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Summary		
The	St.	Marys	River	was	identified	in	1987	by	the	International	Joint	Commission	as	one	of	43	Areas	of	
Concern	(AOC)	in	the	Great	Lakes	basin.	Beach	closings	were	identified	as	one	of	the	ten	beneficial	use	
impairments	(BUI)	in	the	St.	Marys	River	AOC	in	1992	due	to	bacterial	densities	exceeding	Provincial	
Water	Quality	Objectives	in	waters	downstream	of	storm	sewers,	industrial	outfalls	and	the	East	End	
Wastewater	Treatment	Plant.		The	Stage	2	Remedial	Action	Plan	(RAP)	report	for	the	St.	Marys	River	
AOC	identifies	three	actions	needed	to	address	the	Beach	Closings	BUI:		

• Reduce	stormwater	infiltration	at	the	East	End	Wastewater	Treatment	Plant	(Action	PS-2)	
• Upgrade	East	End	Wastewater	Treatment	Plant	to	secondary	treatment	(Action	PS-3)	
• Assess	potential	health	risks	resulting	from	floating	contaminated	masses	(Action	NPSM-7)	

To	date,	there	have	been	significant	accomplishments	made	that	have	helped	to	improve	overall	water	
quality	and	address	sources	of	E.	coli	contamination	in	the	St.	Marys	River	AOC.	All	remedial	actions	
identified	in	the	Stage	2	RAP	report	have	been	completed	including:		

• The	development	of	a	stormwater	management	plan	for	the	City	of	Sault	Ste.	Marie		
(Action	PS-2)	

• East	End	Wastewater	Treatment	Plan	upgrades	(Action	PS-3)	
• Confirmation	that	the	floating	masses	are	predominantly	comprised	of	algae,	detritus	and	

pollen,	and	not	a	significant	source	of	E.	coli	bacteria	(Action	NPSM-7)	

In	addition,	a	multi-year	beach	water	quality	assessment	was	completed	in	2016.	Results	from	this	study	
indicate	that	there	are	no	major	local	anthropogenic	sources	of	bacterial	contamination	on	the	Canadian	
side	of	the	St.	Marys	River	and	that	the	water	quality	within	the	St.	Marys	River	AOC	is	comparable	to	
non-AOC	areas.			In	Sault	Ste.	Marie,	Michigan,	the	beach	closings	BUI	was	removed	from	the	US	side	of	
the	St.	Marys	River	AOC	on	July	27,	2016.		

It	is	recommended	that	the	status	of	the	Beach	Closings	BUI	be	re-designated	from	impaired	to	not	
impaired.
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1. Introduction		

1.1 The	St.	Marys	River	Area	of	Concern		

The	St.	Marys	River	is	a	120km	freshwater	ecosystem	that	connects	Lake	Superior	to	Lake	Huron,	and	is	
the	border	between	the	twin	cities	of	Sault	Ste.	Marie	in	Ontario	and	Michigan.	Historically,	industrial	
and	municipal	sources	of	pollution	along	with	non-point	urban	sources	of	pollution	were	contributing	
factors	to	the	degradation	of	water	quality	and	ecosystem	health	of	the	river.	In	1987	the	St.	Marys	
River	was	recognized	as	one	of	43	Areas	of	Concern	(AOC)	within	the	Great	Lakes	basin	(GLWQA,	2012).	
An	AOC	is	defined	as	an	area	where	the	environment	has	been	degraded	to	the	point	where	it	affects	
our	beneficial	use	and	enjoyment	of	the	area	and/or	the	overall	health	of	the	ecosystem.		

In	1972,	Canada	and	the	United	States	passed	the	Great	Lakes	Water	Quality	Agreement	in	order	to	
improve	water	quality	within	the	Great	Lakes	basin	as	part	of	an	overall	commitment	to	restore	and	
protect	the	waters	of	the	Great	Lakes.	A	key	focus	of	this	agreement	is	to	restore	Areas	of	Concern	
through	the	development	and	implementation	of	Remedial	Action	Plans	(RAP).	In	1992,	a	Stage	1	RAP	
report	for	the	St.	Marys	River	AOC	was	created	to	identify	environmental	problems,	known	as	a	
Beneficial	Use	Impairment	(BUI).	In	2002,	a	number	of	remedial	actions	were	identified	to	help	restore	
the	area.	These	actions	are	outlines	in	the	Stage	2	RAP	report.	Currently	the	St.	Marys	River	RAP	is	
working	on	addressing	nine	BUIs,	one	of	which	is	Beach	Closings.		

