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 Officials no closer to settling debate over phosphorus 

BY ROBERT J. SMITH -ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE FAYETTEVILLE -- The details of the promises Arkansas made to Oklahoma in July became stumbling blocks on Wednesday as officials from both statesmet to discuss how best to limit phosphorus in six eastern Oklahoma streams.

 "It all boils down to the criteria for the comprehensive management plans," said Arkansas Soil and Water Conservation Commission Director Randy Young after six hours of closed-door talks that took place at the Clarion Inn in Fayetteville.

 The talks weren't as smooth as past talks, but they remained cordial, participants said. The 40 people who met Wednesday focused on how to regulate nonpoint sources of phosphorus, such as poultry farms. More talks are planned today, but the focus will be on reducing phosphorus from point sources, such as sewer plants.

 "Once we get this resolved, we're going to take our negotiating team to the Middle East," said John Elrod, an attorney representing Simmons Foods. "It would be a whole lot easier to resolve that."

 Ed Fite, head of the Oklahoma Scenic Rivers Commission, said Wednesday's talks "at times were tense."

 "I feel there's still potential, though," he said.

 Arkansas officials agreed at a July 8 meeting in Little Rock to reduce phosphorus flowing from sewage treatment plants into streams to 1milligram per liter of water. Wednesday's focus was on Arkansas' other promise that day. The state agreed to mandatory registration of poultry farms and the development of comprehensive plans for handling litter produced on farms in some watersheds.

 Poultry litter, a combination of wood shavings, rice hulls and chicken manure, contains phosphorus. It's spread on farm fields to spur the growth of hay and other crops. Litter was at the center of Wednesday's talks and subsequent disagreements.

 Oklahoma allows farmers to put fertilizers or poultry litter that contains phosphorus on fields as long as the level doesn't climb higher than 300 pounds per acres near nutrient-sensitive streams. The state allows 400 pounds in non-sensitive watershed.

 Arkansas' phosphorus index is more complex, taking into account such things as the slope of the land, a field's proximity to waterways and the time of year that fertilizer or litter is being applied.

 It may be left up to researchers at the University of Arkansas and Oklahoma State University to work together to determine which system is best or if a new one should be developed, Young said. That could be done by the end of the year, he said.

 "Ultimately, we're got to have Arkansas' assurance that it will improve our scenic rivers," said J.D. Strong of the Oklahoma secretary of the environment's office. "It takes a lot longer and a whole new level of effort to go through the details we did today."

 It wouldn't matter how much phosphorus farmers put on fields if not for the fact that it can reach streams after it's loosened from soil by rain. Once phosphorus reaches high levels in streams, it promotes algae growth. The algae eventually die and deplete oxygen in water as they decay. Because the waterways contain less oxygen, they threaten aquatic life such as fish.

 Young and Strong were at the center of Wednesday's talks, and Strong suggested afterward that they'd be able to work well together in the future.

 "Shoot, we even shared snuff," Strong said. "You need a lot of tobacco for days like this."
