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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Housatonic River Basin 1997/1998 

WATER QUALITY ASSESSMENT REPORT

The Massachusetts Surface Water Quality Standards designate the most sensitive uses for which surface waters in the state shall be protected.  The assessment of current water quality conditions is a key step in the successful implementation of the Watershed Approach.  This critical phase provides an assessment of whether or not the designated uses are being met (support, partial support, non-support) or are not assessed, as well as basic information needed to focus resource protection and remediation activities later in the watershed management planning process. 

PCB contamination from electrical manufacturing companies located in the upper portion of the watershed overshadows all other water quality issues in the Housatonic River Basin.  In 1981, Department Environmental Protection (DEP) Bureau of Waste Site Cleanup issued an Administrative Consent Order designating the General Electric (GE) Company Pittsfield and the river as a hazardous waste site because of severe PCB contamination (Steenstrup 1999). Under the Massachusetts Contingency Plan, DEP established multiple priority disposal sites under Massachusetts General Law Chapter 21E.  Cleanup activities are ongoing and a cleanup agreement for the river is currently being finalized between GE, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and DEP. 

This report presents a summary of water quality conditions in 19 streams (discussed as 23 individual river segments):  the mainstem Housatonic River and its branches (Southwest, West and East branches), 15 tributaries including Cleveland, Cady, Windsor, Wahconah Falls, Anthony, Goose Pond, Furnace, Long Pond, Seekonk, Karner and Hubbard brooks and the Williams, Green, and Konkapot River and one unnamed stream and for 32 lakes in the basin.  Detailed information for the 23 individual river segments (163.1 river miles) and 32 lakes (4,254 acres) in the Housatonic River Basin is presented in this assessment report.  The following is a summary of the Aquatic Life, Fish Consumption, Primary and Secondary Contact Recreation, Shellfishing and Aesthetics  uses in these waters.

HOUSATONIC RIVER BASIN - STREAMS

Aquatic Life Use

The Aquatic Life Use is supported when suitable habitat (including water quality) is available for sustaining a native, naturally diverse, community of aquatic flora and fauna.  Impairment of the Aquatic Life Use (non-support or partial support) may result from anthropogenic stressors that include point and/or nonpoint source(s) of pollution and hydrologic modification.  The status of the Aquatic Life Use in the Housatonic River Basin is as follows:

Aquatic Life Use Summary - Streams  

· 57.1 river miles support (5.1 miles threatened)

· 4.8 river miles partial support

· 71.3 river miles non-support

· 29.9 river miles not assessed

The entire length of four streams in the Housatonic River Basin is assessed as fully supporting the Aquatic Life Use: Cleveland, Anthony, and Furnace brooks and the Williams River (18.4 miles).  Additionally, portions of the East Branch Housatonic River, Cady, Windsor, Wahconah Falls, and Karner brooks and the Konkapot River support the Aquatic Life Use (the remaining 38.7 miles) (Figure 1). 

The Aquatic Life Use is partially supported in the lower 2.0 mile reach of Karner Brook, presumably the result of reduced habitat related to flow alteration, and the lower 2.8 mile reach of the Konkapot River, a result of organic enrichment (Figure 1).    

The entire mainstem Housatonic River (53.8 miles) and 15.5 miles of its headwater branches (Southwest, West and East branches) do not support the Aquatic Life Use (Figure 1).  Causes of impairment are primarily related to PCB contamination associated with the GE Pittsfield Company.  Habitat quality degradation (notably severe sedimentation) and impacts associated with paper company wastewater discharges (such as turbidity and settleable solids) were also detected.  

Hydromodification (streamflow fluctuations) is considered a threat to the Aquatic Life Use for a distance of 5.1 river miles of the mainstem Housatonic River downstream of the Glendale Project hydropower facility. An additional 2.0 river miles of two streams do not support the Aquatic Life Use as result of water withdrawals (de-watering or drying of streambeds); a portion of Windsor Brook and the entire length of Long Pond Brook.  Water withdrawal practices may also adversely impact as many as nine additional streams downstream of water withdrawals and diversions in the Housatonic River Basin.  These streams merit further investigation. 

A total of 27.6 river miles, representing the entire length of five streams (Goose Pond, Hubbard, and Seekonk brooks, the Green River, and an unnamed tributary to Hubbard Brook), are not assessed for the Aquatic Life Use nor are portions of Cady and Wahconah Falls brooks (2.3 miles).