1.2 The	Identification	of	Beach	Closings	as	a	BUI			

Bacterial	contamination	is	a	major	water	quality	concern	throughout	the	world.	Historically,	sources	of	
bacterial	contamination	in	the	St.	Marys	River	AOC	varied	from	natural	sources	(e.g.	waterfowl)	to	
anthropogenic	sources	(e.g.	municipal	sewage,	septic	systems,	and	runoff	from	urban	and	agricultural	
areas).	Fecal	contamination	in	freshwater	has	been	known	to	cause	gastro-intestinal	and	upper	
respiratory	illness	in	humans.	Elevated	levels	of	fecal	coliform	bacteria,	particularly	Escherichia	coli	(E.	
coli)	was	documented	as	the	main	reason	for	the	beach	Closings	impairment	listed	in	the	Stage	1	report	
(1992)	of	the	St.	Marys	River	RAP.	E.	coli	refers	to	a	large	group	of	bacteria	that	is	commonly	found	in	
the	intestines	of	humans	and	animals	(APH,	2017).	High	E.	coli	densities	were	recorded	in	waters	
downstream	of	municipal	storm	sewers,	combined	sewer	overflows	in	Michigan,	industrial	outfalls,	and	
the	City	of	Sault	Ste.	Marie’s	(Ontario)	East	End	Wastewater	Treatment	Plant	(EEWWTP).		

At	that	time,	there	were	no	beaches	being	tested	for	microbial	contamination	on	the	Ontario	side	of	the	
river;	therefore,	no	specific	beaches	were	identified	or	studied	for	designation.	Instead,	the	impaired	
status	was	based	on	levels	of	E.	coli	in	the	St.	Marys	River	exceeding	both	the	Ontario	Provincial	Water	
Quality	Objective	and	the	Michigan	Water	Quality	Standard.	This	is	in	accordance	with	the	International	
Joint	Commission’s	Listing	Guideline	for	Beach	Closings	which	results	“When	waters,	which	are	
commonly	used	for	total-body	contact	or	partial-body	contact	recreation,	exceed	standards,	objectives,	
or	guidelines	for	such	use”	(IJC,	1991).	
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1.3 About	this	Report		

To	assess	the	current	status	of	the	Beach	Closings	BUI	on	the	Canadian	side	of	the	river,	the	St.	Marys	
River	RAP	team	conducted	an	evaluation	of	delisting	criteria.	These	are	measurable	targets	for	restoring	
beneficial	uses,	and	ultimately	the	AOC,	and	establish	a	benchmark	for	when	a	beneficial	use	can	be	
deemed	no	longer	impaired.	The	delisting	criteria	for	the	Beach	Closings	BUI	were	updated	and	received	
endorsement	by	the	Binational	Public	Advisory	Council	(BPAC)	in	February	2015.The	BPAC	represent	
stakeholders	on	both	the	American	and	Canadian	sides	of	the	AOC.		In	addition	to	the	delisting	criteria	
evaluation,	an	assessment	of	five	years	of	beach	closings	data	(2012-2016)	provided	by	Algoma	Public	
Health	was	conducted.	

The	purpose	of	this	report	is	to	synthesize	knowledge	from	multiple	areas	related	to	the	Beach	Closings	
BUI	in	the	St.	Marys	River.	All	recommended	remedial	and	monitoring	actions	pertaining	to	the	Beach	
Closings	BUI	have	been	completed	and	satisfy	the	delisting	criteria	endorsed	by	BPAC.		The	report	
provides	a	recommendation	to	re-designate	the	Beach	Closings	BUI	to	“not	impaired”	based	on	the	
completion	of	the	delisting	criteria	targets.	

1.4 Considerations		

It	is	recognized	that,	within	the	context	of	the	St.	Marys	AOC	and	associated	RAP,	this	report	doesn’t	
address	the	broader	perspective	of	bacterial	contamination	in	the	river.	Like	for	all	AOCs,	the	St.	Marys	
River	RAP	was	established	to	address	environmental	impacts	from	local	sources.	The	Beach	Closings	BUI	
is	based	on	historical	factors,	and	re-designation	recommendations	are	based	on	the	RAP	stage	2	and	
updated	delisting	criteria.	However,	other	concerns	have	been	identified	and	are	addressed	in	
recommendations	for	ongoing	work	in	the	St.	Marys	River.	Challenges	that	lie	ahead	for	addressing	
bacterial	contamination	are	also	discussed.	

	

2. Remedial	Actions	Identified	to	Address	the	Beach	Closings	
BUI		

The	Stage	2	RAP	report	identified	specific	measures	to	address	the	Beach	Closings	BUI	in	the	St.	Marys	
River.	This	included	two	remedial	actions	(Actions	PS-2	and	PS-3)	and	one	monitoring	action	(Action	
NPSM-7).	

