce its staff by nearly one-
quarter.46

Environmental programs run by the EPA and 
related to water are slated for a 34 percent reduc-
tion.47 This would make it harder for the EPA to 
reduce runoff pollution, monitor waterways for 
contamination, and protect watershed lands and 
wetlands that are critical to keeping our waterways 
clean and healthy. The EPA’s resources for pursuing 
polluters and enforcing water quality protections 
would also be slashed, with a proposed 24 percent 
budget cut.48 

Funding for research and development by the 
EPA is slated for a 47 percent reduction, a larger 
research and development cut than for any other 
agency.49 Budget cuts proposed for the Office of 
Science and Technology that would harm water 
quality include: 
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• A 36 percent budget cut for the Safe and Sustain-
able Water Resources program, which provides
the science and technological research to protect
water for drinking and wildlife.50

• A 40 percent cut in funding for the Human Health
Risk Assessment program, which seeks to under-
stand how environmental contaminants affect
human health.51

• A 31 percent cut for the Chemical Safety for
Sustainability program, which studies the poten-
tial health and environmental impacts of
manufac-tured chemicals throughout their
lifecycle and seeks to develop faster analytical
tools to more quickly identify risks.52

• A 61 percent cut to the Sustainable and Healthy
Communities program’s research in support of
better cleanup technologies for Superfund sites.53

• A 38 percent cut to the Homeland Security
Research Program, which includes efforts to
understand how to decontaminate water supplies
in the event of a chemical, biological or radiologi-
cal attack.54

• A 23 percent cut to the Forensics Support
program, which documents sources and types of
pollution to help EPA’s enforcement actions
against polluters.55 

The House bill, which does not detail program-specif-
ic cuts, would slash funding for science and technol-
ogy, including research and development activities, 
by 16 percent.56
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Proposed Budget Cuts Threaten 
Water Quality in the Three Rivers 
Basin

The EPA plays a critical role in protecting 
clean water in the Three Rivers and their 
watersheds. The EPA works with the state 

to establish and enforce limits on pollution, clean 
up pollution and restore damaged streams and 
rivers, identify parties responsible for pollution and 
compel their participation in remediation, and pur-
sue research to better understand threats to clean 
water. The budget cuts proposed by the Trump 
administration will greatly weaken the EPA’s abil-
ity to ensure that water in the Three Rivers is clean 
enough for drinking, swimming and fishing. 

More Pollution in the 
Three Rivers Basin
The most important task in protecting the Three 
Rivers is preventing pollution from reaching and 

contaminating the waterways, both by setting 
limits on what polluters can release to the 
rivers and their tributaries and by improving 
infrastructure to stop pollution from reaching 
waterways.

The EPA Set Limits on Bacterial 
Pollution in the Pine Creek Watershed
In the 2000s, bacteria concentrations in the Pine 
Creek watershed, located in the North Hills area of 
Allegheny County, grew unacceptably high, reach-
ing as high as 100 times federal standards.57 These 
harmful bacteria such as E. coli and fecal coliforms 
– which come from sewer overflows, stormwater
runoff and septic systems – can endanger people’s
health, potentially causing illnesses like diarrhea,
pneumonia, bronchitis, eye infections or hepa-
titis.58 The contamination led the Pennsylvania

Photo: Via Tsuji via Flickr, CC-BY-NC-ND 2.0. 

The EPA helped develop a 
“pollution diet” to clean up 
bacteria pollution in the Pine 
Creek watershed in Allegheny 
County, which includes 
North Park Lake, a popular 
destination for boating, 
fishing and recreation. 
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of filtering into the ground, rainfall runs off roads 
and into waterways.64 During heavy rain events, the 
city suffers from sewer overflows and flash floods, 
when excess stormwater overloads the sewer system 
and raw sewage flows into its rivers and streams.65 
Sewage overflows can expose people to health risks, 
such as stomach cramps, diarrhea, hepatitis, gastro-
enteritis and norovirus. Since the Allegheny County 
Sanitary Authority (ALCOSAN) reached a settlement 
with the EPA in 2007 for Clean Water Act violations 
from combined sewer overflows, ALCOSAN, the 
City of Pittsburgh and their partners are working to 
reduce excess flow, notably by using installing “green 
infrastructure” to capture rain where it falls and pre-
vent overflows.66

