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You see it, you smell it, and you hate it. 
“Rock snot”, as many of our members 

call it, is among the 

TOP 3 COMPLAINTS WE RECEIVE. 
Trying to understand this issue? Picture this: it’s finally the 
weekend, the weather is perfect, and you head down to 
the beach to kick back and relax for the day. Just when 
you thought you were finally catching a break you show 
up at the beach to see those long piles of seaweed (ma-
rine algae) piled up in multiple rows at the high tide line. 
The piles are unsightly and don’t smell very refreshing as 
they’re baking in the sun. Where are you going to set up 
your towel now?

Down to the water to swim you go, but the seaweed 
(algae) is dense. You try to swim but the water is cloudy 
and the algae feels gross on your skin. Out you go.

You pull out your surf rod, hook a fresh hunk of bait, adjust 
your weight, and let it fly. Three casts later you sigh with 
frustration as you reel in another heavy pile of seaweed 
stuck to the hook. You give up, not knowing whether your 
failed attempts are due to a lack of fish or if it’s really the 
seaweed that is fouling your bait.

We find most of our members and supporters have had 
that kind of beach experience, and most understand the 
algae in the river in that same context. Folks who have 
come to love the Shenandoah River as their main recre-
ational destination have been experiencing the frustration 
of algae blooms which are dominating the native grasses 
for many years. Even worse, fishermen are absolutely fed 
up and have just decided not to visit the river to fish when 
the algae is heavy because it’s nearly impossible to wet a 
line without your hook getting foulded every cast. 

Every year we experience extreme algae. Every year we 
receive complaints. Yet Shenandoah Riverkeeper strug-
gles to get recognition of this issue after more than four 
years of pushing the Virginia Department of Environ-
mental Quality (DEQ) and the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) to take action. We want official recognition 
of the Shenandoah River’s algae issues and it’s effect on 
recreation.

While many other organizations stop at their initial push, 
we have taken the most difficult step... we took legal ac-
tion. On August 4th, Shenandoah Riverkeeper, represent-
ed by Earth Justice, filed a notice of intent to sue the EPA 
for its failure to recognize this problem. The official action 
we are seeking is the listing of the Shenandoah River as 
impaired due to algae under the Clean Water Act.

Listing the river as “impaired” would trigger specific gov-
ernment plans to combat algae pollution on the Shenan-
doah, a growing problem of too great a size for us to tackle 
alone.

Unfortunately these blooms, most common during peak 
recreational season in the heat of summer, are pushing 
visitors away from the river or to other rivers in the Com-
monwealth. 

The law states that we as people have a right to swimma-
ble, fishable, drinkable water, but it’s up to us as the public 
to protect that right.

What about health risks? Are we the next Toledo? The 
media has been swarming around water issues as of late, 
great news for our cause, but concerns of citizens are 
mounting. Our Algae Research Project, founded in 2013, 
has on several occasions detected algae strains of the 
same family as the toxic algae in Toledo’s water supply. 

On three occasions this past spring our lab results identi-
fied known toxin producing Blue-Green Algae. Blue Green 
Algae, also known as Cyanobacteria, produce a variety of 
toxins that can result in some health risks with high expo-
sure levels. Algae on the Shenandoah is mainly caused by 
the over nutrification of water by intense manure use in 
the Valley’s agricultural land, as well as fertilizers carried 
in runoff. Warmer months allow the algae to multiple at 
alarming rates, depleting oxygen needed to sustain other 
plants and aquatic wildlife.

We don’t want to suggest there are currently issues with 
high toxicity. But a deep and growing weight of evidence 
suggests that as algae blooms grow in their ferocity, they 
produce toxins at levels that can become a concern for hu-
man health. We hope to continue to advance this research 
but our immediate concerns surround recreational issues. 
Will you help us?