With	the	original	focus	of	the	Remedial	Action	Plan	being	specific	to	E.	coli	in	the	river	itself	(and	the	
need	to	manage	the	bacterium	in	the	river,	not	on	particular	beaches),	the	updated	delisting	criteria	are	
explicit	to	these	actions	outlined	in	the	Stage	2	Remedial	Action	Plan,	revised	with	the	endorsement	of	
the	Binational	Public	Advisory	Council	(BPAC)	in	February	2015.	They	state	that	the	Beach	Closings	BUI	
will	no	longer	be	impaired	when	all	three	criteria	have	been	met:	

Beach	closings	were	identified	as	a	BUI	in	the	St.	Marys	River	AOC	in	1992	because	of	levels	of	E.coli	
in	exceedance	of	the	Ontario	Provincial	Water	Quality	Objective	and	the	Michigan	Water	Quality	
Standard.		
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1. Stormwater	infiltration	is	reduced	to	help	prevent	sewage	treatment	bypasses,	and	a	
Stormwater	Management	Master	Plan	is	completed	and	being	implemented	by	the	City	of	Sault	
Ste.	Marie	that	outlines	the	preferred	solution	for	managing	stormwater	quantity	and	quality;		

2. The	East	End	Wastewater	Treatment	Plant	is	upgraded	to	secondary	treatment;	and,		
3. Potential	human	health	risks	resulting	from	floating	material	near	and	downstream	of	Bellevue	

Marine	Park	have	been	assessed	and	managed,	as	required.	

	

3. Current	Status		
To	date,	there	have	been	significant	accomplishments	made	that	have	helped	to	improve	overall	water	
quality	and	address	sources	of	E.	coli	contamination	as	described	below.	Table	1	summarizes	the	major	
achievements	relating	to	the	three	Beach	Closings	BUI	delisting	criteria	as	described	below.	

3.1 Remedial	Actions	Completed	to	Reduce	Stormwater	Infiltration	at	the	
EEWWTP	(Action	PS-2)	*Note	that	this	action	has	been	interpreted	as	mitigating	
stormwater	infiltration	and	loading	at	the	EEWWTP	

Since	the	RAP	Stage	2	Report	identified	Action	PS-2	to	address	the	Beach	Closings	BUI,	the	following	
work	has	been	accomplished:			

• The	City	of	Sault	Ste.	Marie	constructed	the	Bellevue	Park	Sanitary	Sewer	Overflow	tank	in	2002.	
The	tank	provides	12,000m3	of	temporary	storage	space	that	is	utilized	during	high	flow	events.	
This	has	helped	to	mitigate	the	impacts	of	stormwater	infiltration	and	associated	effects	on	the	
EEWWTP.	

• The	sewer	use	by-law	was	updated	in	2009.	This	update	prohibits	the	discharge	of	stormwater	
and	surface	water	to	the	sanitary	sewer	system	without	prior	approval	from	the	City.	It	also	
prohibits	the	connection	of	roof	leaders	to	the	sanitary	system	(City	of	Sault	Ste.	Marie,	2009).	

• In	March	2014,	a	Notice	of	Completion	was	issued	for	the	City	of	Sault	Ste.	Marie	Stormwater	
Management	Master	Plan,	followed	by	a	30-day	comment	period.	In	November	2014,	the	
Stormwater	Management	Report	was	finalized	and	in	February	2015,	City	Council	approved	the	
new	Stormwater	Management	Master	Plan	and	Guidelines	(City	of	Sault	Ste.	Marie,	2015).	

With	the	infrastructure	upgrades	and	the	creation	of	a	Stormwater	Management	Master	Plan,	all	work	
for	this	action	has	been	completed.	The	plan	includes	recommendations	for	implementing	a	city-wide	
approach	to	stormwater	management	including	improving	snow	disposal	sites,	education,	implementing	
a	point	source	monitoring	plan,	implementing	oil	grit	separators	at	various	locations	throughout	the	city	

The	Stage	2	RAP	report	for	the	St.	Marys	River	AOC	identifies	three	actions	needed	to	address	the	
Beach	Closings	BUI:		

1. Reduce	stormwater	infiltration	at	the	EEWWTP	–	this	action	has	been	interpreted	as	
mitigating	stormwater	infiltration	and	loading	at	the	EEWWTP	(Action	PS-2)	

2. Upgrade	EEWWTP	to	secondary	treatment	(Action	PS-3)	
3. Assess	potential	health	risks	resulting	from	floating	contaminated	masses	(Action	NPSM-7)	
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prior	to	discharge	to	the	natural	environment,	improving	stormwater	conveyance	at	known	problem	
areas	and	retrofitting	of	existing	stormwater	management	facilities	for	quality	control.	Implementations	
of	the	recommendations	are	pending	the	City’s	budgeting	process,	including	approval	by	council.	To	
date,	the	City	has	undertaken	several	monitoring	initiatives	including:	

• Evaluating	rainwater	inflow	and	infiltration	in	the	Dell	Avenue	sanitary	sewer	system	for	three	
years	ending	in	2016	to	identify	areas	with	high	flows	and	thus	potentially	mitigate	wastewater	
outflows	and	treatment	bypasses	to	the	St.	Marys	River.	

• Targeted	monitoring	between	2012	and	2015	to	determine	baseline:	
o water	quality	data	for	potential	installation	of	oil/grit	separators;	
o data	at	the	Bellevue	Park	pond	to	quantify	the	potential	impairment	and	assess	

potential	mitigating	actions,	and;	
o data	at	the	East	End	Snow	Dump	to	assess	potential	impacts	and	identify	mitigating	

measures.		