Green stormwater infrastructure features are instal-
lations that mimic the natural environment and 
absorb rainfall.67 For example, traditional roofs may 
be replaced with green roofs, traditional paved 
roads with permeable ones, or portions of mowed 
lawns with rain gardens. Studies have shown that 
green stormwater systems can trap between 45 and 
99 percent of solid pollutants in stormwater, and 
can absorb between 50 percent and 90 percent of 
rainfall.68 Construction costs for green stormwater 
infrastructure are also 5 to 30 percent lower than 
the expense of building new “gray” infrastructure 

DEP to list nearly all of Pine Creek and its tributar-
ies as “impaired” for recreational use in 2008, which 
means the North Park and Marshall lakes and all of 
the watershed’s rivers, except Willow Run, have high 
enough levels of bacteria that they fail to support 
activities like swimming.59

The EPA worked with PA DEP to develop a “pollution 
diet” (known as a “total daily maximum load” or TMDL) 
for the Pine Creek watershed to address bacteria 
contamination.60 The new cleanup plan was finalized 
in March 2013 and cover all 128 miles of streams of the 
Pine Creek watershed.61 The TMDL will help the state 
and the EPA to set more protective limits on pollution 
in future permits to achieve water quality standards 
across the watershed.62

The Trump administration has proposed to cut 12.5 
percent of funding for the EPA program that 
supports stronger surface water protections and 
develops TMDLs.63

EPA Technical Assistance Supports 
Green Infrastructure Development in 
Pittsburgh
Pittsburgh has a wet weather problem. As a result of 
sprawling development, an increasing portion of the 
Pittsburgh area are impervious, meaning that instead 

Photo: Theresa Muehlbauer/Nine Mile Run Watershed Association. 

EPA technical assistance helped 
produce design guidelines for 
green stormwater infrastructure 
projects in the Pittsburgh area, 
contributing to the implementation 
of projects like the rain garden 
at the Crescent Early Childhood 
Center in Rosedale. 
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consisting of traditional man-made storm drains and 
sewer systems.69

From 2012 to 2015, the EPA provided technical as-
sistance to the City of Pittsburgh and its partner, 3 
Rivers Wet Weather, a nonprofit organization that 
supports Allegheny County municipalities and the City 
of Pittsburgh as they work to address the wet weather 
overflow challenge, to develop green infrastructure at 
three sites.70 The collaboration produced a report for 
each of the sites proposing conceptual designs and 
feasibility for green infrastructure. 

The design techniques developed through that ex-
ercise have been applied to a variety of other sites.71 
For instance, the Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Author-
ity collaborated with the Nine Mile Run Watershed 
Association to implement green stormwater infra-
structure projects over a 1.15 square mile area in the 
watershed, which contributed 25 million gallons of 
sewer overflows to the Allegheny River each year.72 
In 2016, the partners built bioswales, underground 
storage systems, stormwater tree pits, rain gardens at 
the intersections of Oakwood and Batavia streets and 
Frankstown Avenue and Wheeler Street, as well as the 
Crescent Early Childhood Center. These installations 
will capture at least 1.7 million gallons of stormwa-
ter runoff each year.73 The Nine Mile Run Watershed 
Association is monitoring the projects to verify their 
effectiveness, and continues to deploy other green 
stormwater infrastructure features, including stormwa-
ter tree planters, free rain barrels and residential and 
commercial rain gardens.74

Through the three site-specific reports, the four white 
papers and informal technical assistance, the EPA has 
supplied local government, utilities and organizations 
with invaluable expert knowledge to implement green 
stormwater infrastructure and help address Pitts-
burgh’s wet weather problems.75

The Allegheny County Sanitation Authority has pro-
posed to spend $2 billion over the next decade to ad-
dress combined sewer overflows. The EPA has assisted 

the City of Pittsburgh and its partners in developing 
green stormwater infrastructure solutions. Contin-
ued EPA oversight is critical as ALCOSAN works to 
address its combined sewer overflow problems in 
accordance with the 2007 settlement agreement. 

