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Correction: An article in the City & State section about Bunter's request to discharge more nitrogen into Fall's Lake incorrectly reported the estimated number of people in Raleigh who get water from the lake. The correct estimate is more than 380,000 people.

Article Text:

     Regulators with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency want the state to analyze whether Butner's proposed additional discharge of 60,000 pounds of nitrogen would harm Falls Lake. 

     "If we are aware of information that causes local hot spots, that is something that needs to be addressed," said Marshall Hyatt, an environmental scientist at the EPA's regional office in Atlanta. "Now that we are aware there are significant concerns and comments, we want to see what they have done about it." 

     The town of Butner has applied to expand the capacity of its sewage-treatment plant. As part of the expansion plan, Butner proposes to buy pollution credits from a Pamlico County utility, shift them more than 200 miles upriver and double the town's discharge of nitrogen into a tributary of Falls Lake, which provides drinking water for 340,000 people. 

EPA officials, who can block the permit by objecting, have asked to see the state's response to questions raised by the city of Raleigh and the Neuse Riverkeeper, an environmental watchdog for the Neuse. 

     Raleigh leaders say the state should not allow Butner to expand the plant until the state finishes studies of the cause of water problems in Knap of Reeds Creek and completes an assessment of overall water quality in Falls Lake. 

     Upper Neuse Riverkeeper Dean Naujoks, citing a study by the Upper Neuse Basin Association, said Falls Lake is already showing signs of harm from pollution in its upper reaches and will get worse without protective measures. 

     In the upper portion of the lake, concentrations of chlorophyll A, an indicator of plant growth such as algae, exceed the state standard and could worsen if management measures aren't taken. Algal blooms are caused by excess nutrients such as runoff nitrogen and phosphorous and can lower levels of oxygen and cause fish kills. 

     "This is a preliminary indicator that the state should act on," said Chris Dreps, executive director of the association. "At the very least, this plan says to the state that they should pay attention to the issue and take seriously the potential problem in the upper section of Falls Lake." 

     Susan Massengale, a spokeswoman for the state Division of Water Quality, said the state was still gathering information on Butner's request and may hold a public hearing. 

Butner discharges its treated sewage into Knap of Reeds Creek, a small tributary at the northern end of Falls Lake. One section of the creek is already considered impaired. 

Massengale said the state is doing a study to determine what is harming water quality in the tributary. It plans to take water quality samples in Falls Lake in the summer of 2005 as part of a regular river basin update. 

     But state officials wouldn't necessarily wait on that information to decide whether to allow Butner to increase its discharge, Massengale said. "These studies are working independently of the permit process," she said. 

     Naujoks, who alerted EPA officials to the local concerns, said state water quality regulators should add Falls Lake to the state's list of troubled waters before acting on Butner's request. 

     "The state knows there are water-quality issues and nutrient-loading problems," Naujoks said. "Since they know there are ... problems, they should be acting already." 

Butner's sewage-treatment plant, which was expanded in 2001, serves the towns of Butner, Creedmoor and Stem, sewage districts in southern Granville County, federal prisons and state institutions. 

     The town said it needs the additional capacity for future growth, including a planned new federal prison. Butner is a state-managed community that primarily provides support for state and federal institutions located there. 

     Raleigh Mayor Charles Meeker said city leaders are concerned about additional nutrients being placed in the city's water supply. Meeker said he wanted the city to take legal action to contest the permit if it's granted. 

     "It appeared to us to be a rather unusual request to transfer nitrogen from the lower Neuse River to the upper Neuse River," Meeker said. "There was a sense that any transfer of nitrogen ought to be in a similar area of the river." 

     Lynda Hall, policy analyst at the EPA's water office in Washington, said the EPA's policy is that trades of nutrients not create a localized trouble spot. 

     "Sixty thousand pounds is a significant load," Hall said. "You have to look very carefully at what the impacts would be." Hall said she was not aware of any pollution credit in which credits had been shifted as great a distance as is proposed. 
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