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Activist Ignores EPA Warning, Dives Into 

Contaminated New York City Canal 
By Jennifer Swann  

 

http://news.yahoo.com/activist-ignores-epa-warning-dives-contaminated-york-city-

192134833.html?soc_src=mail&soc_trk=ma 

 

Plunging into one of the country’s most polluted waterways is probably not how most New 

Yorkers aspire to spend their weekend, but Christopher Swain is not most New Yorkers.  

 

On Saturday, the 47-year-old environmental activist became the first person in history to 

swim the 1.8-mile length of Brooklyn’s frothy green Gowanus Canal. Swain hopes the swim 

will help draw attention to the contaminated water and inspire city officials to undertake a 

large-scale cleanup effort.  

 

Situated alongside gas and chemical plants and other manufacturing facilities ever since its 

construction was completed in 1869, the Gowanus Canal contains a range of contaminants, 

from PCBs and heavy metals to coal tar wastes and volatile organics, according to the 

Environmental Protection Agency. 

 

“Sometimes somebody has to put themselves on the line if anything’s going to change,” Swain 

yelled out to reporters while keeping his head above water and padding through the sewage-

like conditions. “Hopefully I can be a little part of that.” The swimmer, who documented his 

trek on social media, wore yellow protective gear that resembled a hazmat suit and a swim 

cap adorned with the word “hope.” 

 

It wasn’t the first time Swain had made a splash in the name of social action. In 2004, he 

swam the 315-mile length of the Hudson River, the dumping site of millions of gallons of raw 

sewage on a daily basis up until 1986, to advocate for clean water. And in April of this year, 

timed to Earth Day, Swain made his first attempt to swim the length of the Gowanus, which 

was cut short due to bad weather. 

 

The EPA strongly urged against the campaign and continued to advise Swain against plunging 

into toxic waters for a second time. “Swimming in the waters of the Gowanus Canal pose [sic] 

a risk from exposure to the site-related hazardous chemicals as well as pathogens associated 

with sewage discharge,” the agency warned Swain in a letter, according to a post on his 

Instagram account.  

 

The agency added the waterway to its Superfund National Priorities List in 2010, federally 

designating it as a site contaminated with hazardous substances and in need of a health 

investigation. Earlier this month, New York’s Department of Environmental Conservation 

announced plans to begin cleanup activities in the canal’s north side, starting with the closure 

of an existing oil storage facility and launching an environmental examination of the site.  
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