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LITTLE ROCK — One of three bills that would regulate poultry litter in an effort to improve water quality in Northwest Arkansas was discussed Friday by a House committee. 

No action was taken on House Bill 1653, and that measure, along with HB 1652 and HB 1654 will be back on the House Committee on Agriculture, Forestry and Economic Development's agenda Wednesday. 

Arkansas Soil and Water Commission Director Randy Young told lawmakers during the 90-minute meeting that the three bills were developed in an effort to reduce the high phosphorus levels in the region's streams. 

A common practice in the area is applying chicken litter, which contains phosphorus, to farmland as fertilizer. The litter eventually runs into nearby creeks and streams. 

Last year, Oklahoma set limits for phosphorus in six of its scenic rivers. Four of the streams, including the Illinois River, start in Arkansas. 

Oklahoma and Arkansas negotiated for months over acceptable phosphorous levels, but could not reach an agreement. 

Despite the Arkansas Department of Environmental Quality's argument that the Oklahoma standards were unachievable under any circumstances, Oklahoma asked the federal Environmental Protection Agency to approve its proposed rules. 

HB 1653 would require registration of poultry growers in order to keep track of the poultry litter. 

Each year about 80 tons of the 145,000 tons of poultry litter produced in the state by the more than 6,000 poultry growers is never accounted for, Young said, while the rest is used for fertilizer, "We have no documentation of where it goes," he said. 

During his testimony, Young told the committee that poultry litter is about 50 percent of the reason for the high phosphorus levels in the Illinois River. The other 50 percent, he said, is city wastewater and sewage. 

The other bills would require the certification of those who apply animal waste or commercial fertilizer on land, except for homeowners. They would also restrict the application of all types of nutrients, including poultry litter and commercial fertilizer. 

Young said the state has had voluntary programs to reduce phosphorus levels for about 10 years. The proposed bills would make those programs law, he said. 