Fish Consumption Use

The Fish Consumption Use is supported when there are no pollutants present that result in unacceptable concentrations in edible portions of marketable fish or shellfish or for the recreational use of fish, shellfish, other aquatic life or wildlife for human consumption. The assessment of this use is made using the most recent list of Fish Consumption Advisories issued by the Massachusetts Executive Office of Health and Human Services, Department of Public Health (DPH), Bureau of Environmental Health Assessment Fish Consumption Advisory List (MA DPH 1999).  The DPH list identifies waterbodies where elevated levels of a specified contaminant in edible portions of freshwater species poses a health risk for human consumption; hence the Fish Consumption Use is assessed as non-support in these waters.   In 1994, DPH also issued a statewide “Interim Freshwater Fish Consumption Advisory” for mercury (MA DPH 1994).  This precautionary measure was aimed at pregnant women only; the general public was not considered to be at risk from fish consumption.  DPH’s interim advisory does not include fish stocked by the state Division of Fisheries and Wildlife or farm-raised fish sold commercially.  Because of the statewide interim advisory, however, no fresh waters can be assessed as supporting the Fish Consumption Use.  The Housatonic River PCB fish consumption advisory also recommends that fish taken from feeder streams to the Housatonic River be trimmed of fatty tissue prior to cooking.  Since this advisory does not restrict consumption, only preparation methods, this use is not assessed unless an advisory for a specific tributary is in place.  The status of the Fish Consumption Use in the Housatonic River Basin is as follows: 

Fish Consumption Use Summary - Streams

· 71.1 river miles non-support

· 92.0 river miles not assessed

The fish consumption advisory for the Housatonic River has been in place since 1982 because of PCB contamination.  The current advisory recommends that the general public should not consume fish, frogs and turtles from the Housatonic River between Dalton and Sheffield that fish taken from feeder streams to the Housatonic River should be trimmed of fatty tissue prior to cooking (MA DPH 1999).  Because of this advisory a total of 62.2 river miles (9.4 miles of the East Branch Housatonic River and 52.8 miles of the mainstem Housatonic River) does not support the Fish Consumption Use.  This advisory also pertains to three lakes: Center Pond, Woods Pond and Risingdale Impoundment (see Housatonic River Basin - Lakes). 

DPH also issued a fish consumption advisory for the Konkapot River on 6 February 1998 because of elevated concentrations of mercury (DPH 1999) (Figure 1).  The advisory warns children younger than 12 years old, pregnant women and nursing mothers not to eat fish from the Konkapot River from the village of Mill River to the confluence with the Housatonic River. The advisory also recommends that the general public should limit consumption of all fish caught from this reach of the Konkapot River to two meals per month.  Therefore, the Fish Consumption Use in the Konkapot River is not supported for a total of 8.9 river miles in Massachusetts (the reach in Connecticut is not covered in this report) due to elevated mercury concentrations of mercury. 

Recreational Uses

The Primary Contact Recreational Use is supported when conditions are suitable (low fecal coliform bacteria densities) for any recreation or other water activity during which there is prolonged and intimate contact with the water with a significant risk of ingestion.  Activities include, but are not limited to, wading, swimming, diving, surfing and water skiing.  The status of the Primary Contact Recreational Use in the Housatonic River Basin is as follows:

Primary Contact Use Summary - Streams

· 15.9 river miles support

· 2.8 river miles partial support

· 144.4 river miles not assessed

The Primary Contact Recreational Use is assessed for only one stream, the Konkapot River, in the Housatonic River Basin, a function of the decision to focus DEP sampling efforts (specifically fecal coliform bacteria) on this river (Figure 1).  The upper 15.9 miles of the Konkapot River (from the outlet of Brewer Lake to the Connecticut border) fully supports the Primary Contact Recreation Use.  The lower 2.8 miles of the river (from the Connecticut border in Sheffield to the confluence with the Housatonic River) partially supports this use due to elevated levels of fecal coliform bacteria.
The Secondary Contact Recreational Use is supported when conditions are suitable for any recreation or other water use during which contact with the water is either incidental or accidental.  These include, but are not limited to, fishing, boating and limited contact incident to shoreline activities. The status of the Secondary Contact Recreational Use in the Housatonic River Basin is as follows:

Secondary Contact Use Summary - Streams

· 18.7 river miles support

· 144.4 river miles not assessed

The Secondary Contact Recreational Use is also assessed only for the Konkapot River (Figure 1).   This use is supported for the entire 18.7 miles.   
Aesthetics Use

The Aesthetics Use is supported when surface waters are free from pollutants in concentrations or combinations that settle to form objectionable deposits; float as debris, scum or other matter to form nuisances; produce objectionable odor, color, taste or turbidity; or produce undesirable or nuisance species of aquatic life. The status of the Aesthetics Use in the Housatonic River Basin is as follows:

Aesthetics Use Summary - Streams

· 95.7 river miles support

· 11.3 river miles partial support

· 11.7 river miles non-support

· 44.4 river miles not assessed

The Aesthetics Use is supported for the entire length of six streams (representing 47.4 river miles) in the Housatonic River Basin: Cleveland, Anthony and Karner brooks and the Williams, Green and Konkapot rivers (Figure 1).   A total of 18.3 miles representing portions of the East Branch Housatonic River, Cady, Windsor and Wahconah Falls brooks also support the Aesthetics Use, while the remaining 10.4 miles of these streams is not assessed. 

The only rivers impaired for the Aesthetics Use (partial or non-support) include portions of the Southwest and West branches and the mainstem Housatonic River (Figure 1).  Causes of impairment include instream turbidity, severe sedimentation, trash/debris, dense mats of algae, and/or objectionable color. 

