Butner lied about water problems, keeper says
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Butner town officials are coming under fire from Neuse River activists who say the officials weren't completely honest about their search for alternatives to dumping additional nitrogen into Falls Lake.
Dean Naujoks, the Upper Neuse Riverkeeper with the Neuse River Foundation, said earlier this week that he believes Butner officials lied about the impact the nitrogen would have on Falls Lake and about how seriously they considered alternatives.
He said the town dismissed a valid alternative to dumping the nitrogen in Falls Lake and intentionally left out of their plans measures that could reduce the levels of the pollutant they put in the water supply.
The town of Butner submitted a request earlier this year to significantly increase its wastewater discharge into the waterway from 5.5 million gallons per day to 7.5 million gallons per day.
The town also asked for an increase in its nitrogen discharge by purchasing additional credits from a Pamlico County utility company and moving them 200 miles upstream to Knap of Reeds Creek, a tributary of Falls Lake.
The town purchased 61,000 pounds in additional nitrogen credits from the company, but proposes a discharge increase of only 21,000, holding on to the extra 40,000 pounds of credit for a later date.
Nitrogen is a byproduct of the wastewater treatment process.
Neuse River Foundation activists have voiced concerns that the added nitrogen will promote further algae growth in the lake, disrupting aquatic life and even causing health problems in humans.
Algae lowers the level of oxygen in the water and can lead to fish kills.
Falls Lake provides drinking water for more than 340,000 people, including those in Raleigh, Rolesville and part of Wake Forest.
"The increased nitrogen pollution will negatively impact water quality in Falls Lake and will violate the federal Clean Water Act," Naujoks said. "We are prepared for legal action to stop this if necessary."
Naujoks said the apparent change on the draft permit in the amount of nitrogen the town proposed to add to the lake also concerned him.
"Now we have to prepare a whole other set of comments for the public hearing in November," he said. "They have gotten it all wrong from the beginning and now we are supposed to trust what they are telling us?"
Considering alternatives
At the public hearing on Sept. 23, Butner and Granville county officials repeatedly told attendees that they were doing everything they could to minimize the effect of the added nitrogen on the lake. They had looked at alternatives, they said, and found them unfeasible.
"We're doing our very best to protect the quality of Falls Lake," said Ron Alligood, a Granville County commissioner.
Naujoks said such statements are untrue.
"They have simply ignored other alternatives, telling us other options like land application of treated wastewater were unfeasible," he said.
Land application water reuse, popular in the Midwest, is a method that takes treated wastewater and sprays it onto the land, reducing the amount of nutrients that get into the drinking water supply and enriching agriculture.
Naujoks said the town acknowledged the superiority of the water reuse plan, but decided to increase the nitrogen it put into the lake instead.
A report compiled by Raleigh's associate city attorney Dan McLawhorn protesting the request demonstrates this awareness, Naujoks said.
McLawhorn quotes from an environmental assessment conducted by Butner on the potential effects of its proposal.
"The reuse alternative would certainly be both cost effective and arguable the most friendly to the environment," the report stated.
Terry Hatcher, the director of development with the Department of Health and Human Services, said the town seriously considered the reuse option when looking at an upgrade. "Because of the type of soil in this area, it would take thousands of acres to make this a viable alternative," he said. "Even though we do have a lot of available land in Granville County, it isn't contiguous."
Hatcher said the land application method, if used on the type of soil in Granville County, would likely lead to run off and other types of problems.
"If we used that method, the cost would be unbelievable and at the end of the day, we would still have problems with run off," he said.
Naujoks said town officials also misled the public by acting as if every alternative had been explored and exhausted.
Naujoks said McLawhorn's report shows the town was aware that deep-bed filters had been required in all the wastewater treatment plants constructed in the last two years, but did not include the added technology in its environmental assessment.
"It purposefully omitted any discussion of "deep bed" filters to see if (Division of Water Quality) would not include them as a permit condition," McLawhorn said.
Deep-bed filters are additional filters at the end of the water treatment process that attempt to remove nitrogen from the water one last time before it enters a body of water. McLawhorn also noted that that the environmental assessment did not discuss the impacts the additional nitrogen would have on the upper part of Falls Lake or current water quality problems in the lake.
Levels of Chlorophyll A, indicating the growth of plants like algae, already exceeds state required levels in the upper portions of Falls Lake.
Questionable figures
Naujoks said the town's change regarding the permit on how much nitrogen they intend to discharge now makes him question every figure Butner gives him.
McAllister, the engineer on the project, said the town wanted to increase its nitrogen discharge by only 21,000 pounds a year -- not 61,000 pounds -- from the beginning. "It was just a mistake on the permit," he said. "They goofed."
Hatcher said that according to rules governing the Neuse River, any expanded water treatment facility cannot exceed 3.5 milligrams per liter of nitrogen. To stay within that limit, the town can only increase its nitrogen allocation by 21,000 pounds. The leftover 40,000 from the purchase would remain in reserves for future use.
According to a formula provided by the DWQ, however, even if the plant expanded to 9.5 million gallons a day, the next logical expansion, it would only be allowed another 22,000 pounds of nitrogen per year. The remaining 18,000 pounds of nitrogen credits would go unused.
Hatcher said the town purchased 61,000 pounds of nitrogen credits because they didn't know at the time what the restrictions would be.
"We may use it up at some future date, we may never use it," he said. "The Bay River company wanted to get rid of all of their credits, so we bought them all."
Naujoks said he and other activists will continue to fight the town's proposal -- whether it is 21,000 or 61,000 pounds of nitrogen.
"If they eventually use what they have left or trade some of it over to Durham or Hillsborough -- either way, 61,130 pounds of nitrogen per year will still end up in Falls Lake eventually," he said.
A second public hearing will be held at 7 p.m., Nov. 4 in the auditorium of the North Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences in Raleigh.
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