Learn how to take action on page 5
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A LETTER FROM JEFF
Dear friends and members,
After pouring my heart into my Rivekeeper work in the Shenandoah Valley 
for almost nine years I answered a strong calling this summer to step up and 
play a bigger role in protecting the greater Potomac Watershed by seeking 
out and accepting the position of President.  (In case you hadn’t heard.)  In 
many ways I sought this position for the same reasons I started the Shenan-
doah Riverkeeper branch back in 2006.  Nine years ago I laid down the oars I 
used to row my fishing guide boat in order to start Shenandoah Riverkeeper 
and give back to the river I made a living on for close to a decade. Now, I’m 
laying down my Riverkeeper duties and am giving back to the organization 
that cleared the path for me to protect my favorite river.

During my time as Shenandoah Riverkeeper, my team and I worked to per-
fect the art of stopping pollution. We did this through extensively assessing 
pollution threats, working with those responsible for the threat, and in some 
cases taking the necessary legal action to eliminate the threat.  Please know 
that I did not hang up my Riverkeeper hat without great hesitation. I love the work, so I want our members and 
partners to know that I’m deeply committed to remaining involved in the work happening in all of our Riverkeeper 
Branches.  

In fact, I will be drawing upon my years as a Riverkeeper to guide the organization in a way that most effectively 
meets our mission. My #1 job as President will be to manage and grow our organization and its impact throughout the 
Potomac watershed and clear the way for our Riverkeepers to do their best work. In essence, my number #1 job is to 
play an even bigger role in protecting your right to clean water and your right to use and enjoy the river. 

When I connect our members to the river and to our important work, I will know that I have done my job.  

See you on the river!

	  	

Jeff Kelble
President

P.S, Hope to see you on October 25th for our 1st Annual Shenandoah Harvest Hoedown!
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Congratulations to Taylor Cox, our Summer 
Development & Membership Intern! It was a pleasure having this 
outstanding American University student on board in our DC office.

Taylor assisted our Communications and Development Staff 
throughout the busy summer months and successfully completed 
an independent study on Combined Sewage Overflows in Washing-
ton, D.C. Her study involved an in-depth research analysis of past and 
current CSO legal battles and possible solutions to this devastating 
water quality issue. Bon voyage and good luck Taylor!

Taylor with Development Director Sarah Sorenson at a tour of DC Water.



brown stained discharge of bubbling water with an average temperature 
of 100 degrees. This discharge is occurring in one of the premier cold-
water trout fisheries of the East Coast of the United.  

Fishermen travel hundreds of miles to fish this legendary tail-water fish-
ery. After this discharge zone the river is aqua blue-green, clear, and cold, 
but downstream of the discharge, the river is tainted a murky brown 
color and it is unacceptably warmed. It is our professional opinion that 
the warm water reduces the viability of this trout fishery by tens of miles 
by causing the water to remain above the trout’s threshold survival tem-
perature.

After years of foot dragging, Maryland Department of the Environment 
(MDE) finally renewed the discharge permit and made some incremen-
tal improvements to the discharge. However, recent observations reveal 

that the same issues remain.  

As use and recreation continue to be damaged, we are pushing for better 
regulations or the total elimination of mixing zones in order to maintain 
the biological, chemical, and physical integrity of the Upper Potomac 
River. n
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Mixing zones present a great visual example of how discharges directly 
impact the look, feel, and biological integrity of rivers. Many fisherman, 
fishing guides, and recreational boaters who have come in contact with 
the Upper Potomac River Commission’s Westernport Wastewater Treat-
ment Plant’s mixing zone have concerns over the impact it has on their 
use and enjoyment of the river.

Mixing zones are discharge zones where pollution is legally allowed to 
enter directly into the river at concentrations higher than normally al-
lowed. However, questions remain over the effects these zones have on 

local ecosystems and recreation. According to the EPA, mixing zones are 
“allocated impact zones where water quality criteria can be exceeded as 
long as acutely toxic conditions are prevented”. These zones of concen-
trated pollution, which can span the width of as much as a one third of 
the river, flow all the way downstream and irreversibly change the river.

