


RESTORING
ONONDAGA LAKE

WASTEWATER
TREATMENT

IMPROVING THE QUALITY OF WATER
IN ONONDAGA LAKE–AND OUR
QUALITY OF LIFE AROUND IT

For the last few years, a clean, clear Onondaga Lake has
been more than the dream of boaters, swimmers, fishermen
and other recreation enthusiasts. It has been an ongoing
project, with a goal, budget, and timetable for completion
and measurable interim results. With the support of the
Onondaga Lake Partnership (OLP) and those who live in
Onondaga County, it’s a goal now well within our reach,
with profound implications for the economic and 
recreational health of our community.

Restoring the aesthetic beauty and fragile ecosystem of
this vital resource has involved complex planning on a
large scale. A major component of that planning has been
wastewater treatment, and the specific steps in this process
were determined in a legal judgment. Understanding what
we’re doing and how we’re going to get there requires a
brief history of that judgment.

A JUDGMENT FOR CHANGE, A PLAN FOR ACTION

As a result of a lawsuit, the State of New York,
Onondaga County and Atlantic States Legal Foundation
signed an Amended Consent Judgment (ACJ), which was
approved by the federal district court in 1998. The ACJ
mandated that Onondaga County undertake projects to
achieve full compliance with State and Federal water quality
regulations by December 1, 2012 and listed over 30 projects—all of
which must be completed within stated timetables—to
achieve this goal.

The projects to be completed by the County are divided
into three types:

• Improving and upgrading the Metropolitan Sewage
Treatment Plant (METRO), the County’s largest sewage
treatment plant, which receives all the wastewater from
the City of Syracuse and some surrounding areas.

• Eliminating and/or decreasing
the effect of the combined
sewer overflows on the lake and
its tributaries.

• Establishing a lake and tributary
monitoring program, designed
to evaluate the impact of the
improvement projects on the
water quality of the lake and 
tributary streams.

To assess progress
on the ACJ, the parties
to the judgment,
including the State of
New York (through the
Department of
Environmental
Conservation (DEC)
and Attorney
General), Atlantic
States Legal
Foundation and
Onondaga County,
meet on a quarterly
basis.You can also
monitor progress by
reading the updated
monthly report on
these projects, found at
the Onondaga Lake Improvement 
Project website, www.lake.onondaga.ny.us.

The Onondaga Lake Partnership (OLP) promotes
cooperation among federal, state, and local governments,
and other involved parties in the management of the
environmental issues of Onondaga Lake and the
Onondaga Lake watershed in the greater Syracuse,
New York area.
Six Executive Partners comprise the OLP:
• U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
• U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
• New York State Department of Environmental

Conservation
• New York State Attorney General’s Office
• Onondaga County
• City of Syracuse

The Executive Committee establishes and maintains
the mission of the partnership and the lake 
improvement effort.

The Project Committee serves as the partnership’s
technical center of expertise on specific projects.

The Resource Committee develops and maintains
the funding strategy for projects.

The Outreach Committee works to enhance 
public knowledge and understanding of the 
partnership and the status of the lake improvement
effort.

You can contact the Onondaga Lake Partnership at:
1-800-833-6390
www.onlakepartners.org

or write:
Onondaga Lake Partnership
776 Niagara Street 
Buffalo, New York 14207

This brochure was reviewed by the individual members of the
Onondaga Lake Partnership (OLP) and approved for release to
the public for purposes of providing general overview informa-
tion. Approval for release does not signify adoption or approval
for purposes of regulatory, enforcement or other legal actions,
of the factual, scientific or legal assertions, characterizations or
conclusions contained herein.

Odor Control System

Fishing on the lake

Floatable Capture Facility

OLP Wastewater Brochure  11/6/02  1:41 PM  Page 1



METRO: TAKING TREATMENT TO NEW LEVELS

Over 90 percent of the ammonia loading into
Onondaga Lake comes from METRO plant effluent.
In high concentrations, ammonia can be toxic to fish
and other aquatic life, reduces fish spawning and
restricts migration patterns. About 65 percent of the
phosphorus that winds up in the lake also comes
from METRO. Phosphorus encourages algae growth.
When algae die, they sink to the bottom of the lake
and are broken down by bacteria. This process 
significantly reduces oxygen levels and endangers the
survival of fish.