3.2 Remedial	Actions	Completed	to	Upgrade	the	EEWWTP	to	Secondary	Treatment	
(Action	PS-3)	

Action	PS-3	called	for	an	upgrade	to	the	EEWWTP,	which	was	successfully	completed	in	2006.	The	
facility	was	upgraded	to	include	secondary	treatment,	and	includes	both	biological	nutrient	removal	and	
UV	light	for	disinfection.	The	compliance	limit	for	E.coli	is	200	counts	per	100mL	sample,	however	the	
design	objective	for	the	upgraded	plant	is	150	E.coli/100mL.	The	EEWWTP	has	been	in	compliance	with	
these	limits	since	January	2007.	As	a	recent	example,	in	2016	the	average	of	the	monthly	geometric	
means	was	38	E.coli	/100mL	(East	End	Wastewater	Treatment	Plant	Year	End	Report,	2016).	An	in-depth	
discussion	of	the	upgrade	and	associated	benefits	are	outlined	in	an	article	published	in	2007	in	the	
Environmental	Science	Engineering	Magazine	(Appendix	1).	

	
Figure	1:	Sault	Ste.	Marie	East	End	Wastewater	Treatment	Plant	upgrade	(City	of	Sault	Ste.	Marie,	2005).	
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3.3 Remedial	Actions	Completed	to	Assess	Potential	Health	Risks	Resulting	from	
Floating	Contaminated	Masses	(Action	NPSM-7)	

Action	NPSM-7	called	for	an	assessment	of	potential	health	risks	resulting	from	floating	contaminated	
masses.	This	assessment	took	place	from	2007-2010	by	the	bi-national	Sugar	Island	Monitoring	
Workgroup	(SIMWG).	This	bi-national,	multi-agency	group	was	formed	to	develop	and	implement	a	
monitoring	plan	to	determine	the	source	and	nature	of	the	floating	materials	and	the	source	responsible	
for	the	high	levels	of	E.coli	found	periodically	at	the	Sugar	Island	Township	Park	Beach.	In	particular,	
during	the	summer	of	2006,	residents	along	the	north	shore	of	Sugar	Island	reported	incidences	of	
contaminants,	floatable	materials	and	other	indicators	suggestive	of	raw	sewage.	The	resulting	
monitoring	plan	involved	a	coordinated	response	to	any	reports	received	of	floating	materials	in	the	
river,	as	well	as,	weekly	water	monitoring.	Results	from	the	three-year	assessment	indicated	low	E.coli	
levels,	with	relatively	few	incidences	of	elevated	levels	(i.e.	exceeding	the	Michigan	Water	Quality	
Standard	of	300	cfu/100mL).	Laboratory	analysis	confirmed	that	floating	material	reported	during	the	
assessment	was	predominantly	comprised	of	algae,	detritus	and	pollen,	and	not	a	significant	source	of	E.	
coli	bacteria.	With	the	original	objectives	of	the	SIMWG	being	achieved	at	the	end	of	the	three-year	
assessment,	the	workgroup	disbanded	(SIMWG,	2010).	
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Table	1:	Beach	Closings	BUI	delisting	criteria	and	related	achievements.	

DELISTING	
CRITERIA	

MAJOR	
ACTIONS	 OUTCOMES	

1.		Stormwater	
infiltration	is	reduced	
to	help	prevent	
sewage	treatment	
bypasses,	and	a	
Stormwater	
Management	Master	
Plan	is	completed	and	
being	implemented	by	
the	City	of	Sault	Ste.	
Marie	that	outlines	
the	preferred	solution	
for	managing	
stormwater	quantity	
and	quality.	

Stormwater	
Management	
(Action	PS-2)	

The	City	of	Sault	Ste.	Marie	Stormwater	Management	Master	Plan	and	
Guidelines	have	been	completed.	The	plan	outlines	the	preferred	
approach	for	managing	stormwater	quality	and	quantity,	including	
improvement	of	snow	disposal	sites,	education,	implementation	of	a	
point	source	monitoring	plan,	implementation	of	oil	grit	separators	at	
various	locations,	improvement	of	stormwater	conveyance	at	known	
problem	areas	and	retrofitting	of	existing	stormwater	management	
facilities	for	quality	control.		

The	goals	of	these	guidelines,	along	with	the	master	plan,	are	to	update	
and	develop	policies	for	the	design	of	the	City	stormwater	conveyance	
system,	develop	policies	for	the	design	of	stormwater	management	
infrastructure,	and	to	develop	a	capital	works	program	to	implement	
stormwater	management	infrastructure	(City	of	Sault	Ste.	Marie,	2015).	

	

2.		The	East	End	
Wastewater	
Treatment	Plant	is	
upgraded	to	
secondary	treatment.	

Wastewater	
Treatment	
Plant	
Upgrade	
(Action	PS-3)	

The	East	End	Wastewater	Treatment	Plant	was	upgraded	in	2006	to	
include	secondary	treatment.	It	features	a	biological	nutrient	removal	
system	including	UV	light	for	disinfection.	This	has	resulted	in	improved	
effluent	quality	and	reduced	suspended	solids	by	89%,	phosphorus	levels	
by	91%	and	biological	oxygen	demand	by	96%.	Significant	reductions	in	
nitrogen	and	ammonia	have	also	been	achieved	(SMRRAPIC,	2016).	

