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America’s freshwater, including both the Mississippi River and the Great Lakes, is both a vital natural resource as well as an important
economic driver. In fact, 92% of the nation’s agricultural exports are produced by farmers in the Mississippi River basin, the Great

more than 50 million people.
However, due to pollution, spread of invasives, increasing frequency of storms, and a lack of infrastructure to weather these storms,
freshwater and the communities that rely on them are under threat. In response, states have developed numerous legislative solutions
and strategies to address these various challenges, including:
•

Addressing agriculture and point-source based nutrient pollution through buffer zones and other regulation like Ohio’s Senate
that limits fertilizer application based on local weather.

•

Improving infrastructure

.

•

Partnering with businesses to protect and maintain clean water, such as through California’s Blue Business Council.

•

Managing various toxic
Illinois’ SB0550 requires testing for lead in public schools.

•

Controlling and preventing aquatic invasive species through coordinated regional efforts such as the Ohio Lake Erie Caucus.

•

Taking action on the federal level
President’s Infrastructure plan, and ballast water regulation.
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1. What is hypoxia and why is it dangerous?
Hypoxia refers to a condition where algal blooms spurred by excess nutrients
cause a lack of oxygen within a body of water. This lack of oxygen has killed
be found in the Gulf of Mexico, where hypoxia has lead to a dead zone nearly

2. What are the leading causes of nutrient pollution?
result of point and nonpoint source pollution. Point source pollution refers to a
treatment facility. However, the bulk of nutrient loading comes from agricultural

excess lead to excessive algal growth.

3. What is the US Environmental Protection Agency’s role in reducing
nutrient pollution?
from nutrient pollution. For example, the agency created a Gulf of Mexico
Hypoxia Task Force in 2008 to reduce the size of the Gulf hypoxic zone by at
implemented nutrient reduction strategies for each state along the Mississippi
River, with the goal that each would reduce phosphorus and nitrogen loading

4. Which Mississippi River states have established formalized nutrient
reduction strategies?

including goals and timelines to reduce phosphorus and nitrogen loading into

5. How does the Farm Bill affect clean water?

and wildlife habitat through land preservation and sustainable agricultural practices.
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State governments have proposed and implemented a number of successful
strategies for healthy rivers. Many of the policies below were crafted with the
involvement of the local agricultural communities, such as local Farm Bureaus.

Buffer Zone
Protection

Nutrient Monitoring and
Reduction
Monitoring and reduction of nutrients such as
phosphorus and nitrogen from agricultural runoff
is key to improving water quality in the Mississippi
River. Efforts to reduce nutrient loading include
limits on pesticide and fertilizer application within
the Mississippi River watershed as well as the
creation of nutrient trading systems, each of which
require improved monitoring of water pollution
levels.
•

Arkansas HB 1067 (2015) provides state environmental
agencies the authority to establish and regulate
nutrient water quality trading programs for nitrogen and
phosphorus.

•

Wisconsin Water Quality Standards set limits for
phosphorus in surface waters (Chapter NR 102),
regulate point-source phosphorus pollution through a
state permitting and nutrient water quality trading system
(Chapter NR 217), and tighten agricultural performance
standards (Chapter NR 151).

•

•

Ohio Senate Bill 1 (2015) prohibits the application of
agricultural fertilizer and manure on frozen and snowcovered soil and when local weather forecasts predict
heavy rain.
Minnesota SF 297 (2017) protects the upper Mississippi
River as a drinking water source through water testing
for contaminants including pesticides, nitrates, and
pathogens, and establishes a review of current best
practices for agricultural pesticide and fertilizer
application.

Conservation buffer zones are small areas or
strips of land with permanent vegetation adjacent
to ecologically sensitive areas, such as rivers.
These buffer zones have many benefits for
river health, including decreased surface water
pollution and erosion as well as the provision of
continuous shoreland habitat.
•

Minnesota Statutes 2016, Section 103F.48, amended by
SF 844 (2017), requires a 50-foot average width, 30-foot
minimum width, continuous buffer of perennially rooted
vegetation adjacent to all designated public waters.

•

Maine Mandatory Shoreland Zoning Act requires land
use controls for all land areas within 250 feet of ponds
and non-forested freshwater wetlands that are 10 acres
or larger; rivers with watersheds of at least 25 square
miles in drainage area; and all land areas within 75 feet
of certain streams.