Impacts of EPA Budget Cuts
The Trump administration has proposed cutting 
funding for programs like those that have helped 
protect water quality in the Three Rivers. For ex-
ample:

• State and tribal assistance grants would be cut by
19 percent in the proposed budget.76

• The administration proposes to cut grants for
state public water system supervision programs
by 30 percent.77

• Grant programs for pollution prevention, which
received almost $4.8 million in FY17, would also
be eliminated.78

• Programs to detect and prevent leaks from
underground storage tanks of petroleum
products and hazardous substances would be
cut by half.79

The EPA delegates implementation and enforce-
ment of the Clean Water Act and the Safe Drinking 
Water Act to states. To help with implementation 
of these federal laws, PA DEP receives a third of 
its funding from the EPA.80 Slashing EPA support 
undermines PA DEP’s ability to address existing and 
emerging threats and to ensure Pennsylvanians 
living in the Three Rivers watershed have access to 
clean water. 

Less Accountability for Polluters
Ensuring clean water depends on limiting the 
amount of much pollution that is released into 
our waterways and making sure that everyone is 
playing by the rules. Enforcing federal laws that 
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protect clean water means keeping an eye on pollu-
tion levels, inspecting sites to check that polluters are 
abiding by the conditions of their pollution discharge 
permits, and enforcing those conditions when pol-
luters fail to meet them. The EPA, PA DEP and local 
partners work together to enforce clean water laws, 
prevent pollution from reaching dangerous levels, 
and keep communities and the environment safe 
from harm.

EPA Enforcement Requires Coal 
Producer to Make Upgrades to Protect 
Ohio River Tributaries
In 1984, Consol Energy began operations at the Bailey 
Mine Complex, the largest underground mine in the 
U.S.81 The coal mine, located in southwestern Penn-

sylvania in Greene and Washington counties, can 
produce 28.5 million tons of coal per year, but also 
produces large quantities of contaminated wastewa-
ter.82 From 2005 to 2012, the Bailey Mine coal wash-
ing operations and slurry ponds discharged mining 
wastewater to Ohio River tributaries with contami-
nant levels that far exceeded Consol Energy’s permit 
limits.83 Mining pollution can foul streams and make 
them dangerous for aquatic wildlife.84

In 2016, the EPA, the U.S. Department of Justice and 
PA DEP fined Consol Energy $3 million, split evenly be-
tween the federal and state governments, for its con-
taminated mining wastewater discharges.85 In the 2016 
settlement, Consol Energy also agreed to $5.3 million 
in water management and monitoring improvements 
to prevent discharges. 86 The relief measures should cut 
dissolved coal mining pollutant discharges by more 
than 2.5 million pounds per year.87 The environmental 
management system will also develop inspection, 
treatment and emergency response protocols and 
train staff on environmental issues to ensure compli-
ance with the Clean Water Act.88

Impacts of EPA Budget Cuts
The Trump administration has proposed slashing a 
fifth of the EPA’s environmental enforcement 
activities, severely curtailing EPA’s ability to enforce 
the law and to investigate and address violations 
that threaten drinking water and aquatic environments 
in the Three Rivers watershed.89 If the EPA has less 
funding for monitoring pollution levels and enforc-
ing limits, unscrupulous actors may choose to violate 
their permits and pollute waterways. 

Compounding the problem, the Trump administra-
tion has shown that even when its EPA does take 
action against a polluter, it is less diligent in seeking 
penalties that hold that polluter accountable and 
discourage others. Over the first six months of the 
Trump administration, the EPA has collected 60 per-
cent less in civil penalties than had previous admin-
istrations.90 The EPA will not be able to carry out its 
critical monitoring and enforcement responsibilities 

Community members, indigenous 
representatives, grassroots and 
environmental organizations visit the 
Bailey Mine processing plant in May 
2016. The EPA and PA DEP reached a 
settlement with Consol Energy to clamp 
down on mining wastewater discharges 
and improve water management at the 
mining complex in 2016. 

Photo: Center for Coalfield Justice.
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as effectively with a fifth of its enforcement budget 
slashed, preventing it from taking decisive action 
against polluters and cleaning up the watershed. 

Stalled Restoration of Polluted 
Waterways
After centuries of development and pollution, re-
storing the Three Rivers is key to ensuring that they 
will be able to continue to provide communities 
with safe drinking water and recreational opportu-
nities. Restoration work can mean cleaning up the 
most polluted areas. It can also mean taking steps to 
restore the land and watershed to prevent pollution 
in the future. The EPA helps restore water quality in 
the Three Rivers watershed by supervising Super-
fund cleanups and working with the state to clean 
up legacy mining pollution.

