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A dd Onondaga County
Executive Joanie
Mahoney to the list of
those who say they’d

take a dip in Onondaga Lake.
“I would swim in the lake,”

Mahoney said Thursday. “I
think you’re going to see very
quickly that it’s going to be
an old conversation about not
swimming in the lake.”
Mahoney spoke to The

Post-Standard after the county
issued a report that said the
northern two-thirds of the lake
meets state health standards for
swimming. Last summer, state
Department of Environmental
Commissioner Joe Martens
said he would swim in the
lake. The DEC issued a report
last October saying the lake
met swimming standards.
Swimming has been banned

since 1940 because of indus-
trial and bacterial pollution,
and is still illegal from shore
because there is no public
beach. The county has for sev-
eral years included $2.7 mil-
lion in its five-year improve-
ment plan to improve Willow Bay pic-
nic area and open a swimming beach.
The cleanup of the lake has again

raised the possibility of swimming in
the lake. Honeywell last fall complet-
ed dredging 2.2 million cubic yards of
contaminated lake bottom, and $500
million spent to improve the county’s
treatment plant has slashed the amount
of bacteria and algae.
Mahoney said Thursday she hopes

to begin conceptual design work on a
Willow Bay beach in 2016, pending
approval by the Onondaga County
Legislature. Any decision to build a
beach would depend on the costs and
public sentiment, she said, and there is
no timetable for when a beach might
be opened.
Like the amphitheater rising on the

west shore of the lake, Mahoney said,
a beach would be another symbol of
the lake’s rebirth.
“From a personal standpoint, I’m

thrilled,” she said. “I grew up here in

Syracuse and you didn’t want to be
within 100 yards of the lake when I
was a kid. The idea of swimming in
the lake was impossible to contem-
plate.”
In the 19th century, Onondaga Lake

was a popular tourist attraction with
beaches and a 600-foot pier. Decades
of industrial pollution, sewage and
phosphorous made it unsafe for swim-
ming.
The hope of swimming again in

Onondaga Lake has been raised sev-
eral times since the 1940s. A 1952
report on the lake suggested a beach
at the northern end, and a 1991 land
use plan for the lake shore identified
Willow Bay as the best spot for a
beach.
To open a beach, the county would

need approval from the state health
department. Among the requirements
are low bacteria counts and high water
clarity.
Data from the county’s annual

monitoring program show that Willow

Bay meets state Department of Health
requirements for swimming beaches.
The upper acceptable limit for a single
test is 1,000 colonies of bacteria per
100 milliliters of water. The highest
reading in 2013 between Memorial
Day and Labor Day was 64 colonies.
The sample data also show that a

black-and-white disk dropped into
the water must be visible at least 4
feet deep. All 17 measurements at
Willow Bay in 2013 met that standard,
according to county data.

Contact Glenn Coin at 470-3251.
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JoanieMahoney: ‘I would swim in the lake’
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Onondaga Lake has become clearer and cleaner,
researchers say. Tests for hazardous bacteria have
shown good results in most locations around the lake.

Onondaga County Executive Joanie Mahoney gets back into a canoe after she and Ed Micha-
lenko, in back, got tossed into Onondaga Creek during a tour of the creek in 2009. A report
Wednesday declared that most of Onondaga Lake is now fit for swimming, and Mahoney says
she’s willing to take the plunge. (Dick Blume/The Post Standard)

“I grewup here in Syracuse and
you didn’t want to bewithin 100
yards of the lakewhen Iwas a kid.
The idea of swimming in the lake
was impossible to contemplate.”
— JOANIE MAHONEY, COUNTY EXECUTIVE

By Glenn Coin
gcoin@syracuse.com

A recent report saying that
the northern end of Onondaga
Lake is safe for swimming
again after 75 years has cre-
ated a buzz about how clean
the lake really is.

Onondaga County
Executive Joanie Mahoney
said she hopes to launch a
study next year about putting
in a beach at the north end of
the lake in the Willow Bay
picnic area.
The author of the report,

Dave Matthews, a scientist
with the nonprofit Upstate
Freshwater Institute, talked
with The Post-Standard to set
the record straight on a few
things. Matthews, who has
studied Onondaga Lake since
1997, said there are some
common myths about the lake
and swimming. Here are three
of them, and why Matthews
says they’re false:

1If the south end of
the lake has too much
bacteria to swim in,

the north end can’t be
safe, either.

The south end of the lake

does have too much coli-
form bacteria for swimming,
Matthews concedes, because
of sewage overflows coming
in from Onondaga Creek and
the county’s wastewater treat-
ment plant. But that bacteria
would die or settle to the bot-
tom long before it could travel
the 3 miles to Willow Bay, he
said.
“These bacteria are adapted

to live in the bodies of humans
and other animals, and they
like it warm and dark,”
Matthews said. “When they
find their way out into surface
waters, which are colder and
exposed to sunlight, they die
off pretty quickly.”
State Department of Health

regulations say beaches need
to be only 750 feet away from
“waste-water discharges from
sewage treatment plants, com-
bined sewers or other sources”
of sewage. The highest
allowed reading for coliform
bacteria at a beach is 1,000
bacterial colonies per 100 mil-
liliters of water. The highest
reading taken by Onondaga
County at Willow Bay in the
summer of 2013 was just 64

Researcher debunks 3myths
about swimming in the lake

MYTHS, PAGE A-10
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A diver leaps off a 100-foot tower into Onondaga Lake at
the Maple Bay resort. Later called Lakeside Park, the resort
opened in 1889 on the northwestern shore of Onondaga
Lake. (OHa)

colonies per 100 milliliters.
“According to the data,

Willow Bay would have been
open continuously” during
swimming season, Matthews
said.