At the UPRC plant, the mixing zone acts as a final step in the water treat-
ment process as it is diluted within the body of the river. Residential 
fish in the area of the underwater discharge are assaulted with orange-

and why we shouldn’t have them

“Mixing zones are allocated impact zones where water quality criteria 
can be exceeded as long as acutely toxic conditions are prevented.” 

- Environmental protection agency

After sharing the issue of mixing zones on social media, 

the topic went viral.
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Following two high-profile coal ash pond spills, 
one in Tennessee in 2008 and recently on the Dan River of North Caro-
lina, water advocates are alarmed at the imminent harm these coal ash 
disposal facilities pose to our rivers and streams. 

Coal ash ponds are unlined or clay-lined man-made ponds used to store 
ashes from burning coal in coal-fired power plants. These open ponds 
collect rainwater, creating a toxic sludge of water, coal ash, and heavy 
metals such as arsenic, barium, nickel, selenium and cadmium that even-
tually makes its way into ground and surface water.  These contaminants 
harm aquatic life, and, when taken in at high quantities, can cause myri-
ad health problems in humans, and especially children. 

 The Tennessee and North Carolina spills occurred when the berms hold-
ing in the coal ash and water in the ponds gave way, releasing tons of 
toxic sludge into adjacent water bodies. But it doesn’t take a spectacular 
collapse to endanger our rivers: When not properly maintained or reme-
diated, coal ash ponds can release their contaminants into ground and 
surface water through leaks and over-topping of berms. 

This is the situation we face at Dominion Energy’s Possum Point Power 
Plant just south of D.C. on a peninsula between Quantico Creek and the 
Potomac River. Although the plant no longer burns coal, 48 years of coal 
ash are stored on-site in five different coal ash ponds.  Of these five, 
only one is reported to have a liner, and none have been remediated or 
capped.  

The Virginia Department of Environmental Quality has documented at 
least four points of discharge from three of the ponds.  Due to the ponds’ 
state of disrepair, contaminated water is released not only through a 
pipe, but also through overflows and breaches in containment walls.  
Dominion’s own testing reveals a wide variety of metals in the water 
coming out of this pipe, leading us to believe that the water seeping out 

elsewhere is similarly contaminated.  Groundwater monitoring of the 
two other ponds has revealed the presence of metals at levels that far 
exceed Virginia groundwater standards.   

Point source discharges, such as these, into a body of water are illegal 
unless permitted under the Clean Water Act’s (CWA) National Pollutant 
Discharge Elimination System.  But Dominion currently only has a CWA 
permit for one discharge at one of the five ponds. This means that all of 
the other releases of contaminated water at the facility violate the CWA.  

This is why, on September 11, 2014, Potomac Riverkeeper and the Virgin-
ia chapter of the Sierra Club, represented by the Southern Environmen-
tal Law Center (SELC), filed a Notice of Intent to sue Dominion Resources 
for ongoing violations of the Clean Water Act at Possum Point.  The NOI 
carefully lays out our evidence that the five coal ash ponds are discharg-
ing water contaminated with heavy metals into both groundwater that 
flows to Quantico Creek, as well as directly into the creek.  

This is the second such action against coal ash storage facilities Potomac 
Riverkeeper has brought—a Notice of Intent we filed in 2008 against the 
Faulkner coal fly ash disposal facility in Charles County, Maryland result-
ed in a 2013 consent decree. 

The problem does not end there. Potomac Riverkeeper has identified 
at least 29 coal ash storage sites in the Potomac watershed. Since the 
power plants that create the coal ash are often located near bodies of 
water, many of these sites are dangerously close to the Potomac River 
and its tributaries. Limited federal and state oversight of coal ash means 
that they are prone to leaks and failures.  

Potomac Riverkeeper is eager to continue with this vital work.  We will 
be sure to keep our members up to date on all further developments as 
we push forward. n

TOXIC COAL ASH BRINGS POTENTIAL SUIT
Dominion Power Plant illegally discharging for decades

29
the number of coal ash sites 
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THE FIGHT AGAINST ALGAE continued...