As part of the ACJ,
upgrades at METRO
will dramatically reduce
the amount of ammonia
and phosphorus 
discharged into the
lake. In fact, ammonia
and phosphorus removal project, costing a total of
$125 million–the largest of all the projects–will be
completed in 2004, and will have the greatest single
impact on improving lake water quality of all the 
ACJ projects.

The good news is that these projects are ahead of
schedule and progressing smoothly. The better news
is that the result of both projects will be much-
improved water quality in the lake including continued

phosphorous 
reductions.

Other important ACJ projects have been completed at METRO,
including:

• upgrading the plant’s aeration system for improved treatment and
reduced energy costs

• constructing a chemical storage building and feed system
• installing an odor-control system
• installing a new computer control system linking METRO to 

outlying facilities.

CORRECTING COMBINED SEWER OVERFLOWS (CSOS)
Like most older cities, Syracuse has combined sewer systems that

collect stormwater runoff and waste-
water into one set of pipes, and send it
to METRO for processing. In dry
weather periods, this system is adequate,
but during heavy rainstorms or
snowmelts, it can become overloaded.
The problem is that under these high-
volume conditions, the combined sewer 
systems discharge excess runoff and
untreated wastewater into area streams,
which flow directly into Onondaga Lake.The result is bacteria, floatables,
solids and other contaminants reaching the lake, causing pollution,
unsightly litter, unpleasant odors, and other problems.

The ACJ Lake Improvement Program addresses the over 60 over-
flow points that discharge into Harbor Brook, Onondaga Creek and
Ley Creek within the City of Syracuse. Four methods specified in
the ACJ to eliminate or mitigate the effects of the CSO are:

• Floatables Control Facilities to remove floatables with net bags 
and booms

• Storage and Treatment Facilities to store and/or remove solids
and floatables, and disinfect discharge

• Sewer Separation Projects to convert combined systems into
stormwater-only lines and build new wastewater lines

• Increased Storage and Transport Capacity to expand the capacity
of existing sewers, by making new lines bigger.
Several CSO improvement projects were completed by 2002 and

more are planned. While doing these projects, the County has
pledged to leave every site better than it was before construction of
the project. Great effort is taken to fit into the surroundings both
architecturally and aesthetically with input from neighboring 
residents and businesses.

HOW WE MONITOR PROGRESS

Onondaga County must monitor
the quality of Onondaga Lake, the
streams flowing into it, and the Seneca
River. Onondaga County’s Ambient
Monitoring Program (AMP) has been
designed to measure the effectiveness
of the projects and programs mandated
by the ACJ and implemented by the
County. The State of New York, through
the DEC and Attorney General, over-

sees the County’s implementation of the AMP and the other 
ACJ projects.

Through the AMP, data is collected on the chemical, physical and
biological conditions of the lake, the tributary streams and the
Seneca River. Technicially, samples are taken of the water, the fish and
other aquatic life for analysis and comparison to data from other
years, in order to assess any changes.

YOU CAN HELP!
There are several steps you can take that will make a huge 

difference in helping keep our lake and streams clear 
and clean.

• Don’t dump anything in storm drains and keep them
clear of debris.

• Don’t litter! Anything you throw in the street or on the
ground can end up in Onondaga Lake.

• Don’t put leaves, tree clippings or grass in the street.
• Conserve water. All water that enters your drain

requires treatment. Don’t send clean water—and your
money!—down the drain.

• Dispose used motor oil properly. Service stations accept
it for recycling.

• Limit the use of fertilizers and pesticides.
• Dispose household hazardous wastes properly.
• Keep up to date on our progress! An informed public

is the best advocate for a clean lake.

WANT MORE INFORMATION?
If you’d like to find out more about the Lake

Improvement Project,
please visit
www.lake.onondaga.ny.us,
or write to the Lake
Improvement Project
Office, Onondaga County
Department of Water
Environment Protection, 650 Hiawatha Boulevard West,
Syracuse, New York, 13204.You might also want to consult
the Onondaga Lake Partnership website at
www.onlakepartners.org.
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