	

3.	Potential	human	
health	risks	resulting	
from	floating	material	
near	and	downstream	
of	Bellevue	Marine	
Park	have	been	
assessed	and	
managed,	as	required.	

Assess	and	
manage	as	
appropriate	
potential	
human	
health	risks	
from	floating	
material	
(Action	
NPSM-7)	

The	potential	human	health	risks	resulting	from	floating	material	near	
and	downstream	from	Bellevue	Marine	Park	has	been	assessed	by	the	
Binational	Sugar	Island	Monitoring	Workgroup	which	was	established	in	
2007.	The	multi-agency	bi-national	workgroup	was	tasked	by	the	Four	
Party	Management	Committee	(consisting	of	representatives	from	the	
U.S.	Environmental	Protection	Agency,	Environment	Canada,	Michigan	
Department	of	Environmental	Quality,	and	Ontario	Ministry	of	the	
Environment)	to	develop	and	implement	a	monitoring	plan	to	determine	
the	source	and	nature	of	the	floating	materials	and	the	cause(s)	
responsible	for	the	periodic	high	levels	of	E.	coli	at	the	Sugar	Island	
Township	Park	beach.		

The	Sugar	Island	Monitoring	Workgroup	collected	samples	from	2007-
2009	and	provided	a	final	report	in	2010.	Although	there	were	a	few	
instances	where	high	levels	of	E.	coli	was	detected	it	was	concluded	that	
the	E.	coli	concentrations	are	not	of	concern	for	recreation	in	the	river.	It	
was	also	reported	that	floating	materials	that	are	sometimes	found	in	
the	St.	Marys	River	are	from	natural	sources	(i.e.	algae,	pollen,	detritus).		
It	was	concluded	that	the	East	End	Wastewater	Treatment	Plant	was	not	
a	source	of	ongoing	elevated	E.coli	bacteria	or	debris	in	the	St.	Marys	
River.	Since	2010,	there	have	been	no	reported	incidences	of	floating	
masses	in	the	Bellevue	Marine	Park	Area	(SIMWG,	2010).	
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3.4 Additional	Multi-Year	Beach	Water	Quality	Assessment	
In	addition	to	the	actions	completed	that	address	the	delisting	criteria	for	Beach	Closings	identified	in	
the	Stage	2	RAP	report,	an	updated	assessment	of	recent	beach	data	was	also	performed	to	augment	
the	2015	report	prepared	by	the	RAP	team.		

The	province	of	Ontario	has	water	quality	guidelines	that	are	used	to	determine	whether	a	public	beach	
is	safe.	These	guidelines	are	based	on	the	maximum	geometric	mean	concentration	of	E.	coli	forming	
units	(cfu).	An	advisory	is	posted	if	samples	exceed	100	cfu/100mL,	which	aligns	with	the	Provincial	
Water	Quality	Objective	(PWQO).	Algoma	Public	Health	routinely	monitors	several	beaches	along	the	St.	
Marys	River	(Belleau	et	al,	2015).	These	beaches	are	monitored	at	least	once	a	week	during	the	
swimming	season	as	part	of	Algoma	Public	Health’s	beach	warning	program.	These	beaches	are	Pointe	
des	Chenes,	Mark’s	Bay Conservation Area,	Centennial	Park,	and	W.I.	Park	(Fig.	2).			

A	five-year	beach	water	quality	assessment	was	conducted	to	compare	the	four	beaches	(tested	by	
Algoma	Public	Health)	within	the	AOC	to	four	beaches	outside	of	the	AOC.		The	beaches	outside	of	the	
AOC	include	two	beaches	found	upstream	of	the	AOC	(Havilland	and	Harmony)	and	two	beaches	found	
downstream	of	the	AOC	(Big	Point	Park	and	Beech	Beach).	The	purpose	of	the	assessment	was	to	
determine	whether	beaches	within	the	AOC	were	comparable	to	beaches	outside	of	the	AOC.			
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A	five-year	assessment	of	PWQO	exceedances	is	summarized	in	Table	2.	Out	of	all	these	beaches,	
Centennial	Park	is	the	only	beach	that	exceeds	the	20%	threshold	implemented	by	the	Blue	Flag	Status	
Program	(FEE,	2014)	used	both	provincially	and	internationally.	It	should	be	noted	that	this	beach	was	
not	monitored	during	2014	or	2016	due	to	safety	concerns	resulting	from	water	clarity	issues.	High	
PWQO	exceedances	in	2013	have	skewed	the	results	due	to	low	sample	size.		It	was	thought	that	the	
activity	of	wildlife,	particularly	waterfowl,	coupled	with	wet	weather	could	have	caused	the	periodic	E.	
coli	spikes	at	this	beach	(Leith,	cited	in	Belleau	et	al.	2015).	

