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Cleveland is better positioned
ihan almost any other ity in the

country to explore using a federally -
mandated water cleanup. program -
to transform large tracts of vacant. .

tand into verdant, park-like features

that could improve the aesthetic.of

blighted neighborhoods, while ad-
dressing the region’s longtime prob-
iem of overfiowing sewels.

The previous decade’s foreclo-
‘sure crisis in Cleveland resalted in
the abandonment of thousands of
homes and industrial parcels — the
Tind of land that other U.S, cities
hope to turn into so-called “green”
soiutions to fheir sewage problems
while saving their ratepayers hun-
. dreds of mitlions — or parhaps bil-
liong — of dollars. ' .

Yet, despite lobbying fiom fand
yeuse and city planning experts, the
Northeast Ohio Regional Sewer Dis-
trict has given only mingmal consid-

eration to the potentially cheapes,
greener approach te its “Profect
Clean Lake” — a multi-billion-dol-
lar project designed to stop noxious
overflows of the region’s antiquated
stormn and sewer system.

Instead, the sewer district has
committed to spending 97.5 per-
cent of the project’s budget on
traditional “gray” infrastructure —
seven massive underground furmels
that will hold unireated sewage and
water during rainstorms until it can
be pumpea to the surface for treat-
ment.

The tunneling project has cost
the typical homeowner thousands
of dollars o date.

Critics say the sewer district
has brushed off their potentially
cost-saving Suggestions. Jim Bo-
kakis, director of the Thriving
Communities Instituie, an agency

mto what it wou]c} take 1o buy ex-

- panses of ahandoned propesty or.i

" acquire themthrough foreciosure_
“or eminent domain, he said.

" That land, he gnd planners argue,

could ~and should — be re-used to'

. ‘naturally filterrrainwater i “rain |
garclens” and other unpdved ar- |

eas before;jt deluges the conbined
sewer gystem below and causes

overflows into the regzons rivers |

and Lake Erle.
The-cost of maintainig the Jand

" — an expense that sewer district of-

ﬁcigals raige as one of thelr primary
. OUbjections to a gieener approach —
would be worth it in the long rum,

But the dlstnct nevex iooked . ‘

- Rokakis said. Some of the money the}

. sewer district siready charges rate-
payets could be set a51de {0 pay for:
long-texm upkeep : -

“Tf it could save 11m1dreds of it

lions-of Gollars, wouldi'sit be worth | I '

17" Rojkakis said. “Tffor no otherrea- |
son than the fact that we're one of

the most impoverished cities in the.
country, and the burden these zate .

increases are going o place on fani
Yes will be crippling”

Vacant land steering

committee fizzles

The sewer district’s $5 bllll()!i
agreement with the U.8, Envi-
ronmental Proteciion Agency
requires-the district to spend at
least $42 millicn. on green in-
fragtracture. The 10 sites that
the district eventually will de-
velop wiil cost $82 million and
.- will divert raillions of gallons of
" storm water through retention

i basins ‘and other landscaped
' areas that provide natural fil-
¢ tration. The consent decree also
| allows the district to swap out
tunpels for additional green
projects if they are shows to
be more cost-effective while
achieving the same goals.

The U.S. EPA’s own descrip-
tion of Cleveland’s plan touts
its focus on building green
infrastructure in ‘low-income
neighborhoods with a history

of disinvestment and negiect.” -

-Cleveland has an estimated
15,000 abandoned lots. So far,
the Northeast Qhio Regional
Sewer District has planned
green projects for 76 of them.

In 2012, sewer district offi-
cialy agked Terry Schwarz, an
urban planner, to participate
on a cominittee of community
experts that would help identi-
fy-which vacant sites Lo use for
green projects.

v After 4n initial, meetmg,
Schwarz ‘director of Kent, State

Unwermty s Uleveland Urban
- Design Coﬂabora.twe said she
w7 lad hzgh hopes

. "We:d 1, thefe; and 1;11_ V.
ga\re ‘this-taikiabout Do they
really'see thls ;)otentxai [to
1edevelop vacant iand}/she

acalled:in & ricent intervtgw.u
'“1 wag 50 excited -.. and then
they never ccnvened the ETOUp. -
Never ‘
TAsa whole, the sewer distriet

" has never meamngf;zliy engaged

outside cominunity experts on
how to maximize the public

- money spent on the project,

Schwa;z said.

“The result: the handfui of
green projects the district end-
ed up planiing are scattered
throughout the_mty, largely in
areas that Sehwarz says are oo
far-fluag for anyone 1o enjoy.

“There's & really good oppor-
tunity here, and it's heading in
a divection wheré I don’t think
we're going to capitalize on that
opportunity,” she said. “And
that's a veally sad thing.”

St. Louis to transform

. blighted neighborhood

Among the cities doing it right;
Schwarz says, is St. Louls.

The Metropolitan St. Louis
. Sewer District is planning 23
mailes of tunnels to cut down. on
‘the billions of gallons it dumps
inte the Mississippi River and
its tributaries evely year, But
sewer officials also developed
a plan that enabled the district
1o eliminate one of its tunnels
and save more than $1 biflion
by concentrating green infra-
structure in a key area of the
city — a neighborhood that
resembles many in Cleveland,
suffering from vacancy, blight
and disinvestment.

The result, if all goes well,
will be a peighborhood trans-
formed into one of the lushest
in ihe city, with park-iike ame-
nities that both manage storm
water and attract further devel-
opment.

The plan faces hurdies, of
course, The technology and its
appiications remain under re-
view during the pilot project,
and s far, no one has taken
the district up on its offer for
free green infrastructure in ex-
change for new development,

,._:sz Louis, Sewer District
spokesmrm Lahse. LeComb
§ays. that chonsmg green for
Cthé cost -SAVings mears sewer
ofﬁclals mirst commumcate
better. than ever before with
customers and the publie, edu-
; catiig them about thie benefits.
of above glound storm water’
managemem and somctlmes, .
selling them on the idea. .
. “Our folks are working to
protect thé enviroament, but
Araditionally their solutions.
have been cut of sight, out of°
mind,” ke said: “People tend to
flush and never give it anoth-
er thought. At the end of this
project, how you flushisn't £0-
ing to change. No magic sewer
genie will show up. Butl the
green infrastructure solutions
require us t¢ have a personal
relationship with our custom-
‘ers, to develop trust on botl
sides and start using the same
language aboul the possibili-
tids.”

Opportanity Corridor-
could five up to its name

In Cleveland, Schwarz says
similar possibilities stili ex-
ist in the proposed Opportu-
nity Corridor highway and the
ghost town of a neighborhood
that surfrounds is.

In September, state irans-
portation officials approved
funding for the construction
of the $331 million cozridor, a
3.5-mile, five-lase boulevard to
coniiect knterstate 490 at Inter-
state 77 and East 55th Street to

) fggst-growing‘Uln'zversity Circle
" "on Clevelsnd’s Tast Side. Work

is set to begin this summenr,

Between its destinations,
the road would traverse some
of the most desolate Liocks of
Cleveland, 200 acres of crum-
biing industrial buildings,
boarded-up homes and vacant
tracts known as the Forgot-
ten Triangie. The road invest-
ment is expected to open the
surreunding neighborhoods to
development. More than half of
the vacant land is in the city or
county land bani.

Several of the sewer district’s
planned green projects are
nearby, but with one fatal flaw:;
None is directly connected to
the development, choking off
public accessto green space or
storm water management to
the businesses that might settle
there, Schwarz says. .

Sewer district officials gay
their initial green infrastrue-
ture plan didn't include the
Opporiunity Comdor But they
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