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Overfertilizing
our lakes
The challenge: When too much
nitrogen and phosphorus enter
our streams and lakes, algal
blooms cause problems for
swimming, drinking water treatment, fish, and wildlife. State and
federal laws require local governments to lead efforts to clean up
these pollution sources. Solutions can be grouped into three
basic approaches. The City of
Durham is using all three.
Approach 1: Reduce nutrients at
their source; prevent the release
of nitrogen and phosphorous into
the environment.
1. Use less lawn fertilizer.
2. Keep leaves and grass clippings off the street and away
from storm drains.
3. Drive less. Nitrogen released
from tailpipes ends up in
creeks, rivers, and lakes.
4. Conserve electricity. Nitrogen from power plant smokestacks ends up in waterways.
5. Check labels of cleaning
products and fertilizer for
phosphorous-free.
6. Pick up pet waste.
The City promotes water friendly
actions through videos, pledges,
commercials, and talks. Pet waste
stations at parks remind dog
owners to pick up waste.
Approach 2: Soak in /remove
nutrients before they reach

streams and lakes.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Plant a rain garden or tree.
Disconnect your downspout.
Use permeable pavement.
Plant a green roof.
Wash your car over grass.
Create wetlands.
Sweep the streets.

Through grants from the N.C.
Department of Natural Resources
and the Clean Water Management
Trust Fund, the City is adding
more than 300 rain gardens, cisterns (big rain barrels), and trees
to Durham yards. A research
study will show how the local
creek responds.

N.C. State University is working
with the City to measure benefits
of disconnecting gutter downspouts (so the water flows onto
the lawn) and putting in pavement
that soaks in rainwater.
The pilot projects and research
studies will help the City decide
what mix of these “soak it in”
methods to use in the future.
Green roofs use plants to soak in
rain and evaporate it back into the
atmosphere. Less rain water from
roofs or pavement means less
polluted runoff entering storm
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drains and creeks. The City has
partnered on two green roof projects and continues to explore
how they can be used in Durham.
Creating wetlands is a way to
mimic the sponge effect of plants
and soil. Wetlands soak up runoff, filter pollutants, and provide
habitat for wildlife. The City has
proposed the “South Ellerbe Wetland” at the former Duke Diet
and Fitness Center.
Stormwater fees fund street
sweeper trucks, keeping trash and
nutrients out of the drains and
creeks.
Approach 3: Remove nutrients
from the stream or lake.
1. Build floating wetlands.
2. Harvest algae.
A recent N.C. State study at two
Durham stormwater ponds
showed that making islands of
plants, or floating wetlands, improves the uptake of nitrogen and
phosphorus. Further work is
needed to make the technique
cost effective.
The City is looking into two technologies that turn pollution into
profit potential by using nurtrients in the water to grow algae.
The algae is removed and sold
for potting mix, jet fuel, and other uses.
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