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Ottumwa delegation discusses water pollution with federal officials

BY CINDY TOOPES COURIER STAFF WRITER

- OTTUMWA - When the Des Moines River flows on past Ottumwa, it's no worse than it was when it
arrived.
Mayor Dale Uehling said Thursday the city tested the river at the wastewater treatment plant then 1,000 feet
south and 2,000 feet south. They also tested the same distances to the north.
"We haven't added pollution 1o the river," he said,
There are still high bacteria numbers and people can't swim in the river. The pollution is coming from a non-
point source, the mayor said.
"The wastewater treatment plant is a 'point source.' The 'non-point sourceo is agricultural use," Uehling said.
The Ottumwa delegation shared that information with federal leaders this week in Washington, D-C., as they
made a case for getting more funds and more time for the city to deal with sewers and other infrastructure
headaches.
City Administrator Joe Helfenberger said Thursday the city wouldn't stop the sewer work, which'heeds to be
done." It's important to complete the south side's problems, such as sewer backups.
"But, the totals of complete separation of the storm and sanitary sewers, eliminating the combined sewer
overflows and improvements at the wastewater plant come to about $160 million and we can't do that in 20
years,o'he said. "'Ws're definitely seeking relief- We'd like to have 40 years and we can achieve 80-82 percent
of separation for about $80 million."
Helfenberger said the city's team "made the case" that anything else would bankrupt the city and drive
businesses out. The team told federal officials the sewer separation is rnaking Ottumwa "avery disadvantaged
cit5/," one that already has a sizable percentage of elderly and low-income residents.
The city administrator also wants to get the State Revolving Fund to go tezero percent loans for sewer plan
and design and for the start of Phase Three's construction,3.25 percent.
"We also said if officials were going to force us to proceed quickly, then Congress needs to step up and make
grants available," Helfenberger said.
The mayor said the city is "doing well," is growing some and he'hants to keep it going." He mentioned
expansions at John Deere Ottumwa Works, Winbco Tarrk Company, Al-jon, Winger Companies, Cargill Meat
Solutions, Cadbury Schweppes and the future Job Corps development.
"We don't want [the sewer project] to be a millstone that will stop growth. We don't want to lose any
businesses," Uehling said.
More than one federal official suggested Ottumwa's leaders team up with other cities - including Spencer,
Clinton, Keokuk and Fort Madison - that are dealing with infrastructure headaches. Uehling said they are
already making those contacts.
"Infrastructure includes the water treatment plant, the wastewater treatment plant, bridges, airport, streets,
sanitary sewers, storm sewers and City Hall," Uehling said.
Councilman Bob Meyers was also a member of Ottumwa's D.C. delegation. He said Thursday he was "so
impressed" with the city's team and leadership, particularly the mayor's experience and the city
administrator' s contacts.
Tom Rodgers, the city's public inforrnation coordinator, set up the basic itinerary for the trip. To the public,
the schedule may have seemed light for Monday because there were no meetings until six hours after arrival.
Helfenberger changed that. Through his personal networking and Internet searches, he managed to fill that
time with several relevant appointments with additional federal agencies.
U.S. Rep. Dave Loebsack said he met with Ottumwa's team Wednesday and said the group "works diligently
on behalf of Ottumwa residents, and I am pleased I have been able to assist their efforts by securing critical
federal support for local projects."
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So far this year, Congressman Loebsack secured $400,000 for the Combined Sewer Separation Project in the
Consolidated Appropriations bill. In the same bill, Congressman Loebsack secured $126,900 for the Wapello
County Sheriffto upgrade or purchase new equipment and $390,000 for the Ottumwa Regional Health Center
for the purchase of a digital mammography unit.
Uehling said he met with U.S. Rep. Leonard Boswell briefly. Before legislative districts changed in 2000,
Boswell served Ottumwa as a congressman.
"Leonard told me 'Whatever Loebsack says we can do, let me know,"'Uehling said.
U.S. Sen. Tom Harkin said the city's leaders "have a bold vision for the future and I want to help make that
vision a reality."
"I will continue my work to secure federal funding for the wastewater treatnent plant and work to fund the
Market Street Bridge," he said.
U.S. Sen. Charles Grassley said Ottumwamay need to join with other cities and get back to the federal
Environmental Protection Agency.
"[ have visited with other mayors in southeast lowa, such as Keokuk and Clinton, and they aren't challenging
EPA like they should," he said Tuesday.
Grassley also said Ottumwa's team mentioned the extension of U.S. Highway 63 south. The senator said he
made a note of that because there's an appropriations bill coming up soon.
Cindy Toopes can be reached at (641) 683-5376 or via e-mail at cindy@ottumwacourier.com.
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