2There’s still mer-
cury in the lake, so
it can’t be safe to

swim in.

State health regulations
say beaches must be free of
“chemical substances capable
of creating toxic reactions,
skin or membrane irritations
to the general public.” That
wouldn’t include mercury.
“There is no direct rela-

tionship between industrial
contamination of that lake
and its suitability for swim-
ming,” Matthews said.
Mercury levels in the lake

have dropped by 95 per-
cent over the past couple of
decades, and Honeywell last
November finished dredging
2.2 million cubic yards of
contaminated lake bottom.
The biggest issue with

mercury is that it builds up in
the bodies of fish that people
might eat, Matthews said.
The state health department
still has advisories in place
for Onondaga Lake, urging
people not to eat certain larg-
er fish, such as walleye.

3The lake smells
and is full of gross
algae.

“There hasn’t been an
algal bloom on the lake since
2007,” Matthews said, “and
that was just a minor bloom”
found in less than 10 percent
of samples.”
When Matthews started

studying the lake 18 years
ago, he said, “major algal
blooms — your pea soup
kind of conditions —
occurred 50 percent of the
time. The lake was green,
and what we call floatables
— garbage and condoms and
tampon applicators — would
be floating in the lake after
a storm. Now the water is
much clearer and that type of
garbage and waste has been
dramatically reduced.”
Major improvements to

the county’s treatment plant
have slashed the amount of
phosphorous flowing into the
lake, which has reduced the
algae. That’s another reason
the lake is swimmable today,
Matthews said, because water
clarity is one of the standards
by which the state judges
whether beaches are safe.
Onondaga County paid the

Upstate Freshwater Institute
$21,604 for the report, said
Mahoney’s chief of staff,
Martin Skahen. He said the
report was commissioned to
track the county’s progress
in meeting the requirements
of the 1998 court settlement
over the lake cleanup.

Myths busted for
swimming in the lake
Myths, FROM PAGE A-5

By James T.Mulder
jmulder@syracuse.com

Local hospitals are seeing a surge of
patients seeking emergency care after
using synthetic marijuana that is caus-
ing seizures, tremors, high blood pres-
sure and violent behavior.
Some are so violent, Rural Metro

emergency technicians are giving them
strong sedatives to knock them out.
The Syracuse Police Department said
its officers have been responding to
people on these drugs who are foam-
ing at the mouth and trying to box with
cars. Sale or possession of synthetic
marijuana is illegal.
Upstate University Hospital’s emer-

gency room has seen about 30 cases
in the last five days. Some patients are
coming in unconscious and have to be
intubated, said Dr. Ross Sullivan, an
emergency room doctor. He said other
local hospitals are seeing the same
thing.
The Upstate Poison Control Center

received 51 calls in 72 hours about
synthetic drugs users in the Syracuse
area who need hospital care.

“We’ve notice an alarming increase
in synthetic marijuana cases,” said
Michele Caliva, the center’s director.
“It’s very disconcerting.”
She and other health officials held

a news conference this afternoon at
Upstate to alert the public to the prob-
lem.
The state issued an alert that said

synthetic marijuana use has sent more
than 160 patients to hospitals since
April 8.

OUtBREAK IN syRACUsE AND NyC
The synthetic marijuana is often

called Spike or Spice and has many
brand names such as “Geeked Up,”
“Caution” or “Keisha Kole.” Most of
the patients have been using the drug
for years without experiencing these
medical problems, Sullivan said.
“We think there is a new chemical

in the street drugs causing there to
be profound changes in the patients’
symptoms,” Sullivan said. Health offi-
cials don’t know where the patients are
getting the drugs.
So far, the outbreak appears to be

confined to Syracuse and NewYork
City.
Some of the patients suddenly turn

violent, said Butch Hoffman of Rural

Metro. That’s why emergency medical
technicians have been advised to give
violent patients strong sedatives, he
said.
Central NewYork saw an epidemic

of synthetic drug use in 2012. Some
users of these drugs, known as “bath
salts,” became extremely violent and
bizarre. A man on bath salts held a
knife to a 5-year-old child’s throat. A
woman on the drugs strangled her pit
bull then died of cardiac arrest.
The community responded with drug

raids, new laws and public education
efforts. The incidents faded away.
But Sullivan said synthetic drugs

never completely disappeared. He
said most patients hospitals are seeing
now are not as violent as the bath salts
users were a few years ago.
“We’re definitely in new territory

here,” Sullivan said.
Anyone with questions about the

synthetic marijuana outbreak can call
the Upstate Poison Control Center at
1-800-222-1222 for more information.

Contact James T. Mulder 470-2245.

Syracuse hospitals see spike in synthetic pot cases

Dr. Ross Sullivan, an emergency room
doctor at Upstate, shows synthetic
marijuana packages obtained from
patients.
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