The EPA Worked with the State and a 
Mining Company to Clean Up Legacy 
Pollution on the Little Conemaugh 
River
From the early 1960s until recently, an abandoned 
mine shaft, located in St. Michael in Cambria 
County, discharged 3,000 gallons of mining drain-
age each minute to the Little Conemaugh River.91 

Because the mine’s operations pre-dated the 1977 
federal law that regulates the environmental im-
pacts of coal mining, the new regulations did not 
cover the mine.92 As a result, the abandoned mine 
has dumped enough acid mine drainage into the 
creek since the 1960s to fill a football stadium more 
than 100 times over.93

When Rosebud Mining Co. requested a permit to 
mine deeper reserves in the St. Michael Shaft, the 
EPA worked with the state to develop a permit 
that would grant the company access to the 
reserves, while cleaning up the river.94 In the 2012 
permit, Rosebud Mining Co. agreed to pump and 
treat water from the contaminated mine seeps.95 
Under a related consent order, the company also 
built a $15 million wastewater treatment plant 
in 2013 to treat the polluted mine water and set 
aside funds to ensure the plant continues to oper-
ate even after the company ceases to mine the 
shaft.96 After 50 years of uninterrupted pollution, 
the cleanup project stopped the discharges to 
the Little Conemaugh River, cutting iron loads by 
98 percent, aluminum loads by 100 percent, and 
manganese loads by more than 50 percent.97

The EPA continues to work on developing permit-
ting tools and new ways to treat legacy mining 

Acid mine drainage is the 
single-largest cause of 
impairment in the Three 
Rivers, discharging highly 
acidic wastewater charged 
with heavy metals that 
makes waterways lethal to 
aquatic life. 

Photo: daveynin via Flickr, CC BY 2.0. 



pollution, beyond grant programs and dwindling 
reclamation funds.98

The EPA Supervised Cleanup at the 
Osborne Landfill in Mercer County
The Osborne Landfill, located near Grove City in 
Pine Township, Mercer County, operated from the 
1950s to the 1970s, until the state closed the landfill 
for accepting industrial wastes without a permit.99 
EPA and state site investigations found a variety of 
toxic substances in the soil and surface water around 
the site, including in a nearby swamp that drains to 
Swamp Run, a fishing stream. Some of the hazardous 
substances found at the site, such as lead, arsenic, 
cadmium and benzene, can have dangerous health 
effects, potentially contributing to brain, nerve and 
kidney damage, as well as cancer.100

Due to the potential for contamination of ground-
water, which supplied more than 8,000 residents in 
Grove City who live within one mile of the dump 
with drinking water, the Osborne Landfill was 
declared to be a Superfund toxic site in September 
1983, and was added to the EPA’s national priorities 
list for cleanup.101 In 1983, the EPA identified Cooper 
Industries as a potential responsible party, and or-
dered the company to build a security fence around 
the site to prevent accidental contamination, and to 
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remove 83 drums of hazardous waste, 460 empty 
drums, and 45 cubic yards (between three and five 
dump trucks’ worth) of contaminated soil.102 Cooper 
Industries also extended a municipal water line so 
that residents living close to the site could be sup-
plied with uncontaminated water, after finding high 
levels of contamination in a resident’s well.103 How-
ever, in 1988, Cooper Industries refused to comply 
with the state’s conditions to continue cleaning up 
the site, and the state requested the EPA take over 
the investigation and cleanup supervision.104 

The EPA ordered Cooper Industries to contain the 
contamination and install a treatment system in 
March 1991, and settled with General Electric, an-
other potentially responsible party, for reimburse-
ment of past cleanup costs.105 Since the water 
treatment system was completed in 1997, the EPA 
has monitored groundwater quality in local aquifers 
and conducted reviews every five years to verify that 
the cleanup solutions continue to hold.106 In its last 
five-year review, conducted in August 2015, the EPA 
found that the remedy continues to be protective of 
human health and the environment.107 The site has 
been ready for reuse and redevelopment since 2010, 
and many stretches of Swamp Run and Wolf Creek 
are now deemed healthy enough to support aquatic 
life, and therefore safe for use for drinking water and 
recreation.108

The EPA monitors groundwater 
quality using wells located around 
the Osborne Landfill Superfund site 
to verify the continued success of 
cleanup solutions.

