
Clean Water Act- Overview 
Let’s begin by looking at some seminal events in recent water history, focusing on the condition of 

surface waters- 

– Potomac River- Take a look at this timeline of events on the Potomac.  Note the 

difference in the descriptions between the 1830s and 1969. 

– Cuyahoga River- Timeline of the Cuyahoga-  Note the first fire in 1868 

– Lake Erie and Ontario- short article on Lake Erie 

– Soybean oil spill in MN River- See below in the module.  I have linked to a short article 

about the oil spill below. 

 

It’s hard to imagine now how bad our 

rivers had gotten just a few short 

decades ago. 

 

This was the era in which the 

Cuyahoga River caught on fire due to 

industrial wastes and toxics. 

 

 

 

 

In the late 1960’s President Johnson declared the Potomac River a national disgrace.  You needed a 

tetanus shot if you fell in. 

In the same time frame, 

Lake Erie and Ontario had 

so much nutrient run off 

that the algae blooms 

clogged drinking water 

intakes and there were 

many fish that suffocated 

and died. 

In Minnesota, we had our 

own issues.  In 1962 and 

1963 there was an oil 

Cuyahoga River 

Potomac River 

http://potomacriver.org/2012/facts-a-faqs/faqs/39-facts-faqs/facts-faqs/96-timeline
http://www.cuyahogariver.net/Timeline.htm
http://www.great-lakes.net/teach/pollution/water/water5.html


pipeline break and a soybean oil tank failure, both sending oil into the Minnesota River – documented in 

an interesting paper at the Historical Society by Steven Lee.  (NOTE:  You can also download this article 

from the Course Materials for this topic.) Wisconsin sued MN over the floating sludge mats from the 

Pig’s Eye treatment plant. 

Learning Activity 
Read the articles linked above to get a sense of the condition of rivers in the 1960s.  Then look through 

this brief history of wastewater treatment in the Twin Cities. 

http://www.metrocouncil.org/METC/files/50/505844ce-b611-433c-b351-6f754410fa5d.pdf 

 

The cultural context of America in the 1960s gave 

rise to a growing environmental movement.  

Protests over social causes had become part of 

the landscape.  There was an upsurge in citizen 

lawsuits over industrial waste discharges.  

Outrage over degraded environmental conditions 

was building.   

The first Earth Day was held in 1970, inspired by 

Wisconsin Senator Gaylord Nelson. 

Prior to the 1960s, the focus of society and 

federal agencies on water quality was for human 

health concerns.  There were laws that were 

marginally effective prior to the Clean Water Act.   

• Water Quality Act of 1965 – sought to 

protect aquatic life and recreation 

• 1970 executive order – Refuse Act Permit 

Program  

In the 1960s, US citizens had more leisure time 

and started to spend more time in recreation 

involving water, so the emphasis shifted to 

include recreation, as seen by the Water Quality Act of 1965.  President Nixon was beleagured by these 

issues, so issued an executive order to bring back the Refuse Act Permit program, but it wasn’t very 

effective.  

The time was right for a major policy action to protect water.   

 

http://collections.mnhs.org/mnhistorymagazine/articles/58/v58i02p105-123.pdf
http://news.google.com/newspapers?id=6YdQAAAAIBAJ&sjid=URIEAAAAIBAJ&pg=5610%2C6622253
http://www.epw.senate.gov/water.pdf
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=105899
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=105899

