Small Changes, Big Impact
By Amy Sohner

At the dawn of a new year, the world has found itself embroiled in a ‘green revolution.’ It seems that men, women and children across the globe are asking, ‘What can I do to improve and protect the environment?’ One answer to that question starts here at home, with protecting our neighborhood waterways.

Water quality is a fundamental environmental issue in Central Kentucky, an area with numerous watersheds that have been classified as impaired. Individual actions are the biggest contributor to water pollution, but according to a survey conducted by Bluegrass PRIDE in 2004, 94 percent of Central Kentucky’s population feels they only somewhat or do not at all contribute to water pollution. Fortunately, there are a number of simple steps that can be taken to do address this issue, starting in your own back yard.

Picking up your pet’s waste is a simple way to improve water quality and protect public health. Waste that isn’t picked up and properly disposed of poses numerous risks to aquatic life and human health alike. According to information published by University of Wisconsin Extension, pet waste is the source of transmission of many dangerous bacteria and parasites that pose a serious threat to human health. The presence of such pathogens in waterways creates hazardous conditions and makes the water unsafe for consumption or recreation. When waste washes into streams and waterways, it decays, utilizing oxygen and releasing ammonia. This process, which combines low levels of oxygen, increased ammonia and warm water temperatures, creates conditions that often lead to the extermination of fish. To prevent this from occurring and to maintain public health, pet waste should always be picked up and properly disposed of according to community ordinances and regulations.

An outdoor activity that’s a common sight during the warm-weather months also has a powerful effect on an area’s water – washing cars in driveways. When drivers wash their cars on pavement, all of the soap and grime they rinse off flows over driveways, down streets and into the storm drains. A much more eco-friendly alternative is utilizing a car wash. Such facilities are required to treat dirty water before it ever leaves their property, eliminating the risk of pollutants and impurities finding their way into a stream, waterway or community water supply system.

A simple yet largely unknown threat to water quality lies in household detergents. Traditional detergents may come with large amounts of phosphorus, a nutrient that naturally occurs in the environment. When these phosphate-included detergents are washed into streams they can cause large algae blooms. The algae blooms feed off of the phosphorus until it has been used up. As the blooms die they deplete the water’s oxygen, causing stress on all aquatic life. Using detergents that are low in phosphorus helps to minimize this risk and maintain water ecosystems.

Improving Central Kentucky’s impaired waterways is vitally important to us all and there are many things we can do to help. By starting with small lifestyle and habitual changes, everyone can play a part in making big changes. More examples of what you can do to help local water quality can be found at www.KentuckyPRIDE.com. 
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