	
Figure	2:	Locations	of	beaches	tested	by	Algoma	Public	Health	and	included	in	multi-year	beach	assessment.	
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Table	2:	Five-year	assessment	of	PWQO	exceedances	at	public	beaches	within	and	surrounding	the	St.	Marys	River	AOC.	Values	
refer	to	the	number	of	PWQO	exceedances	for	E.	coli	by	beach	over	the	number	of	sampling	events	in	the	given	year.	

SITE	 2012	 2013	 2014	 2015	 2016	 5	YEAR	
≥100	 %	

Beaches	within	AOC	
Pointes	des	Chenes	 2/11	 1/8	 0/9	 2/9	 1/12	 6/49	 12.2	
Marks	Bay	North	 2/11	 1/8	 2/10	 1/8	 1/11	 7/48	 14.6	
Marks	Bay	South	 2/11	 0/8	 2/10	 2/9	 1/11	 7/49	 14.3	
Centennial	Park	 2/11	 4/9	 NA	 0/3	 NA	 6/23	 26.1	
W.I.	Park	 0/11	 0/9	 0/9	 1/9	 1/12	 2/50	 4.0	
Upstream	of	AOC	
Havilland	 2/10	 0/8	 2/9	 0/9	 0/11	 4/47	 8.5	
Harmony	 1/11	 0/8	 3/9	 0/9	 0/10	 4/47	 8.5	
Downstream	of	AOC	
Big	Point	Park	 1/11	 0/9	 3/9	 0/9	 1/12	 5/50	 10.0	
Beech	Beach	 0/11	 0/9	 1/9	 0/9	 1/12	 2/50	 4.0	

	
The	percentage	of	PWQO	exceedances	over	the	five-year	assessment	can	be	seen	in	Figure	3.	There	are	
a	few	instances	where	individual	beaches	exceed	the	20%	threshold	but	this	occurs	in	beaches	found	
both	within	and	outside	of	the	AOC.	As	concluded	in	the	2015	beach	Closings	assessment,	exceedances	
of	PWQO	E.	coli	levels	do	not	appear	to	be	any	more	prevalent	at	beaches	within	the	AOC	versus	outside	
the	AOC	(Belleau	et	al,	2015).		
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Figure	3:	Graphs	depicting	percentage	of	PWQO	exceedances	for	E.coli	over	the	course	of	5	years	for	beaches	tested	by	Algoma	
Public	Health.	Blue	represents	beaches	within	the	St.	Marys	River	AOC	and	green	represents	beaches	found	outside	of	the	AOC.	

	 	



12	

	

The	results	of	this	assessment,	along	with	the	many	upgrades	and	updates	mentioned	above,	suggest	
that	there	are	no	major	local	anthropogenic	sources	of	bacterial	contamination	on	the	Canadian	side	of	
the	St.	Marys	River	that	would	lead	to	persistent	beach	closings	or	advisories	within	the	AOC.	
Furthermore,	the	recent	study	on	water	quality	(Ginou,	2016)	shows	that	the	water	quality	within	the	St.	
Marys	River	AOC	is	comparable	to	non-AOC	areas.	The	study	concludes	by	recommending	that	the	
closely	linked	Eutrophication	and	Undesirable	Algae	BUI	and	the	Degradation	of	Aesthetics	BUI	be	re-
designated	as	not	impaired.	

	
Figure	3:	Public	beach	at	W.I.	Park	in	Richards	Landing	
(Photo	Credit:	Corrina	Barrett,	2013).	

	
Figure	4:	Water	Quality	sampling	for	Algoma	University’s	Water	
Quality	Study	(Photo	credit:	Carrie	Ginou,	2015).	

	

3.5 Status	of	Beach	Closings	BUI	in	Sault	Ste.	Marie,	Michigan		

The	beach	closings	BUI	removal	on	the	U.S.	side	of	the	St.	Marys	River	AOC	became	final	on	July	27,	
2016.		Members	of	the	BPAC	reviewed	the	findings	relating	to	beach	closings	provided	by	the	Michigan	
Department	of	Environmental	Quality	(MDEQ)	and	supported	MDEQ’s	recommendation	to	delist	the	
U.S.	Beach	Closings	BUI.		Michigan’s	delisting	criteria	states	that	the	Beach	Closings	BUI	would	no	longer	
be	considered	impaired	when:	
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• “No	waterbodies	within	the	AOC	are	included	on	the	list	of	non-attaining	waters	due	to	human	
pathogens	in	the	most	recent	Clean	Water	Act	Water	Quality	and	Pollution	Control	in	Michigan:	
Section	303(d)	and	305(b)	Integrated	Report,	which	is	submitted	to	USEPA	every	two	years.”		