The Aesthetics Use for six streams, Goose Pond, Long Pond, Hubbard, Furnace and Seekonk brooks and an unnamed tributary to Hubbard Brook (representing 23.3 river miles) is not assessed. 

Summary

The evaluation of current water quality conditions in the Housatonic River Basin streams has revealed the need for: additional monitoring, elimination of impacts from point source pollution (municipal and industrial wastewater discharges), minimization of impacts from water withdrawals (water supplies, diversions, hydropower), and control of nonpoint source pollution.   Specific recommendations for each individual river segment are provided in this assessment report. 
HOUSATONIC RIVER BASIN - LAKES

Overall use support status and trophic status of the lakes, ponds and impoundments (the term "lakes" will hereafter be used to include all) surveyed in the Housatonic River Basin are presented in Tables 1 and 2, respectively.  These data represent approximately 27% (32 of 119) of the lakes/ponds in the Housatonic Basin and about 81% (4,254 of 5,227) of the acreage.  It should be noted that lakes or portions of lakes were listed as undetermined when indicators were not readily observable.  With this approach, the assessment of lakes in the Housatonic River Basin is limited to a "best case" picture (i.e., only the most obvious impairments are reported).  Potentially more of the lake acreage would be listed as impaired or in a more enriched trophic status if more variables were measured and more criteria assessed.  

A total of 662 acres of lakes (representing four lakes) in the Housatonic River Basin do not support the Fish Consumption Use.  A fish consumption advisory for the Housatonic River was issued in 1982 because of PCB contamination.  The current advisory recommends that the general public should not consume fish, frogs and turtles from the Housatonic River between Dalton and Sheffield (MA DPH 1999).  The Fish Consumption Use in three lakes (representing 195 acres) is non-supported due to this advisory: Center Pond in Dalton, Woods Pond in Lee/Lenox, and Risingdale Impoundment in Great Barrington.  

Additionally, DPH issued a fish consumption advisory for Pontoosuc Lake, Pittsfield/Lanesborough.  The advisory recommends that children under 12 years of age, pregnant women, and nursing mothers should not consume fish from the lake because of a mercury hazard and all others should limit consumption of largemouth bass to two (2) meals per month (MA DPH 1999).  Based on this advisory, the Fish Consumption Use is not supported in Pontoosuc Lake (467 acres).  Although the interim statewide health advisory warns that pregnant women should not consume fish from any inland Massachusetts waters, this advisory is not reflected in Table 1.

Table 1. Housatonic River Basin Lakes Use Support Summary surveyed in Summer, 1997 (In Acres).

USE
SUPPORT
PARTIAL SUPPORT
NON-SUPPORT
NOT ASSESSED

Aquatic Life
0
3022
0
1232

Fish Consumption*
0
0
662
3592

Swimmable
0
61
291
3902

Secondary Contact
3829
61
291
73

Aesthetics
3829
61
291
73

* NOTE: In 1994, DPH issued a statewide Interim Freshwater Fish Consumption Advisory for mercury.  This precautionary measure was aimed at pregnant women only; the general public was not considered to be at risk from fish consumption.  The advisory encompasses all freshwaters in Massachusetts therefore the Fish Consumption Use will not be assessed as support.

Table 2. Housatonic River Basin Lakes Trophic Status Summary surveyed in Summer, 1997.

TROPHIC STATUS
NUMBER OF LAKES
ACRES

Oligotrophic
0
0

Mesotrophic
6
1039

Eutrophic
9
1283

Hypereutrophic
0
0

Dystrophic
0
0

Undetermined/ Not Attainable
17
1932

Total
32
4254

Summary

Despite the "best case" scenario that is favored by the Housatonic River Basin lake assessment approach, 28% (representing 30% of the surveyed area) of the lakes showed severe (eutrophic or hypereutrophic) symptoms of succession.  Presumably additional testing of dissolved oxygen, chlorophyll, and/or nutrients would corroborate that trophic status conditions are this advanced.

Three non-native, aquatic species (Eurasian water milfoil, European naiad, and curly leaf pondweed) were found in lakes of the Housatonic River Basin.  They are particularly invasive species that reproduce vegetatively so they may spread downstream or be transported mechanically between lakes.  

Two non-native, wetland species were also observed in Housatonic River Basin lakes.  The most frequently occurring non-native wetland species was purple loosestrife.  Populations of this plant are common throughout the entire watershed.  Its presence was recorded at 44% of the lakes.  The other non-native wetland plant noted in the watershed is the reed grass. The two non-native wetland species were co-located at five lakes (Ashmere Lake, Hinsdale, Lake Garfield, Monterey, Greenwater Lake, Becket, Laurel Lake, Lee/Lenox, and Stockbridge Bowl, Stockbridge).  The reed grass was found alone at Cookson Pond in New Marlborough and Hayes Pond, Monterey.
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Housatonic River at Willow Mill Dam near Mead Paper Company in South Lee
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HOUSATONIC RIVER BASIN 


1997/1998 DEP DWM Water Quality, macroinvertebrate and fish toxics monitoring station data summary.
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Figure 1. 1997/1998 DEP DWM water quality, macroinvertebrate and fish consumption station data summary in the Housatonic River Basin
























