Pollution Report: ‘Squeeky Clean’ Fish Kill

S henandoah Riverkeeper received a citizen’s report of a fish kill and a strong chemical odor in Blacks Run in the city of Harrisonburg, Virginia, late 
Friday night August 1, 2014. Alan Lehman, our field project manager, responded early the next morning to investigate the report.  He patrolled 

the stream as it winds through the city, into tunnels, under streets and buildings, to document the fish kill. He counted 27 dead fish, ranging in size 
from five to 12 inches long, and one dead rat in the creek. One block upstream of the dead fish, Lehman found a cleaning company pressure-washing 
the exterior of the local jail building. The foamy runoff from the project was flowing directly off the building and into a storm drain nearby, which sent 
the toxic slurry into Blacks Run.  

Two cleaning product containers were found sitting on the street next to the company trucks, each with labels, one of which was a 
12.5% Sodium Hypochlorite solution with Federal labels warning of its corrosive properties. Along with other precautions, the 
label clearly stated: “This pesticide is toxic to fish and aquatic organisms. Do not discharge effluent containing this product 
into lakes, streams, ponds, estuaries or other waters unless in accordance with the requirements of a National Pollutant 
Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit…Do not discharge effluent containing this product to sewer systems 
without previously notifying the local sewage treatment plant authority.” The label also stated in all capitals: “IT IS A 
VIOLATION OF FEDERAL LAW TO USE THIS PRODUCT IN A MANNER INCONSISTENT WITH ITS LABELING”. 

The hose operator and owner of Squeeky Clean, of Dayton, Va., spoke with Lehman about the fish kill and their cleaning 
project. The operator stated he was unaware there was a stream under the street at the downtown site, as it was completely 
hidden from view. Lehman informed him he could be in violation of Federal law and he agreed to stop using the product and only 
spray water on the site in the future. The operator also stated that he regularly uses that chemical to clean buildings in the region. Later 
that same day, Lehman noticed that fish were beginning to reenter the area where all fish had been wiped out. Looks like we were just in 
time! In our assessment the fish kill was not a major incident due to the quick response of Shenandoah Riverkeeper. Virginia Department of Environ-
mental Quality (DEQ) is reviewing our photographs from the scene and is considering possible penalties for Squeeky Clean. Blacks Run is a tributary 
of Cooks Creek, which flows into North River before joining South River to form the South Fork Shenandoah River.  n

Please send us your complaint letter to the EPA, 
being sure to include the following information:

1) Name & Address
2) Description of your river usage (i.e when, how often, purpose)
3) Locations & Times you have experienced algae on the Shenandoah
4) Personal impacts from algae on the river
5) Are you less likely to use the Shenandoah River for recreation?
6) Additional information
7) Request that VA DEQ inlcude the North Fork, South Fork, 
and/or Main Stem on its impaired waters  305(b)/303(d) list
8) Tell DEQ if you believe the algae is worse in the Shenandoah 
than other rivers

Address the top of your letter to:
John M. Kennedy
DEQ Office of Water Monitoring and Assessment
P.O. Box 1105, Richmond, VA 23218-1105
RE: Draft 2014 305(b)/303(d) Water Quality Assessment Integrated Report

Send your letter to me:
Jeff Kelble -  Shenandoah Riverkeeper
P.O Box 405
Boyce, VA 22620

CALL
to

ACTION!
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With gratitude we recognize our latest supporters who invested in our work from Apri l-July 2014
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EVENT RECAP: Shenandoah Riverfest 2014
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Riverfest keeps on growing, and it’s all thanks to you! 

We enjoy putting on the Shenandoah Riverfest each year almost as much as the community loves to attend it. 
Thanks to all the dedicated volunteers who helped put together all the entertainment; from paddling, to wild animal 
displays, to crafts for the kids. This year was one of our most succesful, and we look forward to many more years of 
fun and river education for the whole family.
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