Photo: EPA, open domain. 
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Impacts of EPA Budget Cuts
The Trump administration’s proposed budget cuts 
would limit the EPA’s ability to support the efforts 
of state, regional and local actors working to 
restore the Three Rivers. The Superfund cleanup 
budget, which helps to ensure cleanup of the 
most contaminated sites in Pennsylvania, would 
shrink by nearly 30 percent.109 

In spite of hard-won successes in cleaning up 
some of the Three Rivers watershed’s most 
polluted sites, only 30 Pennsylvania Superfund 
sites have been removed from the EPA’s list of 
most contaminated sites in the U.S, while 95 still 
remain.110 Slashing EPA budgets will slow down 
cleanup and restoration of these toxic sites in 
the Three Rivers watershed. 

Less Research and Education on 
Water Quality Threats
Emerging threats pose new challenges to re-
storing the Three Rivers watershed. Research 
generates knowledge and tools that help wa-
ter agencies and treatment plant operators to 
understand the impacts of various threats to 
water and develop new strategies and tools to 

effectively safeguard this precious natural resource. 
Proposed budget cuts would eliminate important 
research programs and limit research grants that 
support clean water in the Three Rivers watershed 
for drinking, fishing and recreation.

EPA Researchers Determined Fracking 
Wastewater Disposal and Coal Plants 
Pollute Drinking Water from the 
Allegheny River
Beginning in 2010, shortly after the beginning of the 
fracking boom, drinking water surveys from water 
suppliers that draw from the Allegheny River started 
indicating high levels of trihalomethanes, a range 
of chemical compounds that may cause cancer and 
are by-products of chlorine disinfection.111 In at least 
once case, trihalomethane levels exceeded federal 
drinking water standards.112 Similar pollution in the 
Monongahela River had forced state environmen-
tal officials to issue a drinking water advisory for 
roughly 325,000 residents in the Pittsburgh area in 
2008 and 2009.113

Water utilities, like the Pittsburgh Water and Sewer 
Authority and the Wilkinsburg-Penn Joint Water 
Authority, determined that the spike in trihalometh-
anes was due to higher levels of bromide in the river, 

Fracking generates 
large quantities of 
wastewater, which can 
contaminate public 
drinking water sources 
even after treatment. 

Photo: The Downstream Project/Skytruth/Lighthawk. 
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which contributes to the formation of trihalometh-
anes in drinking water. Although treatment plants are 
capable of treating bromides to ensure safe drinking 
water, the technologies that allow them do so are 
very expensive.114 Identifying and addressing the pol-
lution source was key to ensuring safe drinking water 
throughout the Allegheny River watershed.

EPA researchers and regional staff conducted a study 
to determine the source of the bromide contamina-
tion in public drinking water intakes, investigating 
drilling and fracking wastewater treatment facilities, 
municipal wastewater treatment plants and coal-fired 
plants with flue gas desulfurization (a technology 
used to remove sulfur dioxide from exhaust gases).115 
To do so, the research team studied two facilities that 
treat and discharge fracking wastewater to surface 
water on the Allegheny River and its tributary Black-
lick Creek in Indiana County, and which are located 
upstream from drinking water intakes.116 The study, 
published in 2015, found that the fracking wastewa-
ter treatment facilities were indeed major sources 
of bromide at public drinking water intakes; waste-
waters discharged from the two treatment facilities 
contributed 89 percent of bromide measured at 
the first intake and 37 percent at the second intake, 
where coal power plants with flue-gas desulfuriza-
tion contributed nearly half of measured bromide.117 
By demonstrating a link between fracking wastewa-
ter treatment, coal-fired power plant emissions and 
contamination in drinking water intakes, EPA research 
flagged a public health threat. 

In 2011, DEP requested that local sewage authorities 
voluntarily cease to accept shale gas wastewater.118 
The voluntary ban proved effective, as bromide levels 
have generally fallen throughout the Allegheny River 
watershed.119 However, bromide pollution in Blacklick 
Creek has persisted, and bromide discharges from 
coal-fired power plants could increase as they seek 

to comply with new mercury emissions standards 
(bromide is often added to coal to control mer-
cury).120 By continuing to research the relationship 
between fracking wastewater disposal, coal-fired 
power plant emissions and public drinking water 
supplies, the EPA produces knowledge necessary 
to improve protections for clean water in our rivers 
and streams and safe drinking water in our taps.