More Information
NCEL has developed a Mississippi River
Legislative Caucus to better coordinate legislators
in river districts to effectively address river health
and water quality issues.
For more information, please contact NCEL’s
Mississippi River Coordinator, Alayna Chuney, at
alayna@ncelenviro.org
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From manufacturing and water treatment facilities, to boating and fishing, America’s freshwater is
intricately tied to businesses and economic opportunities. Businesses heavily rely on clean water
to keep their operations running, and poor water quality and degrading infrastructure are posed to
harm business success. In fact, estimates show that infrastructure failure could result in $147 billion
in increased cost of water rates to businesses. As a result, business leaders and federal, state, and
local programs that engage with them to protect freshwater resources are vital. Provided below are
some examples of state incentives, partnerships, and opportunities that legislators can apply in their
own state.

Water Development Prize
Create a business council
A business council allows business leaders to work
together to set goals and establish guidelines for clean
water.
•

Create a water innovation fund to spur and
encourage innovation in the water sector.

•

•

For example, California has established a Blue Business
Council, a network of business partners who collaborate
on and engage in protecting and maintaining California’s
waterways and recognize that clean water is vital to the
state’s economy, public health, and recreation. Michigan
has also established a Blue Economy Council.

Clean Water Innovation
Fund
•

Establish a water development prize, another
competitive grant.

For example, Massachusetts’ Clean Energy Center
provides funding for public and private clean-tech
clean water solutions through its Water Innovation
Trust.
Federally, states can also look to programs like
Conservation Innovation Grants, a competitive
program that funds projects aimed at improving
agricultural conservation and improving water and
soil quality.

The Federal Bureau of Reclamation created a Water
Prize Competition Center that engages companies in
an innovation-based competition within three priority
areas: Water Availability, Environmental Compliance,
and Infrastructure Sustainability

Recognize Business
Successes
Recognize sustainable businesses and their
successes. In doing so, legislators can acknowledge
small businesses that have sustainability programs
either formally by the state or informally through
legislative materials and events.

Business Collaboration
Collaborate with business leaders to collectively
highlight the importance of clean water through
business roundtables, op-eds, and similar
opportunities.
•

In Iowa, for example, these small business owners put
together an op-ed in support of clean water regulation.
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Overview

KEY POINTS

Nutrient pollution is when an overabundance of nutrients, like
nitrogen and phosphorous, enter the water system. These

Nutrient pollution threatens drinking water

nutrients are natural, but in high quantities they can lead to an

and the ecological stability of rivers and
lakes through algal blooms and hypoxic

overgrowth of algae--known as “blooms”--and decrease oxygen

zones.

that fish and other aquatic life need to survive.
Improving river health requires cross-state

The primary sources of excess nutrients are runoff from fertilizers

collaboration and a watershed approach

and animal manure, discharges from domestic and municipal

to management of issues like water quality,
infrastructure, and flooding.

sewage systems, and stormwater runoff. Nutrient pollution is
detrimental to human health and the economy, with U.S. tourism

In the Mississippi River, 39 percent of

losing close to $1 billion each year from impacts to fishing and

streams have high levels of nitrogen and

recreation. Excessive nitrogen is also a common drinking water

32 percent of streams have high levels of
phosphorus, above the national average.

contaminant and particularly harmful for infants.

Economic activity connected to the
Mississippi River generates $497 billion
annually and supports 1.5 million jobs, all of
which depend on a healthy river.

Legislation
Nutrient monitoring, trading, and reduction legislation:
•

Wisconsin Phosphorus Water Quality Standards and
Arkansas HB 1067 (2015) provide authority for water quality
trading programs.

•

Other Resources
•

EPA reports and research on nutrient pollution

•

Mississippi River Collaborative “Decades of Delay”

Ohio Senate Bill 1 (2015) limits the application of fertilizer

report

and manure in certain conditions.
•

Minnesota SF 297 (2017) creates water testing for certain
contaminants and establishes best practices.

