



The Check’s in the Mail:

The Timeline for Upper Passaic River Water Quality

Trading Project
1. Early in January 2003 coinciding with the release of EPA’s Trading Policy, Dr. Obropta and Mr. Jeffrey Potent crafted a concept plan for a Land Grant University/Regional Water Quality Program led trading initiative;

2. In January 2003, the Raritan Basin Agriculture Committee identified a need to conduct research in water quality trading in their first draft of a position paper on Phosphorus Management of Agricultural Lands

3. In March 2003, Dr. Obropta submitted a proposal to the New Jersey Agricultural Experiment Station (NJAES) for a grant to identify phosphorus point-nonpoint trading opportunities in the Raritan Basin

4. In June 2003, a full day session on nutrient trading was held at the Regional Water Quality Program annual meeting;

5. In June 2003, the NJAES grant was awarded to Dr. Obropta to assess the feasibility of point – nonpoint trading in the Raritan Basin of central New Jersey;

6. In June 2003, the USDA CSREES Regional Water Quality Project supported EPA Region 2 in its active co-sponsorship phosphorous management conference in New Jersey.  Mr. Jeffrey Potent in his role as the project director of the Regional Water Quality Project played key role in making nutrient trading an important element of this event, by writing the trading porting of the keynote address presented by the EPA Deputy Regional Administrator, arranging for Dr. Obropta to present on nonpoint source best management practices to address phosphorus issues, and by coordinated with the EPA staff person who presented on the Long Island Sound point – point treading program. 

7. In July 2003, the Mr. Jeffrey Potent was joined by a NJDEP representative in attendance of the National Trading Forum hosted by EPA and USDA.

8. During July through September 2003, Dr. Obropta completed the Raritan feasibility study that identified 4 of the 13 sub watersheds within the Raritan as potential sites for a point – nonpoint source trading project (based on point – nonpoint relationships, land use/land cover and associated factors);

9. In September 2003, Dr. Obropta presented the results of the Raritan Basin Trading Feasibility Study to the Raritan Basin Agricultural Committee.  The presentation received a positive response from the participants, including recommendations for various types of agricultural BMPs that could be incorporated into a trading program, and that a trading model must take into consideration rapidly changing land use through much of the region.;

10. In November 2003, a meeting was convened with key federal and state agencies, agricultural and wastewater treatment plant (WTP) interests and faculty, to present Raritan study results, our approach to developing trading projects in New Jersey (as an element of the Regional Water Quality Project) and to gain support and participation.  Results:  a. Group consensus that we should move forward on university-led trading projects in NJ; b. NJDEP and the New Jersey Association of Environmental Authorities (a WTP trade association) expressed interest in supporting such efforts; c. NJDEP requested that Dr. Obropta develop a proposal for a trading project for the Upper Passaic River Watershed in northern NJ.  This completed the transformation of New Jersey from a state unwilling to consider water quality trading to a state that is excited and supported of demonstration project for the State.
11. In December 2003, the Passaic proposal was prepared and eventually endorsed by NJDEP as one of two projects to be submitted by the Governor of NJ to EPA for funding under the President’s Watershed Initiative.  The project, if funded, would by a Rutgers-led effort, with coordination support provided by the Regional Trading Project, involving faculty from Rutgers (water quality modeling, policy, regulatory, etc.) and Cornell (economic analysis and modeling), and involving the Passaic River Alliance (a WTP association) and NJDEP;
12. On July 19, 2004, Rutgers University was awarded $900,000 from the EPA Targeted Initiative, a big cardboard check.
13. On July 20, 2004, Dr. Obropta attempts to cash the large cardboard check but is denied.

14. On July 29, 2004, EPA requests Rutgers to complete a Standardized Measurements Table and revise the work plan.

15. On August 26, 2004, Dr. Obropta submitted a Work Plan, Schedule, Pre-award Report, and Standardized Measurements Table.

16.  On October 18, 2004, EPA provided comments from Lynda Hall on the work plan.
17. On December 16, 2004, a revised work plan was submitted to EPA (including response to Lynda’s comments).

18. On December 29, 2004, EPA requested a budget detail analysis for the applicable categories.  The information requested was more detailed than what was currently requested in the original grant application package.  This information request reflected new requirements dealing with cost analyses that must be performed by EPA Project Officers in order to process the grant.

