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What is a mixing zone?

Even with the best treatment technology, wastewater discharges from sewage treatment and industrial facilities (i.e. mining, seafood processing, oil exploration or production, etc.) sometimes have low levels of pollutants. Most wastewater discharges permitted in Alaska are to surface waters such as the ocean, lakes, streams, or rivers. The area where treated wastewater is authorized by DEC to mix with a water body is called a mixing zone.

How do they work?
All wastewater discharges into surface water require a permit that may contain authorization for a mixing zone. Mixing zone authorizations take into consideration habitat and aquatic life, water flow, water quantity, natural currents, and the quantity and quality of the wastewater that’s being discharged. If the circumstances surrounding a proposed mixing zone do not meet the State’s standards, a mixing zone cannot be authorized. Requiring an authorization for mixing zones ensures that they are carefully designed using waterbody-specific information, water quality is monitored, and that water quality standards are met outside the mixing zone boundary so as not to create long-term impacts to people or the environment. 

Who uses mixing zones?
Most mixing zones are authorized for sewage treatment plants run by local governments, as well as seafood processors, fish hatcheries, oil and gas facilities, mining operations and other industrial facilities. 
Why are mixing zones used?
Mixing zones are an important tool regulators use to control water pollution.   They allow Alaska to have very high standards for water quality. Without the authority to issue mixing zones, the State would have to use other methods to adjust for current limitations in treatment technologies, which could result in lowering the overall standards. Without mixing zones, sewage treatment plants would have to treat raw sewage to a level that could serve as a source of drinking water before being discharged into a water body. Although this goal may be technically achievable, it is not yet an economically feasible option for most communities or industries. There are no sewage treatment plants or seafood processors in Alaska that discharge wastewater to a surface water body (and the vast majority do) that could operate without a mixing zone.

What does the law say about mixing zones?
States have authority to allow mixing zones under the Clean Water Act; the Environmental Protection Agency has published mixing zone guidance; and all other states use them in addition to Alaska.  Mixing zones have been included in the Alaska water quality standards regulations since 1973.
By State statute, the department must designate specific uses of water and establish standards for quality and purity to protect those uses.  The water quality standards, which include mixing zone provisions, must protect the growth and propagation of aquatic life, the public health of those who consume the water or the aquatic organisms, and other water uses such as industrial, agricultural and recreational use.  State statute also directs the Departments of Natural Resources and Fish and Game to protect salmon and resident fish habitat quality and establishes requirements for construction in, or use of waters (for example, as a mixing zone) that are important to fish. 
� HYPERLINK "http://www.state.ak.us/dec/water/wqsar/trireview/trireview.htm" ��http://www.state.ak.us/dec/water/wqsar/trireview/trireview.htm�
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