•

Illinois Nutrient Loss Reduction Strategy report

•

Mississippi River Basin Conservation Network fact
sheets by state and issue area

Buffer zone legislation:
•

Minnesota Statutes 2016, Section 103F.48, amended by SF
844 (2017), establishes set buffer zones for all designated
public waters.

•

Maine Mandatory Shoreland Zoning Act requires specific
land use controls for certain water bodies.

202.744.1006 • www.ncelenviro.org • 1100 H St NW, Suite 600 • Washington, DC 20005

NCEL Fact Sheet
INFRASTRUCTURE

E N V I R O N M E N TA L
H E A LT H

Overview
As storm surges grow in frequency and strength, management of flooding and stormwater around the Mississippi River and Great Lakes
has become vital in protecting regional communities. In response to these challenges, states have introduced legislation to maintain and
strengthen built and natural infrastructure, and establish funding mechanisms to support these efforts.

Infrastructure Legislation

KEY POINTS

Michigan SB 756: Stormwater Utility Act (2018)

Bipartisan bill that authorizes new layer of government and creates

Infrastructure can refer to both built systems like

rain tax to manage runoff.

levees as well as natural systems like forests,

•

Creates a new government entity that has the power to build

farmland, and wetlands, which can help manage
nutrient runoff as well as mitigate flooding.

and operate stormwater management systems and administer
a “rain tax” to property owners based on the amount of

Natural infrastructure is vital in terms of managing

impervious surfaces on their property.

floods, reducing sedimentation, and filtering
nutrients. In fact, natural infrastructure of the

Maryland HB 987: Stormwater Management - Watershed

Mississippi River alone is valued at $12 to $47 billion

Protection and Restoration Program (2011)

in benefits to the economy annually.

•

•

To improve health of Chesapeake Bay, bill requires Maryland

Extreme weather events coupled with aging

counties and municipalities to adopt and implement laws to

infrastructure has amounted to a huge regional

protect and restore watersheds.

and national economic burden. For example,

Programs must include monitoring/testing and a stormwater

infrastructure failure along the Mississippi River

remediation fee. Funds from fee will help with maintaining and

costs a daily average of over $300 million.

improving management systems as well as education and
outreach around stormwater and wetlands restoration.
Maine LD 1455: An Act to Authorize a General Fund Bond Issue

Other Resources
• Natural Security: How Sustainable Water Strategies

to Ensure Clean Water and Safe Communities

Prepare Communities for a Changing Climate: Report

•

Authorizes a general fund bond to ensure clean water, restore

highlights 8 case studies of communities that have

wetlands, create jobs, and create public infrastructure.

implemented green infrastructure

New York A06558: The Community Risk & Resiliency Act (2013)
requires state funds, regulations, and permits consider the effects of

• EPA Stormwater Calculator: Allows local governments to
consider how runoff may vary based on both historical
weather and potential future climate.

extreme weather events.
California SB 5: Central Valley Flood Protection Act (2008)
overhauled California’s Central Valley infrastructure to prepare

• Georgetown Climate Center’s Adaptation Clearinghouse:
Highlights each state’s goals and related progress in
terms of adaptation to increased storms and flooding.

for extreme flooding. This led to the 2012 Central Valley Flood
Protection Plan, which developed management strategies including
levees and wetlands/ecosystem restoration to protect high-risk
communities.

• Mississippi Urban and Community Forestry Management
Manual: Manual provides tools for installing green
infrastructure to help mitigate flooding, urban heat
islands, and nutrient runoff loading.
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KEY POINTS

The crisis in Flint, Michigan created a national effort to reduce
lead contamination. The majority of lead contamination comes

Lead exposure can come from lead paint and

from lead paint and dust, but corrosion of plumbing fixtures that

associated dust, contaminated soil and water, food

contain lead can lead to drinking water contamination posing

and other consumer products. (EPA)

significant health risks. Lead’s impacts on the brain and nervous
Children are particularly susceptible because they

system health effects ranging from anemia to low birth weight,

absorb 4-5 times more ingested lead than adults,

and can also lead to cognitive impairment reducing lifetime

which can lead to significant and permanent effects

earnings while increasing the need for special education.

on brain development and nervous systems (WHO)

Children are particularly susceptible to the negative impacts of
lead contamination because they are still developing and absorb

Approximately 6.1 million homes across the US

more ingested lead than adults.

currently have lead service lines connecting the
home to drinking water sources (EDF)

Studies estimate that it would take approximately $400 billion and

The current action level for lead in the US is 15 parts

ten years to tackle America’s lead problem. New efforts seek to

per billion (ppb) in more than 10% of water systems

expand lead testing and reevaluate the level of lead in water that

(EPA) compared to Canada’s threshold of 5 ppb

requires action.

