&KRFWDZKDWFKHH5LYHUNHHSHU

&21&25';;,86$

*DV7D[

Local lawsuit threatened over Dothan's sewer
issues
Lance Griffin
News reporter | Posted: Thursday, May 5, 2016 4:57 pm
A local clean water advocate has filed a Notice of Intent to Sue the City of Dothan related to
numerous sewage overflows (SSOs) in town over the past several years.
The notice, filed Wednesday by Michael Mullen on behalf of Choctawhatchee Riverkeeper, urges the
Alabama Department of Environmental Management or the Environmental Protection Agency to take
legal action against the city to make sure Dothan’s efforts to minimize sewage overflows move as
quickly as possible.
SSOs occur when the sewer system becomes overloaded, causing sewage and sewer water to bubble
up through manholes into city neighborhoods. They constitute violations of environmental rules.
“These discharges without a permit are serious violations that can expose individuals to sewage,”
Mullen told the Dothan Eagle.
A Notice of Intent to Sue is a precursor to a lawsuit. It does not, however, mean that a lawsuit will be
filed.
Dothan has operated under an Administrative Order on Consent from the Environmental Protection
Agency since 2012 concerning a large number of sewage overflows that have plagued the city for
several years. The city has decommissioned one wastewater treatment plant (Beaver Creek),
expanded another (Little Choctawhatchee) and is in the planning process of expanding the Omussee
Creek plant.
The city has hired contractors to inspect every manhole in Dothan and test almost every pipe to
determine the most significant problems with the system. As a result, Dothan has made some
emergency repairs and is now in the process of replacing/repairing a main trunk line (Rock Creek)
believed to contribute to many sewage overflows on Cornell Avenue and Englewood Avenue, as well
as a few other places. Further, the city has funding set aside for seven additional sewer projects that
could address many of the overflows. Another six projects have been identified that will cost around
$17 million.
The city is expected to spend well over $100 million addressing the problem. It has raised sewer rates
multiple times to offset the debt incurred by the repairs.
Numerous sewage overflows still occur, especially in heavy rain events which have been frequent

thus far in 2016.
City Manager Mike West said the city is aware of the notice but will not respond publicly until it has
been reviewed by legal staff.
City officials have previously said Dothan has met all deadlines imposed by the Administrative Order
on Consent.
The notice acknowledges that some overflows will happen, and suggests improvements to the city’s
public notification process.
“SSOs are unlikely to stop immediately and there likely always will be some risk of SSOs. Because
of this, Choctawhatchee Riverkeeper, Inc. urges the City of Dothan to unilaterally improve the public
notification process whenever an SSO that reaches a drainage system or waterway does occur. The
ADEM requirements for public notification are inadequate and often do not result in notification of
persons who may be in or on the water,” the notice states.
The notice includes a table summarizing SSOs reported by the city over the last five years resulting
in millions of gallons sewage and sewer water released onto the ground, which finds its way into
drainage areas, which lead to tributaries and then larger waterways such as the Little Choctawhatchee
River.
Two separate notices were filed Wednesday. One deals with SSOs associated with the Little
Choctawhatchee Wastewater Treatment Plant and the other (filed by Mullen in connection with the
Environmental Defense Alliance) deals with SSOs associated with Omussee and Cypress Creek
plants.
Choctawhatchee Riverkeeper is an advocate for the preservation of the Choctawhatchee River and its
tributaries.