19. On January 14, 2005, revised budget sheets were submitted to EPA.
20. On January 19-20, 2005, Dr. Obropta attended the national conference for targeted watersheds, paying these costs out of his own pocket.  Just another example of Rutgers dedication to the project.

21. On February 2, 2005, Dr. Obropta requested EPA to inform him of the status of the contract.

22. On February 3, 2005, EPA sent more comments from internal program managers on the work plan to Dr. Obropta.  Since these comments were dated January 13, 2005, one can assume they were sitting on a desk at EPA until Dr. Obropta contacted EPA on February 2nd.
23. On February 4, 2005, Dr. Obropta provided EPA with a revised budget upon their request.

24. On February 8, 2005, EPA provided Dr. Obropta with additional comments on the budget.

25. On February 15, 2005, EPA provided Dr. Obropta with an additional two pages of comments on the work plan that according to EPA, responses to these comments “will expedite this approval process.”   Like we haven’t heard that before.
26. At this point, a less dedicated individual would have simply given up but Dr. Obropta pressed on.  On March 21, 2005, Dr. Obropta provided EPA with a final response to all their comments (or so he thought).

27. On April 6, 2005, Dr. Obropta once again requested a report from EPA on the status of the contract.  Their response was: “As soon as I get a clue, I will let you know.”  One would not be hard pressed to say that this is a very appropriate quote on the entire competence of EPA Region 2.
28. On May 4th, 2005, Walter Mugdan, Director, Division of Environmental Planning and Protection, EPA Region 2, spoke at the NJWEA Annual Conference and explained to the audience that the Passaic Water Quality Trading project was moving forward and a contract was very close to being issued.  How embarrassing for Walter not to actually know how wrong he was?  One would expect the Director to be a little bit better informed of the inner workings (or lack thereof) of his staff.  It seems that this was wishful thinking by the Director.
29. On May 10, 2005, Dr. Obropta once again requested a report from EPA on the status of the contract.  Explaining the current situation at Rutgers where he has a doctorate student, Mr. Josef Kardos, who has been working on the Passaic Trading project over the last year (see “water quality trading” under “projects” at www.water.rutgers.edu for Mr. Kardos’ progress).  Mr. Kardos is currently being funded from a Rutgers Excellence Fellowship.  This fellowship is over at the end of this semester (May 20th).  Although Dr. Obropta has some very limited funding to keep Mr. Kardos working on the project over the summer, he needs to provide Mr. Kardos with a stipend and tuition remission in the fall.  If the EPA contract does not come through within the next few weeks; Mr. Kardos will have to be assigned to a different project and we will have lost an excellent researcher for the Passaic Trading project.  Dr. Obropta has spent a lot of time training Mr. Kardos who in turn has spent a lot of time researching water quality trading.  It would be a shame to lose him to another project. 

30. Now here is a big surprise (sorry for this sarcasm – not really), on May 11, 2005, EPA provided Dr. Obropta with nine separate emails with questions on the budget.  One would question whether the budget document submitted in February was unopened by EPA until Dr. Obropta questioned the status of the contract.
31. As the saga continues, Dr. Obropta responded to these nine comments by midnight on May 11, 2005.

So where do we go from here.  Dr. Obropta has made an enormous effort to be responsive to EPA’s needs.  It is safe to say that without Dr. Obropta’s efforts, there would be no water quality trading efforts in New Jersey, a State that a 1-½ years ago was adamant about not pursuing trading as a TMDL implementation tool.  His work does not stop with water quality trading.  He has been working hard with EPA to promote onsite wastewater treatment system management in New Jersey and leading the TMDL Advisory Panel to help NJDEP be more responsive to EPA Region 2 by producing better, scientifically defensible TMDLs for the State.  Yet the two EPA grants that have been awarded to Dr. Obropta have yet to produce a single dime of funding.  It seems the relationship between EPA Region 2 and the Rutgers Water Resources Program that Dr. Obropta leads is on very thin ice.

Look for this document to be posted on the trading page of the www.water.rutgers.edu web site.  Also, next time you read one of the trade journals, don’t be surprised to see a more elaborate versions of this saga among the editorial pages.

PAGE  
1

