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ROGERS -- Caps on phosphorus loads in the Illinois River could bring growth in Northwest Arkansas to a screeching halt if regulators aren't careful, a consultant for a regional wastewater team said. 

Uvalde Lindsey, a consultant for the Northwest Arkansas Conservation Authority, said that cities in the region were at the start of a slippery slope if the state limits the number of pounds of phosphorus that can be discharged into the Illinois River by wastewater-treatment plants. 

"That's what everyone fears. If you have to continually reduce the percentage of phosphorus in wastewater, leaving the plant to get below a certain number, then, technically, you could get into a situation where you can't issue a building permit for a house because you can't add another toilet to the system," Lindsey explained following a report to the authority by University of Arkansas professor Marc Nelson. 

Oklahoma, Missouri and Arkansas are going to struggle with the need to remove nutrients to protect the quality of water in streams, rivers and lakes, Lindsey said. 

The authority has been formed to come up with regional solutions that could involve removing much of the biosolids, such as sewer sludge and poultry litter, currently being applied to land in the watershed. 

Nelson, an expert on water quality and nutrient overloading in the Illinois River, said he believes numerical limits on phosphorus in the river are inevitable. The authority should be aggressive in playing a role in working with state officials to set those limits. 

Removing sludge and poultry litter from the watershed is probably the best long-term solution, Nelson explained. 

Wastewater-treatment plants in the area have said they could reduce phosphorus to 1 mg per liter in order to comply with possible new standards, but the state may also require the cities to reduce far below that number if they set a limit on the total number of pounds of phosphorus entering the river. 

The Environmental Protection Agency has suggested that the phosphorus levels in the Illinois River should be at 0.02 mg per liter if the river was in its pristine state. Nelson said that figure could require wastewater-treatment plants and everyone else to look at reducing 96 percent of the phosphorus entering the watershed. 

The Arkansas Department of Environmental Quality has suggested guidelines that might require phosphorus levels in the Illinois River to be reduced to 0.1 mg per liter. 

"As some point, you might as well just turn the spigot off, when you start talking 0.02 mg per liter," said Rene Langston, executive director of the Springdale water and sewer department. 

Although a significant amount of phosphorus entering the river comes from agricultural and construction runoff, those industries will likely be controlled by a non-numerical guideline requiring best-management practices, Nelson said. 

In other business, Lindsey reported that engineering consultants Carter Burgess of Little Rock and Camp Dresser McKee of Cambridge, Mass., should have a report on possible processes for disposal of biosolids and marketing research on the most economically effective techniques by the May meeting of the authority.