• OR,	“if	waterbodies	in	the	AOC	are	on	the	list	of	non-attaining	waters	due	to	human	pathogens,	
the	BUI	will	be	considered	restored	when	human	sources	of	pathogens	regulated	under	the	
National	Pollutant	Discharge	Elimination	System	(NPDES)	are	on	schedule	to	be	controlled	
through	implementation	of	permit	requirements.”	(MDEQ,	2015)	

The	Sault	Ste.	Marie,	Michigan	combined	sewer	system	is	currently	in	the	process	of	being	separated,	
with	a	deadline	for	completion	of	December	31,	2018,	as	required	by	the	City’s	NPDES	wastewater	
discharge	permit.		At	that	point,	the	St.	Marys	River	will	be	removed	from	the	State’s	list	of	impaired	
waters	for	E.	coli.	No	further	issues	have	been	identified	that	will	not	be	rectified	by	this	upgrade	or	
otherwise	addressed	under	the	NPDES	permitting	requirement	(Riley,	2016).		

Similarly	in	Sault	Ste.	Marie,	Ontario,	no	further	issues	have	been	identified	that	would	not	be	rectified	
by	the	EEWWTP	upgrades	or	addressed	under	the	City’s	Stormwater	Management	Master	Plan	and	
Guidelines.	

	

SUMMARY	OF	THE	CURRENT	STATUS	OF	THE	BEACH	CLOSINGS	BUI		
All	remedial	actions	identified	in	the	Stage	2	RAP	report	have	been	completed	including:		

• The	development	of	a	stormwater	management	plan	for	the	City	of	Sault	Ste.	Marie	(Action	PS-2)	
• East	End	Wastewater	Treatment	Plan	upgrades	(Action	PS-3)	
• Confirmation	that	the	floating	masses	are	predominantly	comprised	of	algae,	detritus	and	pollen,	

and	not	a	significant	source	of	E.	coli	bacteria	(Action	NPSM-7)	

In	addition,	a	multi-year	beach	water	quality	assessment	was	completed	in	2016.	Results	from	this	
study	indicate	that	there	are	no	major	anthropogenic	sources	of	bacterial	contamination	on	the	
Canadian	side	of	the	St.	Marys	River	and	that	the	water	quality	within	the	St.	Marys	River	AOC	is	
comparable	to	non-AOC	areas.			

In	Sault	Ste.	Marie,	Michigan,	the	beach	Closings	BUI	was	removed	from	the	US	side	of	the	St.	Marys	
River	AOC	on	July	27,	2016.	
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4. Recommendations		

4.1 Re-Designation	of	the	Beach	Closings	BUI	

The	Beach	Closings	BUI	delisting	criteria,	as	endorsed	by	BPAC,	has	been	fulfilled	and	no	further	action	is	
warranted.	The	supplementary	assessment	of	multi-year	beach	water	quality	data,	which	goes	above	and	
beyond	the	delisting	criteria,	shows	that	AOC	beaches	are	comparable	to	non-AOC	beaches.	Therefore,	it	
is	recommended	that	the	Beach	Closings	BUI	no	longer	be	listed	as	impaired.		

	

4.2 Ongoing	Initiatives	

City	of	Sault	Ste.	Marie’s	EEWWTP	was	upgraded	and	compliance	reports	have	shown	that	the	plant	is	not	
a	significant	contributor	to	E.	coli	within	the	river.	Stormwater	is	also	being	dealt	with	through	the	City’s	
Stormwater	Management	and	Master	Plan	Guidelines.	These	two	items	have	been	addressed	as	required	
by	the	Stage	2	RAP	report.	However,	many	other	sources	can	contribute	to	bacterial	contamination,	
including	wildlife	and/or	pet	waste	that	may	be	deposited	onto	beaches	or	washed	into	storm	sewers,	
direct	discharges	of	sewage	from	recreational	vessels,	and	malfunctioning	private	systems	such	as	those	
connected	to	cottages	and	private	houses	along	the	shoreline.	These	sources	have	made	bacterial	
contamination	ubiquitous	within	the	Great	Lakes	ecosystem	and	a	problem	beyond	the	scope	of	individual	
remedial	action	plans.		

In	light	of	the	recommendation	to	re-designate	the	status	of	the	Beach	Closings	BUI	to	“not	impaired”,	it	is	
recognized	that	there	still	are	concerns,	albeit	beyond	the	scope	of	the	RAP,	in	regards	to	bacterial	
contamination.	These	concerns	may	be	addressed	through	other	existing	programs,	ongoing	sampling,	
monitoring,	and/or	other	contaminant	reduction	measures.	Table	3	outlines	resources	available	to	
continue	to	manage	bacterial	contamination.	