EPA-Supported Program Provides 
Students and Teachers Watershed Field 
and Laboratory Research Experiences 
in Southwestern Pennsylvania
The Creek Connections project of Allegheny Col-
lege provides equipment, training and assistance 
for middle and secondary schools in Western Penn-
sylvania to study local water chemistry.121 Creek 
Connections gives students and teachers field and 
research experiences in their own watershed.122 
More than 40 schools in Western Pennsylvania, 
such as Titusville Middle School, Seneca Valley 
Senior High School and the West Mifflin Area High 
School, benefit from this program each year.123 

In 2011, the EPA granted Allegheny College $80,668 
for the Creek Connections project to improve their 
water quality monitoring protocol.124 Although 
Creek Connections seeks mainly to improve 
environmental literacy, all the water quality moni-
toring data collected by participating schools is 
made available on the project website.125 A range 
of actors make use of the data, including 3 Rivers 
QUEST, a West Virginia Water Research Institute 
project that collects water quality information 
from across the Three Rivers for display on a single 
website.126 Government agencies also use data col-
lected through the Creek Connections project as a 
baseline for comparison in watersheds with limited 
historical data on water quality.127



Proposed Budget Cuts Threaten Water Quality in the Three Rivers   21

The EPA environmental education grant helped to 
build a program that develops environmental liter-
acy and the public’s understanding of how human 
activity affects the health of waterways in south-
western Pennsylvania.128 The budget proposed by 
the Trump administration would eliminate funding 
for environmental education grants that support 
programs like Creek Connections and inspire the 
natural scientist and water resource managers of 
tomorrow.129

Impacts of EPA Budget Cuts
The administration’s budget proposal slashes the 
EPA’s overall research and development budget 
by nearly half.130 The Safe and Sustainable Water 

An EPA grant allowed the 
Creek Connections project at 
Allegheny College to improve 
its water quality monitoring 
methodology, supporting a 
program that has provided 
hundreds of students and 
teachers with hands-on natural 
science experiences within their 
regional watersheds. 

Photo: Creek Connections, Allegheny College.

Resources research program would lose a third of 
its funding.131 The key grant program under which 
the EPA supports university research programs for 
better environmental science and management, 
called “Extramural Science to Achieve Results,” 
would not receive any funding.132

Reducing research and education limits the capac-
ity of the EPA to support scientific research pro-
grams adapted to the needs of the Three Rivers 
watershed. The administration’s budget proposal 
jeopardizes water quality and health by delaying 
the development of innovative tools to preserve 
water quality and preparing for the future to en-
sure clean water for all.
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Water quality in the Three Rivers has 
improved in recent years. The EPA – 
along with state and local government, 

citizens, academics, and philanthropic and business 
partners – has been critical to this effort. The EPA 
has established and enforced limits on pollution, 
helped to restore waterways, and supported re-
search and education about the threats to the Three 
Rivers and solutions that can return them to health.

The job is not done, however. Existing sources of 
pollution – from mining runoff to sewage treat-
ment plants – continue to imperil water quality 
and human health, requiring continued vigilance 
and action. New threats and sources of pollution, 
meanwhile, may add to the region’s water quality 
problems. 

Now is not the time to hobble the essential work of 
protecting and restoring the Three Rivers. To build on 
the progress of recent decades and ensure that our 
waterways are safe for swimming, fishing and other 

The Health of the Three Rivers 
Basin Depends on a Strong EPA 

uses, funding for the EPA and the state and local 
efforts it supports should be increased, not cut. For 
example, aging drinking water and sewage infrastruc-
ture across the nation are in need of replacement, at a 
cost of $600 billion over the next 20 years.133

Continued progress in cleaning up existing sources 
of pollution and addressing new sources of 
contamination requires increased funding for the 
EPA’s clean water efforts. The agency needs resources 
to establish pollution limits that protect human 
health and to make sure that polluters abide by those 
pollution standards. The agency needs money to 
continue its critical role in supporting cleanup of past 
pollution and restoring damaged rivers and streams 
so that they can provide clean water. The EPA also 
needs funding to help it identify and respond to 
future threats to clean water. Ensuring that people 
who live, work and play in and around the Three 
Rivers have access to clean water requires full funding 
for the EPA.
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