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From blow-up dolls to refrigerators, the trash kept coming from the Neuse River and its banks Saturday as cleanup crews swept through a 25-mile stretch from Raleigh to Knightdale. More than 7,320 pounds of trash was collected by 100 volunteers in what Dean Naujoks, Upper Neuse riverkeeper for the Neuse River Foundation, called the largest cleanup event ever attempted on the Neuse River.  The 235-mile-long river is the source of drinking water for some communities, including much of Johnston County. 

"Anything that gets dumped along the river will eventually get into the river and into you or your kids," said Phil Swisher, 35, a stonemason from Cary who picked up trash along the banks. "You can't just leave it there." 


Saturday's cleanup represents the latest chapter in an ongoing effort to keep the Neuse River clean. Volunteers, who paddled the river and who walked at access points and along the banks, found some of the usual items such as beer bottles and tires. But some items were a definite surprise. "I didn't expect to find a refrigerator or a riding lawn motor," said Tim Haisman, 31, a stonemason from Knightdale who picked up trash along the banks. "It was eye-opening." 


While Saturday's efforts were aimed at removing litter and debris, the Neuse River has been the focus of long-range cleanup in recent years to improve water quality. 

"We're kind of holding our own in the basin as a total," said Cam McNutt, basin-wide planner for the Neuse River at the state Division of Water Quality.  McNutt said there are areas around Raleigh where water quality has gotten worse in the past five years, such as Richlands Creek, which has been polluted by runoff from construction of the RBC Center.  


With rapid development in Wake County, the Neuse River remains under pressure from runoff pollution and sediment. Wake County's population is projected to increase to more than 1 million by 2020.  Many of the tributaries of the Neuse River in Wake County are classified as fair or poor, including Crabtree Creek, Buffaloe Creek and Walnut Creek.  The state Environmental Management Commission in 1997 adopted the landmark "Neuse Rules" to reduce the nitrogen pollution flowing into the Neuse by 30 percent. The restrictions -- designed to stop the algal blooms, fish kills and pfiesteria outbreaks that plagued the river during the 1990s -- affect logging, development, sewage plants, factories and farms. 


Some of the reductions have been quantifiable, and some are less easy to verify. 

Municipal treatment plants have reduced discharges of nitrogen into the river by 46 percent.  Farmers also report reducing the amount of nitrogen fertilizer that runs off into the river, but that is more difficult to verify because of the complexity of estimating nitrogen loads in the river.  "We have every reason to believe the river is healthier because there is less going into it," said Dr. David Moreau, chairman of the Environmental Management Commission. "The problem is verifying that that reduction has occurred in the stream."  Naujoks said this was the first year in 15 that there hadn't been a significant fish kill on the lower Neuse. But he expressed concern about the effects of continued rapid population growth. "This river basin is more threatened than any other river basin in the state," Naujoks said. 


The Neuse River originates in Person and Orange counties and flows southeasterly until it reaches New Bern.  While removing the trash was good, Naujoks said, it was just as important to promote stewardship of the Neuse. He hopes to repeat the cleanup annually.  Naujoks has many willing volunteers, such as Heidi Miller, 41, a landscaper from Raleigh who paddled along the river Saturday looking for trash. 

"Who else is going to clean up the river but the people who use it?" Miller said. 
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