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Proposed 'Caps' Don't Consider Current Expansions, Allow For New Facilities, Officials Say 
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FAYETTEVILLE -- Miles Tolbert, Oklahoma's Secretary of the Environment, spells out in a recent letter what is expected from Northwest Arkansas municipal utilities for the two states to reach an implementation plan on Oklahoma's water-quality standards. 

Utility managers say Tolbert's plan is unrealistic and would likely hike water rates, squeeze growth and jeopardize existing projects. Officials remain hopeful a compromise can be reached -- without a long, costly legal battle -- after Arkansas state-agency officials submit a counterproposal. 

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

Tolbert wants no new sources of treated wastewater discharged into the Illinois River and no additional phosphorus loads from existing plants -- based on current permit limits and advanced treatment to reduce phosphorus levels in treated wastewater to 1 ppm. 

This plan for "caps" creates specific hardships on Fayetteville and Springdale because it does not take into account the new capacity of these systems once current expansion projects are completed, utility officials explained. Fayetteville is the only city currently required to meet the lower discharge level. 

"If they are going to look at caps, it should be based on an equitable number (considering population and the capacity of new facilities)," said Greg Boettcher, Fayetteville's director of public works. "It's going to have to be something that's sorted out. We have growth and other issues to deal with. Let's pick a goal that's attainable." 

Also, Tolbert's proposal could effectively prevent planned new treatment facilities near Tontitown and in Bentonville and Siloam Springs. It would also hamper future plant expansion plans in Rogers. Cities such as Springdale and Fayetteville would have to give up portions of already-tight nutrient allocations under the plan to allow for any new discharges. 

Tolbert's plan also calls for the smaller cities, or "minor dischargers," in the region to meet these cleaner discharge levels, which local utility officials say are too expensive for such a small gain. 

The mayors of five cities -- Fayetteville, Springdale, Rogers, Bentonville and Siloam Springs -- agreed in a letter to Oklahoma officials last year to this cleaner discharge level, a move that drew praise from Oklahoma officials at the time. 

Oklahoma officials argue that caps are necessary to prevent population growth from reversing any gains that might be achieved from cleaner discharge levels by city utilities. 

Utility managers from Fayetteville, Springdale, Rogers, Bentonville and Siloam Springs expressed concern about proposed nutrient caps in Tolbert's letter during a March 21 meeting with Arkansas Attorney General Mike Beebe. 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency wants the states to agree on an implementation plan before standards are approved by June 1, officials said earlier. Both states are scheduled to meet for a second time with EPA officials next month to resolve the cap and other issues. 

The problems with caps on the total amount of phosphorus from treatment plants is that, as population grows and wastewater volumes increase, removing additional nutrients from wastewater becomes prohibitively expensive, said Mary Leath, deputy director of the Arkansas Department of Environmental Quality.