Other Resources
Legislation

•

Board: http://bit.ly/LeadRoadmap

Several states have introduced policies to test and remediate
•

lead exposure in high impact areas.

Roadmap from MI Child Lead Poisoning Elimination

Ecology Center Cost report available: http://bit.
ly/2016LeadReport

•

Enacted legislation in New York (S.8158/A.10740) and Illinois

•

American Academy of Pediatrics policy statement on

(SB0550) requires testing for lead in public schools. NY also

the prevention of childhood lead toxicity: https://goo.gl/

recently introduced a bill (A.1805) amending public health

ELIwQW

law to require continuous monitoring of lead exposure in
•

children through 5th grade.
•

Introduction to Lead and Service Line Replacement:
https://www.lslr-collaborative.org/intro-to-lsl-

New Jersey introduced a bill requiring landlords to disclose

replacement.html

the existence of lead service lines and lead water supply to
tenants (S.4190)
•

Delaware passed a first-in-the-nation bill in 2018 that bans
lead-based outdoor and industrial paint (HB 456).

•

Legislation previously introduced in Michigan would provide
financing on water supply bills to replace residential lead
pipe service lines (HB 5423).
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Overview

KEY POINTS

Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) are a group of man-made
chemicals that includes PFOA, PFOS, GenX, and many others. PFAS are

PFAS do not breakdown naturally and can

used in a variety of consumer products including non-stick cookware,

bioaccumulate in the environment and in
the bodies of living organisms like humans.

water-repellent clothing, stain resistant fabrics and carpets, some

(EPA)

cosmetics, firefighting foams, and food packaging. Studies have shown
that exposure to certain PFAS can cause adverse health effects including

The drinking water of over six million

reproductive, developmental, and organ damage, impacts on the immune

Americans has been found to contain highly

system, thyroid disruption, and cancer. Some manufacturers have

fluorinated chemicals at concentrations
of concern. (Environmental Science &

voluntarily phased so called long-chain PFAS, such as PFOA and PFOS,

Technology, 2016)

and replaced them with their short-chain cousins but early evidence
suggests that these are just a harmful.

Exposure to PFAS can lead to adverse health
outcomes in humans. PFOA and PFOS can
cause reproductive and developmental,

Legislation

liver and kidney, and immunological effects
in laboratory animal, and both have caused

Food Packaging
•

tumors in animals. (EPA)

Washington SB 6396/HB 2658 (2018) and Maine LD 1433 prohibit
the manufacture and sale of food packaging containing PFAS

Other Resources

and phthalate chemicals (only in Maine bill). Bills require their
Departments of Environment to conduct an assessment on safer

•

PFAS.

alternatives.
•

Firefighting Foams
•

•

certain exceptions.

EPA’s drinking water health advisories for PFOA
and PFOS.

Drinking Water
•

Green Science Policy Institute Consumer’s Guide
to Highly Fluorinated Chemicals.

Washington SB 6413/HB 2793 (2018) Prohibits the manufacture and
sale of class B firefighting foam containing PFAS chemicals, with

Safer States database of state legislation on

•

New Hampshire SB 287 (2019-2020) would set maximum
contaminant levels (MCLs) for PFOA, PFOS, and other PFAS
chemicals in drinking water at the most protective standards for

CDC’s Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease
Registry list of PFAS-related contamination sites.

•

Environmental Working Group map of sites tested
for PFAS contamination in drinking water.

drinking water in the country.
Monitoring
•

Vermont H 758 (2020) would create a Drinking Water Protection Fund
for monitoring supplies for PFAS and other chemicals of concern
in drinking water. This bill also funds treatment and remediation of
contaminated drinking water and alternative water supplies.

•

Rhode Island HB 1799 (2018) would require Department of Health
and Human Services to offer and pay for blood testing for PFAS
chemicals for people exposed via private or public water supplies.
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