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Article Text:


Even under the best of circumstances, discharging treated wastewater from a sewage treatment plant means adding a load of unwanted nitrogen to a creek, lake or river. Nitrogen, as a nutrient, enhances the algae growth that kills fish and other aquatic life, degrades sources of drinking water, and makes fishing, swimming and other water activities unpleasant. 


So the management of nitrogen in wastewater is a sensitive issue. Just how sensitive is shown by the current controversy over expansion of the treatment plant serving the town and vicinity of Butner, just above Falls Lake in the Neuse River basin. 

Rules adopted by the state to clean up the Neuse and its estuary permit a city or utility discharging treated sewage to the river to buy unused nitrogen credits from others on the river. In theory, growth needs can be met this way without increasing the river's total nutrient load. 


But those who drew up the Neuse rules surely never foresaw an unprecedented exchange proposed between the Bay River Metropolitan Sewage District, near the mouth of the Neuse at New Bern, and Butner, 225 miles or so upstream. With the blessing of the state Department of Health and Human Services, Butner has an option to buy Bay River's nitrogen credits for $1.68 million. It also has applied to expand its sewage treatment plant from 5.5 million gallons to 7.5 million gallons a day. 


In the case at hand, it's not merely that nitrogen loading would get moved from the Lower Neuse to the Upper Neuse. Even worse, credits of 6,113 pounds a year from Bay River would mushroom to the 61,130 pounds of nitrogen a year that Butner could put into a tainted Knap of Reeds Creek, which feeds into an already nutrient-sensitive Falls Lake. 


The 10-fold increase is based on calculations that only 10 percent of the added nitrogen would migrate to the end of the Neuse. Good, in that case, for the estuary, a troubled Pamlico Sound, but not good at all for a vulnerable Falls Lake. 


Appropriately, Upper Neuse Riverkeeper Dean Naujoks, the Neuse River Foundation and the City of Raleigh have raised concerns and objections to the plan. In response, the EPA's Atlanta office has agreed that the state's Division of Water Quality should hold off on a permit for Butner to expand its plant, especially with a much greater discharge of nitrogen, until the state has fully analyzed the probable effects in Knap of Reeds Creek and Falls Lake. Already, the creek is on EPA's list of pollution-impaired waters, while the algae threat in the lake can hardly be taken lightly. 


It's only prudent to take extra precautions to safeguard the drinking water for Raleigh and several other towns in Wake County. As a regional site for recreation, Falls Lake is also in high demand. Clearly, preventing excess-nutrient problems will be much cheaper than trying to remedy them after damage has been done. 


Concerns about this switch are not to disregard Butner's sewage-treatment pressures. The town plant also serves Creedmoor, Stem, some sewage districts in southern Granville County, and institutions such as a state hospital and federal prison. Going hand in hand with the town's interests is that of the Department of Health and Human Resources, which intends to build a new state psychiatric hospital there. In the works as well is a new federal prison. 


Still, state, local and federal officials should be studying other ways to solve future plant capacity at Butner. A solution shunting the problem to Falls Lake and onto the backs of hundreds of thousands people who are dependent on the reservoir is simply unacceptable. 
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