
SUMMARY OF HENDERSON HARBOR WATER QUALITY 

1. January 16, 1979 document: NYS Department of Health – “The majority of the 

existing structures could not comply with Health Department regulations for on site 

sewage disposal systems since they are too close to the lake, have insufficient soil 

cover over rock and the lot sizes are too small to accommodate an adequately sized 

leach field.”  

Copy located in Appendix C of GYMO PER   

 

2. 1993, NYSDEC conducted study documented illegal wastewater discharges into the 

Harbor (B&L PER Appendix Y Sanitary Survey Report)   

onsite testing of 38 properties located along Henderson Harbor. The testing 

consisted of dye testing kitchen sinks and toilets. The performed testing 

confirmed that at 12 testing locations dye was found to reach Stony Creek and 

Henderson Harbor in a short time frame, thus short circuiting the treatment 

process of the existing leach fields. 

Hamlet dye testing- 19 toilets tested, 6 results in positive for dye “showing up in a 

stream” or “black septic tank effluent discharging to a waterway” 

The on-site testing conducted by the NYS DEC included a cover letter containing 

the following quote, “Assuming that the Town makes satisfactory progress in 

implementation of a recommended solution, we will not initiate legal action. If 

progress is not satisfactory, we will initiate legal action against individual violators 

both residential and commercial.” 

 

3. 2023: (B&L PER Appendix Y Sanitary Survey Report)   

• Sanitary Survey (2023) The Town conducted a sanitary survey between April and 

June 2023 to evaluate ongoing issues associated with on-site subsurface 

sewage disposal systems, building upon concerns originally identified in a 1993 

sanitary survey. The survey included well sampling at private properties within 

the proposed sewer district. Analytical results identified quantifiable levels of E. 

coli and fecal coliform in four (4) of the six (6) raw water samples collected, as 

well as measurable nitrite concentrations in four (4) of five (5) properties tested. 

In addition, dye testing of private septic systems was performed, with results 

indicating dye discharge to Henderson Harbor and its tributaries at five (5) of the 

seven (7) properties evaluated 

 

-CURRENT: NYSDEC, Henderson Bay, segment 0303-0022  



The Henderson Bay waterbody is classified as “Class A” waters, which by DEC 

definition identifies the best use as being a sources of water supply for drinking with 

secondary use as contact recreation and fishing. 

2/17/2025  data.ny.gov   updated 4/24/2024  shows “impaired” for segment 0303-0022  

Update 4/12/2007 

Extapps.dec.ny.gov   2020-2022 final 303(d) list shows 0303-0022 for dioxin, 

mirex, PCBs resulting in IMPAIRED severity designation for Fish Consumption. 

Segment 0303-0022 (Henderson Bay) list uses impacted of as STRESSED 

severity designation for Water Supply, Public Bathing, and Recreation as a result 

of inadequately treated sewage discharges from the Hamlet of Henderson 

Harbor and failing and/or inadequate on-site septic systems serving cottage 

communities and seasonal homes along the bay. 

 

 

3. Potential Future Impacts (Michigan Sea Grant)  

-Harmful Algae Blooms (HAB) 

 -Blue-green algae thrive in conditions with excess phosphorus and nitrogen 

which can come from malfunctioning septic systems 

-HAB thrive in shallow, warm, still bodies of water 

 -EPA.gov  “Climate Change Indicators: Great Lakes Water Levels and 

Temperatures” provides discussion of rising surface water temperatures 

since 1995 for Lake Ontario. 

 

 



 

 

What causes HABs? 

Harmful algal blooms do naturally occur in the Great Lakes but have increased since the mid-

1990s (see the timeline below for a full picture of HABs in Lake Erie). Blue-green algae thrive in 

conditions with excess phosphorus or nitrogen, which can come from sources like 

malfunctioning septic systems, household or industrial detergents (though modern products now 

use less phosphorus), lawn fertilizers, and urban and agricultural runoff. Blooms are also more 

common in warm, sunny, calm waters. The blooms often persist for several weeks to a few 

months, depending on air and water temperature, sunlight, water flow, and naturally occurring 

bacteria levels. Some scientists also link the increase of HABs to the invasion of zebra and 

quagga mussels in the Great Lakes. These filter-feeding mussels eat good algae and release blue-

green algae back into the water intact. 



Algae are naturally occurring plants that grow in water. When algae grow extremely rapidly in a confined 
area or grow to the point where you do not need a microscope to see it, it is referred to as an algal 
bloom. Blooms can be found within most bodies of water throughout the Great Lakes region, but they 
thrive in shallow, warm, still bodies of water like ponds and smaller lakes. Blooms are also becoming 
more frequent in some parts of the Great Lakes, including Lake Michigan’s Green Bay, Lake Huron’s 
Saginaw Bay, and Lake Erie’s shallow western basin. 

If anyone becomes ill after swimming, seek medical attention immediately. Seek veterinary 

assistance if a pet appears ill.  

• Signs of illness in humans include: numbness of lips, tingling in fingers and toes, 

dizziness, headache, rash or skin irritation, abdominal pain, diarrhea, or vomiting. 

• Signs of illness in pets include: weakness, staggering, convulsions, difficulty breathing, 

or vomiting. 

 

 

What can I do to decrease the risk of HABs? 

• Reduce or eliminate your use of fertilizers. 

• Choose low-phosphate or phosphate-free versions of products like soap and dishwasher 

detergent. 

• Wash your car on the lawn so the runoff filters through the grass instead of running 

straight to the gutters. 

• Consider planting a rain garden or purchasing or building a rain barrel to cut down on 

runoff. 

• Properly maintain your septic system. 

• Consider installing a pond aeration system for small ponds and lakes that have had algae 

blooms in the past. 

https://www.epa.gov/nutrientpollution/issue 

Many factors can help phytoplankton grow quickly, or bloom: 

• Levels of nutrients such as phosphorus and nitrogen increase in water. Nutrient pollution 
sources include:  

o Fertilizer (for example, from home lawns and agricultural land) 
o Sewage from people and animals 
o Run-off from cities and industrial buildings 

 

Too much nitrogen and phosphorus in the water causes algae to grow faster than ecosystems can 

handle. Significant increases in algae harm water quality, food resources and habitats, and decrease the 

oxygen that fish and other aquatic life need to survive. Large growths of algae are called algal blooms 

https://www.epa.gov/nutrientpollution/issue
https://www.epa.gov/nutrientpollution/issue


and they can severely reduce or eliminate oxygen in the water, leading to illnesses in fish and the death 

of large numbers of fish. Some algal blooms are harmful to humans because they produce elevated 

toxins and bacterial growth that can make people sick if they come into contact with polluted water, 

consume tainted fish or shellfish, or drink contaminated water. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


