NORTH CAROLINA – SLUDGE CONTAMINATES WELLS AND SURFACE WATERS – JANUARY 1, 2003

"The report says that nitrates from the sludge contributed to potentially harmful contamination in the private wells and high nitrate levels at the plant's boundary, which includes the Neuse River."

 

By SARAH LINDENFELD HALL, Staff Writer
RALEIGH -- The city officially acknowledged Tuesday that sewage sludge from its wastewater treatment plant contributed to fouling nearby private wells and tainting groundwater. The admissions came in a $250,000 study delivered to state environmental regulators, the first of two major reports expected in the next several weeks that will help decide how complex -- and how costly -- it will be for the city to fix the troubled plant in southeastern Wake County. 

City Manager Russell Allen will ask the City Council on Tuesday to spend $270,000 to build a public water line to serve the residents with wells contaminated with nitrogen from sludge the city sprays on nearby fields. The city has provided free bottled water to the residents who live in the rural community near the 1,600-acre plant site since tests found in August that as many as seven wells were tainted. More recent tests whittled the number down to five. 

State Division of Water Quality officials will examine the nearly 4-inch-thick report and could require the city to take further steps. 

"The next step will be a corrective action plan," said Susan Massengale, a division spokeswoman. "It will take some time to really see if we've got everything we need, or if we need them to add some information and then to go on from there." 

In June, the division fined the city nearly $74,000 for environmental violations at the plant, mostly for spraying too much sludge, the solids left over after the wastewater treatment process, in 2000 and 2001. The city temporarily stopped spraying the sludge this fall after it hired a firm to haul it away and help the city get rid of a buildup at the plant. 

In August, the city agreed to spend $1.3 million to buy an additional 100 acres for spraying sludge, and Allen expects the city will close on the property by Jan. 15. The state, however, says it needs to see the groundwater study before it will let the city spray sludge there. Residents want the state to stop the city from adding more sludge land, and they persuaded the state to hold a public hearing. 

"We feel like we have enough good information to sit down with DWQ and determine what needs to be done next," Allen said. "We feel like we've addressed the public health concerns, and there aren't any surprises from this study." 

The city could face even more fixes at the 26-year-old plant from the second report: a $200,000 top-to-bottom review, examining the plant's operations, maintenance and staffing. 

The comprehensive site assessment, conducted by ENSR Consulting and Engineering, which the council hired in September, details how water flows under all the land where the city has sprayed sludge for more than 20 years. 

The study found that the groundwater generally flows toward area waterways, including the Neuse River. Another portion flows toward the intersection of Old Baucom, Mial Plantation and Shotwell roads, where the tainted private wells sit. 

The report says that nitrates from the sludge contributed to potentially harmful contamination in the private wells and high nitrate levels at the plant's boundary, which includes the Neuse River. 

The study, however, says it is unlikely the nitrates reaching area streams would hurt aquatic life because the amount of tainted water that makes it to the waterways is small compared to what's already there. 

Sludge can be used as a fertilizer, and the city has sprayed it on about 1,000 acres of fields where it grows corn, soybeans and wheat. The amount of sludge sprayed on the crops is regulated according to the amount of nitrogen the plants can soak up. 

Nitrates, which include nitrogen and oxygen and are found in fertilizer, are regulated in drinking water because they cause a very rare but fatal disease in infants. Elevated levels of nitrogen can cause algae blooms and fish kills in waterways. 

The assessment recommends that the city continue to spray sludge and plant crops in the fields but more carefully monitor the amount sprayed and its effect on soil and groundwater. 

The city promised the site assessment a year ago after state environmental officials began questioning a history of groundwater contamination under the sludge spraying fields and learned the city had sprayed too much sludge in 2000 and 2001. 

Tests since the late 1980s have found elevated levels of nitrates in some monitoring wells drilled in the sludge fields. But city officials have blamed the high levels in part on reasons other than the sludge, such as previous farming or flooding of the wells. 


Staff writer Sarah Lindenfeld Hall can be reached at 829-8983 or slindenf@newsobserver.com. 



