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The decision comes as part of an effort to reduce pollution in the Illinois River and other streams. 

The federal Environmental Protection Agency announced its approval Tuesday of Oklahoma's long-sought phosphorus limits for the Illinois River and other scenic waterways. 

The EPA's move reaffirms the state's decision last year to set a phosphorus standard of .037 milligrams per liter. Federal approval also solidifies an agreement two weeks ago between Oklahoma and Arkansas officials to reduce phosphorus output over a nine-year period. 

"It's pretty exciting," Derek Smithee, the head of the water quality division of the Oklahoma Water Resources Board, said of the EPA's approval. 

"I've always felt like if we were ever to move the ball forward in a rational way, we needed a numerical criteria" for phosphorus loads, he said. "We needed a target that everybody shoots at." 
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Board approved the .037 standard in March 2002, and it became state law in July 2002. 

Phosphorus has increasingly poured into the Illinois basin through treated wastewater discharges and from chicken waste runoff at poultry operations. 

Overabundant phosphorus can limit a stream's oxygen content, promote algae growth, kill aquatic life and make water look and smell bad. 

The Illinois River is visited by hundreds of thousands of people every year for canoe trips, fishing and swimming, among other activities. The other state scenic rivers are the nearby Barren Fork Creek, Flint Creek, Big and Little Lee creeks and the Upper Mountain Fork River. 

"It looks like we made another milestone in Oklahoma water quality," said Ed Fite, the administrator of the Oklahoma Scenic Rivers Commission, which oversees those six waterways. 

"It's a win-win deal for Arkansas and Oklahoma," he added. 

Arkansas officials signed off on the joint agreement two weeks ago despite their contention that the .037 standard is "neither attainable nor appropriate." 

"They're entitled to that opinion," Smithee said. "The EPA said the state, my staff and I, followed sound and reasonable methods." 

The five major northwestern Arkansas communities -- Rogers, Bentonville, Fayetteville, Springdale and Siloam Springs -- already have reduced or are on their way to reducing the amount of phosphorus in their treated wastewater discharges to one part per million, according to reports. 

Eleven years ago, a battle over a move by Fayetteville to discharge its treated wastewater into the Illinois River basin ended in the U.S. Supreme Court. 

The justices ruled in Fayetteville's favor, although the 1992 opinion also would force upstream states to meet a downstream state's water-quality standards. 

Tuesday's federal approval, combined with the recent agreement, should make future lawsuits unlikely, Fite said. 

"It stops the battles," he said. "The real deal on all of this is that there is a cooperative atmosphere that exists." 

Fite noted that four of the six scenic rivers already test close to the .037 standard at several points. The Illinois River and Flint Creek have pollution at far higher numbers. 

"We got some work ahead of us," Fite said. 

Some of the work already has begun at municipal treatment plants in northwestern Arkansas, he noted. On this side of the border, Tahlequah discharges into the Illinois basin, but no other communities are allowed to do so. 

Other steps outlined in the states' joint agreement include developing ways to remove chicken litter from the basin area. 

For years, Oklahoma's water quality was held to a less defined "narrative standard." Those standards did not include actual numbers, but rather required only that water pollution not get worse. 

Smithee lauded the more defined .037 standard. "The narrative standard was too squishy," he said. 

Oklahoma officials, however, were often accused of squishiness in dealing with the call for a numerical phosphorus standard. Fite and other Illinois River advocates such as Ed Brocksmith pushed for a numerical standard for years. 

The Scenic Rivers Commission was calling for a .02 standard by December 2001. Smithee, who attended that meeting, agreed publicly that a .037 level might be achieveable. 

The Water Resources Board was opposed by the state's own Department of Environmental Quality and legislators at various points. Eventually, however, the measure made its way to then-Gov. Frank Keating for approval. 

More than a year later, Smithee said he was more and more convinced that the .037 standard will work on both sides of the Oklahoma-Arkansas border. 

"Frankly, we're already starting to see incremental improvements," he said. "Hopefully in 10 years we'll look at the Illinois and say, 'Wow, what a success.' " 
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