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 LITTLE ROCK -- The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency is considering a rule change for allocating pollution in an impaired body of water.

 The change could benefit rapidly growing Northwest Arkansas cities, an EPA official said Wednesday.

 In the past, the agency typically has not considered a city's growth when setting pollution limits at a sewer plant -- a process known as setting a Total Maximum Daily  Load.

 This has resulted in problems in other watersheds, as growth pushed polluters out of compliance with their allocations, said Willie Lane, the TMDL coordinator for EPA Region 6.

 Lane was speaking at the Arkansas Environmental Federation's water-regulation seminar in Little Rock.

 The federal agency is not required to consider growth, but Lane said that proposed changes will make factoring for growth part of the TMDL process.

 Lane would not say whether that principle would be applied in Northwest Arkansas, but he noted that this is the philosophical direction in which the agency is moving, even though it has not been formally adopted.

 Lane called this change a "significant issue," saying that, if growth is not considered, the agency is required to reallocate when these limits are exceeded.

 Allan Gates, an environmental attorney, said that, even if the EPA factors in growth, it still means setting limits on phosphorus.

 Northwest Arkansas city and utility officials are concerned about caps that would limit the amount of phosphorus city utilities can release in treated-wastewater discharges into streams.

 Arkansas and Oklahoma officials hope to agree on an implementation plan to meet Oklahoma's water-quality standards, but the proposed caps are one of the main sticking points in the negotiation.

 Both sides say they want to avoid a costly, divisive lawsuit.

 Arkansas argues that caps would restrict inevitable growth, and Oklahoma counters that, without them, growth would offset gains from cleaner water coming out of the treatment plants.

 The standards include a phosphorus limit of 0.037 parts per million in Oklahoma's six state-designated scenic rivers, including the Illinois River. High levels of phosphorus promote excessive algae bloom, impair water quality and affect the taste and odor of water used for public drinking.

 The EPA is reviewing the standards for final approval and is meeting with officials from both states next week to facilitate an agreement on an implementation plan.

 The federal agency has no authority to dictate an implementation plan, but officials remain hopeful that the two states can agree on a plan, Lane explained.

 The states are seeking an agreement that includes measures typically in a TMDL, but the TMDL process has not yet started in Northwest Arkansas.

 Springdale and Rogers may eventually be required to develop these limits, following a recent EPA decision adding the streams where these cities dump treated sewer water to the state's list of troubled waterways.

 Lane said Wednesday that most people do not realize that the TMDL process does not automatically begin once a stream is added to the list. A TMDL study and the typically lengthy process can be avoided if pollution limits and cleanup plans can be agreed upon, he said.

 "If you have something in place, maybe you don't have to do a TMDL," he said.

 Arkansas cities have already agreed to clean up dirty water discharges into streams.

 The mayors of the five largest cities -- Fayetteville, Springdale, Rogers, Siloam Springs and Bentonville -- last year agreed to reduce phosphorus levels in  treated-wastewater discharges in the Illinois River to 1 part per million.

 Fayetteville is the only city currently required by permit to meet these limits.

 Springdale is expanding and upgrading its plant to meet this limit. Rogers is meeting this threshold with its current plant.

 Siloam Springs plans to meet the limit when it builds a new plant.

 Bentonville does not discharge into the Illinois River, but is considering plans to build a new plant in the basin that meets the new limit.

 Springdale Mayor Jerre Van Hoose summed up the situation in a recent interview.

 "In the end, we've got to figure out a way to negotiate a little growth space," he said.

 The poultry industry and farmers are also affected by the efforts to clean up shared watersheds. New laws adopted this year place restrictions on the land-application of poultry litter, require nutrient management plans and other measures.

 Gates pointed out that, while the poultry industry and other sources of phosphorus will be affected by the TMDL process, they face less restriction and fewer penalties for noncompliance than municipal utilities.

