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We drink it and bath in it, wash with it and waste it.  And, like many of you, I had little idea where it 
comes from. I’ve since learned that our water comes from the same complex system that provides 
water to New York City.  Bronxville’s water originates 100 miles northwest in the watersheds of the 
Catskill Mountains and Delaware River. Surface water collected from more than a million acres of land 
flows into one of several “collecting” reservoirs, then through a series of tunnels and two massive 
aqueducts, the Catskill Aqueduct, considered an engineering marvel when it was completed in 1900, and 
the Delaware Aqueduct, finished in the mid-1940s and so large that a two-man submarine was originally 
used to inspect it for leaks. A third aqueduct, the Croton, collects water from northern Westchester and 
Putnam counties and supplies 10% of New York City’s water but none of Bronxville’s.  
 
By gravity alone our water eventually makes its way 1100 feet below the Hudson River and over to the 
Kensico Reservoir, three miles north of White Plains.  Here, for the first time, the water is tested and 
treated.  Renowned for its high quality, New York City is one of only five municipalities nationwide that 
is not required to filter its water.   
 
Nevertheless, Bronxville’s water can arrive at the Kensico Reservoir contaminated by agricultural and 
residential run-off, pesticides, and nitrates. It is treated with chlorine, which protects against 
microbiological contamination; fluoride, which helps prevent tooth decay; zinc metaphosphate, which 
reduces corrosion of metal piping (which might leach lead); and caustic soda, which reduces acidity.   
 



Downstream, a billion gallons of water each day passes through Westchester County’s state-of-the-art 
Catskill-Delaware Water Ultraviolet Disinfection Facility, the largest UV treatment facility in the world.  
Water treated with chlorine often still contains harmful organic compounds such as Cryptosporidium 
and Giardia. Since the 1990s, and in particular since this $1.5 billion facility opened in 2012, UV radiation 
treatment has been used to further purify your water.   
 
An increasing concern is turbidity—the fine particles of clay and silt that cloud the water, especially after 
heavy rains and high winds.  Such brown water can interfere with water treatment.  Increasingly, too, 
climate change is affecting rain patterns, the health of forests and water temperature—all of which 
impact the quantity and quality of your water.  Thanks to our far-sighted forefathers, the New York City 
water supply’s interconnected three-tiered system gives it the flexibility to adjust to changing 
conditions.  When drought affects one region, water flow can be switched to draw on other areas.  The 
system relies entirely on surface water from rainfall; it does not draw from underground aquifers.   
 
Of course, testing is done for many additional contaminants, but it’s worth noting that tens of thousands 
of chemicals used in manufacturing processes are not required by law to be tested for in water, nor 
have acceptable, safe limits for them been set. 
 
After our water has passed all its tests, it continues south to several pumping stations.  Once the water 
enters town limits, it’s managed by the private company SUEZ, which owns and maintains water pipes 
within town, further tests and treats the water, initiates programs of conservation, and manages billing.  
The water is then pumped to your property and taps. SUEZ purchases Bronxville’s water from the New 
York City system.   
 
According to Deb Rizzi, a spokesperson for SUEZ, 18% of the water that begins upstate is lost to leaks in 
our aging system--one reason why Westchester residents have high water bills. Regionally, on-going 
work is being done to replace pipes and repair leaks. Completing renovation of the massive Delaware 
Aqueduct by 2020 will allow each of the other two aqueducts to be shut for relatively rapid renovation. 
Locally, SUEZ is breaking large grids of pipes into smaller territories called District Metered Areas, so 
they can detect leaks faster.   During the summer, lawn watering can double a town’s water use.  
 
Consider this: New York City uses gravity to supply 95% of its water; only 5% is pumped. It’s almost all 
downhill from upstate!  In fact, the water pressure is so strong that in New York City the water can reach 
the sixth floor before it needs to be pumped.   
 
Bronxville faces increasing challenges in providing clean, abundant supplies of water. Perhaps we’ll all be 
inspired to use this precious, limited resource wisely. 
 
Ellen Edwards is a Bronxville resident and chair of the Bronxville Green Committee. 
 
  


