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On a Mission 
THE NARRAGANSETT BAY COMMISSION USES A WIDE ARRAY OF EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS 
TO BUILD AWARENESS FOR WATER QUALITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL STEWARDSHIP 

By John K. Thompson 

I n the early sixteenth century, Italian explorer Giovanni da 
Verrazzano called Narragansett Bay Refugio, the Refuge. Today, 
the Narragansett Bay Commission (NBC), in Providence, R.I., 

educates thousands of New England residents about the importance 
of protecting the quality of water in the Refuge for future generations. 

The history at the NBC's Field's Point Wastewater Treatment 
Center speaks for itself. "I always tell tour groups that the Providence 
wastewater treatment plant was the third to begin operation within 

the country," says Paul 

I $ Desrosiers, asiistant 

Automation is a key focus 
for plant tour groups. "We 
demonstrate how we are 
able to operate equipment 
through computer com- 
mands," says Desrosiers. 
"That helps the public see 
many of the 21st century 
aspects of our business." 

DO welcomes news bout yoiir 
publ~c edtrcatlon and conlni~rnity 
outreacli efforts for future articles 
in the Hearts and Minds column. 
Send your ideas to editor@tpo 
niag.coni or call 8771953-3301. 

I i  "Generally, people are very curious and inquisitive and have a lot 
le of questions. Our long history gives us a leg up on answers." 

PAUL DESROSIERS I I 
operations manager for 
the NBC. "It was primary 
settling aided by alum g precipitation. 

"We explain to the 
k public that city engi- 

Students from the Anna McCabe Elementary School in neers went to England 
Smithfield, R.I., work on water-quality tests in a park in to study the advanced 
Providence as part of the environmental programs treatment process that 
offered by the Narragansett Bay Commission. had been developed 

there. We still have our 
original chemical feed building, circa 1901, which is presently used as 
our maintenance facility It is on the National Register of Historic Places." 

INVOLVED OPERATORS 
It wasn't always this way. In the 1800s, Rhode Islanders often 

deposited their household wastewater from sinks, washtubs and out- 
houses directly into local rivers, in the belief that dilution would ren- 
der the waste harmless. By 1901, Field's Point had become a model 
for improvement of effective wastewater treatment in America. 

Desrosiers explains how the Field's Point facility is still being 
used today to build public awareness for water-quality issues. "Our 
operators are very proud of the work they do," he says. "They inter- 
act with the tour groups as they perform their daily duties, and they 
do it with a sense of that historic role they know the plant has had in 
shaping America's water-quality future." 

Desrosiers speaks from his many years involved in getting the 
public connected to what is happening at the plants. He understands 
the importance of developing a public rapport. His easy and thought- 
ful manner and finesse as an educator make hirn equally at home 
with a group of dignitaries as with a group of fourth-graders. 

For Desrosiers, there are some perks in working with the public. 
"It is a thoroughly rewarding experience to guide a tour group," he 
says. "People generally know very little about what goes on behind 
the scenes at a wastewater plant, and it's exciting to open up whole 
new areas of learning for them. Generally, people are very curious 
and inquisitive and have a lot of questions. Our long history gives us 
a leg up on answers." 

Desrosiers looks forward to the day four years from now when a 
plant upgrade will have been completed. "Our present plant is a 
complete mix activated sludge treatment plant," he says. "That is a 
wastewater treatment process that has been used successf~~lly since 
the 1930s, so I try to stress to our tour groups that we have optimized 
and perfected an old treatment model." 

WINNING WATERSHED EXPLORERS 
Desrosiers points out that the NBC has dedicated staff working 

with the region's schools. El~vironlnental education coordinator 
Cynthia Morrisette has direct contact with elementary schools 
throughout the service area. She provides plant tours to diverse 
groups, including elementary age students up to university level 
undergraduates. 

The commission's "Woon Watershed Explorers" effort is just one 
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"Education plays a vital role in upliold- 
ing the NBC's mission and we are 
extremely proud of the amazing efforts 
of these young scientists," says Ray 
Marshall, NBC executive director. In 
addition to expanding these services, 
NBC plans to build a training and educa- 
tion facility as part of its biological nutri- 
ent removal upgrade. 

The comniission also involves the 
public directly in helping to focus the 
organization's mission. Says Desrosiers, 
"Since its inception, the NBC has had a 
Citizens Adviso~y Group that has helped 
to define the role of public participation 
in determining our mission." - 

Finally, the commission is working 
to educate groups about the combined 
sewer overflow tunnel process. "Now that 
we have started using our CSO tunnel to 
capture combined sewage that used to 
get discharged to nearby rivers and 
streams, we have another process that 
seems state-of-the-art," Desrosiers says. 

"But in my eyes, the real change will 
be occurring as we upgrade our plant to 
biological nutrient renioval over the 

Students from Agnes E. Little School perform macroinvertebrate studies at Slater Park Pond in 
Pawtucket, R.I. The Narragansett Bay Commission offers a variety of programs to raise awareness 
of water quality and wastewater treatment. coming four years." Change takes time, 

and the NBC continues to leverage its 
history as a leader in water management 

with a comrnittnent to helping the public stay informed and get 
involved in protecting the waters of Narragansett Bay tpo 

of several educational outreach programs Morrisette has nurtured. 
The program helps make the students niore aware of tlie valuable 
water resources in the Narragansett Bay area. 

Woon Watershed Explorers is a water-quality monitoring pro- 
gwtn in which students and teachers learn about tlie Iiealtli of local 
watersheds. It helps create awareness of environn~ental stewardship 
and its importance for protecting and preserving Narragansett Bay. 

The program has brought area scliools together with leading 
water science professionals from organizations like Roger Williams 
Memorial, the Bionies Marine Biology Centel; Save the Bay, Rhode 
Island Resource Recovery, the Audubon Society of Rliode Islancl, the 
Apeiron Institute for Environmental Living, and high scliool students 
from Tollgate High School in Warwick. Participants enjoy a full day of 
environniental education activities. 

The goal of the Woon Watershed Explorers and the cultninating 
environmental education conference is to help students connect the 
liealtli of their local river to the health of Narragansett Bay and to 
encourage them to care for these resources so that fi~ture genera- 
tions can enjoy them. 
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Concentrated Cleaning Solution 

"A 1% solution of Micro-90 
removes organics and metals 
that blind the membraqes and 
provides savings through reduced 
energy, downtime and chemical 
use. We achieve 100% recovery 
after every Micro-90 wash and 
have yet to replace any 
membranes after six years 

609-386-8770 or 
visit us online at www.ipcol.com 
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