State puts numbers on phosphorus reduction

BY ROBERT J. SMITH, Arkansas Democrat Gazette
SPRINGDALE - Arkansas officials said Tuesday they will move about 80,000 tons of poultry litter out of the Illinois River watershed to help satisfy Oklahoma's goal of reducing phosphorus in the river.

Marcus Devine, director of the state Department of Environmental Quality, and Randy Young, director of the Arkansas Soil and Water Conservation Commission, on Tuesday told Oklahoma officials what Arkansas' promises from a July 8 meeting will accomplish toward reducing phosphorus.

At the July 8 meeting in Little Rock, Arkansas officials said the state would establish stateregistered nutrient management plans for every Arkansas farm in the watershed and limit the amount of litter farmers spread on their fields as fertilizer.

Arkansas also promised to limit the amount of phosphorus flowing out of sewer plants in Springdale, Fayetteville, Siloam Springs and Rogers to one milligram of phosphorus per liter of water.

Devine said he didn't know whether the information provided to Oklahoma on Tuesday would influence the two states' efforts to reach a formal agreement about phosphorus reduction. "That's the million-dollar question," Devine said. "The question is a difficult one to get your arms around. It's a show of good faith on our part."

J. D. Strong, a spokesman for Oklahoma Secretary of Environment Brian Griffin, said his office has yet to evaluate Arkansas' estimates.

Before Tuesday, Arkansans hadn't indicated exactly how much phosphorus they believe their plan will keep out of Oklahoma's scenic rivers.

Arkansas must still respond to Oklahoma's letter last week that spelled out other actions Oklahoma believes Arkansas should take to reduce phosphorus. Devine said those response should come later this week. "We're doing all we can to bring this to a resolution," Devine said.

The states are trying to come to an agreement before Nov. 1. That's when Oklahoma officials plan to submit the state's new water quality standards to the Environmental Protection Agency.

The water quality standards include Oklahoma's limit of 0.037 milligrams of phosphorus per liter in the state's six scenic rivers that took effect July 1. Four of those waterways, including the Illinois River, start in Arkansas and drain large portions of Benton and Washington counties.

Phosphorus at high levels in streams depletes oxygen, causes algae blooms and threatens aquatic life. It leads to green, slimy-looking water that Oklahoma officials think could keep tourists from seeking out Oklahoma for recreation.

Arkansas officials estimate there are 145,000 tons of litter produced annually on the Arkansas side of the Illinois River watershed. The document delivered to Oklahoma officials Tuesday says some of the litter could be used on farm fields, but 80,000 tons would need to be removed.

Arkansas officials are examining ways to use the litter, such as burning it to produce electricity or shipping it out of the watershed as fertilizer.

Arkansas officials estimate that reducing the amount of phosphorus in discharges from four Northwest Arkansas sewer plants to one milligram per liter could reduce the phosphorus going into the Illinois River and Flint Creek.

Discharge from sewer plants now accounts for about 928 pounds of phosphorus per day that crosses the state line into Oklahoma. That could be reduced 65 percent, according to information provided to Oklahoma on Tuesday, Devine said.

Discharge from sewer plants accounts for about 138 pounds of phosphorus in Flint Creek at the Oklahoma line. That would be reduced by 58 percent under the plan, Devine said. 