In	addition,	Algoma	Public	Health	monitors	several	public	access	beaches	within	the	AOC	and	posts	signs	
when	there	are	potential	health	and	safety	risks.		Beaches	on	private	lands,	including	First	Nation	lands,	
are	the	responsibility	of	the	landowner	in	terms	of	maintenance	and	monitoring.	Communities	can	apply	
for	funding	from	Health	Canada	to	hire	a	summer	technician	who	can	develop	a	summer	sampling	plan,	
collect	water	samples,	and	test	for	E.coli.	Communities	may	also	seek	funding	from	other	sources.	A	good	
example	of	this	is	the	Garden	River	Great	Lakes	Guardian	Fund	project.	This	project	included	the	
installation	of	educational	signage	including	permitted/forbidden	activities	(e.g.	no	dogs	off	leash,	
waste/recycling	receptacle	locations,	etc.),	installation	of	pet	waste	stations,	trash	and	recycling	
receptacles,	and	the	development	of	a	monitoring	and	ongoing	beach	maintenance	plan.		Projects	such	as	
these	help	to	alleviate	the	amount	of	pet	waste	and	garbage	contributing	to	bacterial	contamination	at	
beaches	and	ensure	that	monitoring	continues	outside	of	the	RAP	program.	

FINAL	RECOMMENDATIONS	

• It	is	recommended	that	the	status	of	the	Beach	Closings	BUI	be	re-designated	from	impaired	
to	not	impaired.	
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Table	3:	Ongoing	programs	and	resources	available	for	beach	monitoring.	

Agency/Organization	 Program/Protocol	 Description	

Algoma	Public	
Health	

Beach	Management	
Protocol	

Algoma	Public	Health	takes	water	samples	from	certain	public	
access	beaches	on	a	weekly	to	monthly	basis	each	summer	
within	the	boundaries	of	the	Health	Unit.	Signs	are	placed	to	
inform	the	public	about	potential	health	and	safety	risks,	
including	if	there	are	high	levels	of	E.	coli	in	the	beach	water.	

Health	Canada	 Guidelines	for	
Canadian	
Recreational	Water	
Quality	

Guidelines	that	help	to	ensure	that	recreational	waters	are	as	
free	as	possible	from	microbial	hazards.		

Ontario	Ministry	of	
Health	and	Long	
Term	Care	

Beach	Management	
Program	

The	purpose	of	this	protocol	is	to	assist	in	the	prevention	and	
reduction	of	water-borne	illness	and	injury	related	to	
recreational	water	use	at	public	beaches,	and	to	assist	boards	
of	health	in	the	delivery	of	local,	comprehensive	public	beach	
management	programs.	

The	Lake	Huron	
Partnership	

Lake	Huron	Lakewide	
Action	and	
Management	Plan	
(LAMP)	

General	objectives	of	the	LAMP	that	relate	to	bacterial	
contamination	include:	(1)	Allow	for	swimming	and	other	
recreational	use,	unrestricted	by	environmental	quality	
concerns;	and,	(2)	Be	free	from	pollutants	in	quantities	or	
concentrations	that	could	be	harmful	human	health;	and	
wildlife,	or	aquatic	organisms,	through	direct	exposure	or	
indirect	exposure	through	the	food	chain.	Management	
linkages	exist	within	the	framework	of	the	LAMP	that	commits	
the	Parties	to	implement	programs	for	pollution	abatement	
and	enforcement	for	municipal	sources,	industrial	sources,	and	
agriculture.		

Canadian	Council	of	
Ministers	of	the	
Environment		

Canada-wide	
Strategy	for	the	
Management	of	
Municipal	
Wastewater	Effluent	

A	strategy	that	requires	all	wastewater	facilities	achieve	
minimum	National	Performance	Standards.	Site-specific	
effluent	objectives	are	required	to	be	managed	in	a	way	that	
provides	additional	human	health	and	environmental	
protection.	The	effluent	objectives	cover	pollutants	such	as	
pathogens	and	include	E.coli	contamination.		

Clean	Beaches	
Council	

Blue	Wave	Campaign	 Provides	an	annual	list	of	beaches	that	have	been	certified	as	
clean	and	healthy.	Beaches	must	undergo	a	strict	set	of	criteria	
for	cleanliness	and	environmental	health.	

Great	Lakes	
Commission	

Great	Lakes	Beach	
Association	

The	Great	Lakes	Beach	Association	is	a	collaboration	of	more	
than	600	local	and	state	beach	managers,	working	together	to	
improve	recreational	beach	water	quality	through	an	informal	
information-sharing	forum.	

Ontario	Ministry	of	
Environment	and	
Climate	Change	

Great	Lakes	
Guardian	Community	
Fund	

As	part	of	Ontario’s	Great	Lakes	Strategy,	the	Great	Lakes	
Guardian	Community	Fund	was	set	up	to	help	people	take	
action	to	protect	and	restore	their	corner	of	the	Great	Lakes.	
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CONTACTS		

Should	you	ever	observe	something	that	requires	investigation,	contact	the	following	local	health	
authorities	and/or	provincial	and	state	authorities:	

• Algoma	Public	Health	(APH):	705-254-6611	
• Ontario	Ministry	of	Environment	and	Climate	Change	(OMOECC):	1-800-268-6060	
• Michigan	Department	of	Environmental	Quality	(MDEQ):	1-800-292-4706	
• Chippewa	County	Health	Department	(CCHD):	906-635-1568	
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