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  Oklahoma agrees to invite Arkansas to the decision-making table in return for reductions in phosphorus output.

  OKLAHOMA CITY -- Oklahoma environmental officials agreed Monday to let their Arkansas counterparts have greater input into rule-making decisions that could affect this state's scenic rivers in exchange for a stronger effort to reduce phosphorus output across the border. The concessions came during a first meeting between government leaders from both states to discuss the pollution problems facing the Illinois River and Oklahoma's other scenic waterways. The Illinois River begins in Arkansas and winds into Oklahoma. The group -- which includes Oklahoma Environmental Secretary Brian Griffin and Arkansas Department of Environmental Quality chief Marcus C. Devine --hopes to avoid a legal battle over water-quality standards in the streams, which are popular among swimmers, fishermen and canoeists.  Derek Smithee, director of the Oklahoma Water Resources Board, said he hoped that Monday's meeting was a good first step.

  "It's amazing when you sit down and look at each other eyeball to eyeball," he said. "It was very positive."  Arkansas officials have complained about Oklahoma's decision to set a phosphorus standard of 0.037 milligrams per liter in the scenic rivers.  Arkansas would have to meet that standard at the state line.  Arkansas Gov. Mike Huckabee even threatened to impose tougher standards on  the Arkansas River, which flows from Oklahoma into Arkansas.  On Monday, Devine said his state would accelerate its efforts to reduce phosphorus output from both point sources, such as wastewater treatment plants, and nonpoint sources, such as poultry operations.  "If we can encourage nonpoint sources to reduce the amount" they are aware of, "that will have the desired effect," he said.

  Griffin said Oklahoma would allow Arkansas environmental officials to partake in rule-making conversations.  "We agreed to provide for more substantial input by Arkansas on any future rule-making that might impact Arkansas enti ties," he said.

  Oklahoma Attorney General Drew Edmondson has threatened to sue Arkansas poultry companies over phosphorus pollution. He promised to defer any lawsuits "as long as it appears progress is being made," a statement said.  "However, it should be noted that the poultry industry is not at the table," he said.

  Oklahoma's other scenic waterways include Baron Fork, Flint, Lee and Little Lee creeks and Upper Mountain Fork River.   The two states fought an extensive legal battle in the early 1990s over the city of Fayetteville, Ark., deciding to discharge treated wastewater into a   tributary of the Illinois River.

  The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in 1993 that Fayetteville could discharge but that the effluent must measure up to Oklahoma water-quality standards.  Rod Walton, World staff writer, can be reached at 581-8457 or via e-mail at  rod.walton@tulsaworld.com.

