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A Piss Poor Test
Raw sewage could be unnecessarily strangling the Great Salt Lake.
by Shane Johnson
Never has a man been so consumed with urine as environmental engineer Dr.
Peter Maier.
The good doctor, a retired sewage-treatment consultant, is right pissed that
sewage treatment plants locally and even nationally won't stop flooding U.S.
waterways with untreated urine. For two decades, Maier has lobbied and
litigated for a niggling little change in EPA policy that would zip the fly
on an arbitrary and outdated wastewater test, but his cries have fallen on
deaf bureaucrats.
If Maier's demands were adopted by the EPA, most sewage treatment plants
would fall out of compliance with pollution regulations. But he says that's
a poor excuse for using a flawed test to determine how much and what kind of
waste is being treated before it's sent streaming into lakes and oceans.
"Because we don't test correctly, we aren't able to judge how well the
plants are working, or even how they work," Maier said.
Congress passed the Clean Water Act in 1972 with the goal of eliminating all
water pollution by 1985. The act requires sewage treatment plants to curb
oxygen-depleting pollutants. But, in 1984, after it was found that
antiquated plants were releasing the pollutants well above allotted levels,
the EPA tinkered with the monitoring test, called BOD-5, to coddle offending
facilities into compliance.
Initially, the BOD-5 test measured the amount of oxygen depleted from water
by organisms that feed on carbon- and nitrogen-based compounds over a
five-day period. The five-day test was never time enough to gauge the total
oxygen depletion caused by carbonaceous (fecal) waste, didn't allow for
significant oxygen depletion by nitrogenous waste (urine and proteins) and
didn't distinguish between the two types of waste. Even so, sewage treatment
plants could not satisfy EPA standards. So in 1984, the agency nixed
nitrogenous waste monitoring altogether.
Maier contends that as flawed as the BOD-5 test already was, the EPA ignored
a huge environmental threat when it abolished testing for nitrogenous waste.
The result: Billions of dollars have been spent building plants to satisfy a
mediocre treatment standard.
When released untreated, enough nitrogenous waste nurtures the explosive
growth of algae blooms that suck oxygen from water, a phenomenon called
eutrophication. In the Gulf of Mexico, nitrogen-rich waters from the
Mississippi River have rendered 8,000 square miles of coastal water a barren
"dead zone."
The same effect is now being studied at the Great Salt Lake's Farmington
Bay. For going on 40 years, treated and not-so-treated sewage from Salt Lake
City has inundated the bay with algae-spawning nitrogen by way of an old oil

drain ditch. Most of the raw fecal material taken into the city's wastewater
treatment plant in North Salt Lake is sifted and separated into huge sludge
beds, dried and then removed to landfills. Maier says that nitrogenous
waste, however, is merely cycled through the plant and flushed into the
lake.
Plant manager Jon Adams says that up to 70 percent of some forms of
nitrogenous waste are effectively treated at the plant. But since the plant
performs only the BOD-5 test, he has "no information to refute Mr. Maier."
Utah State University ecology professor Wayne Wurtsbaugh monitors Farmington
Bay. Nitrogenous nutrients and algae blooms are so prolific in the bay that
last week Wurtsbaugh could only see about four inches into its murky depths.
Compare that with about 15 feet of visibility at Bear Lake, he said. At
times, oxygen sensors in the bay register zero at all depths, a tell-tale
sign of eutrophication.
However, it is unfair to blame the nitrogenous waste coming into the bay
solely on Salt Lake City's sewage treatment system, Wurtsbaugh said. Urban
and industrial runoff and wastewater from agricultural fertilizers are
bigger causes of eutrophication.
The damage to the lake's ecosystem is somewhat mitigated by its high
salinity and surrounding wetlands. And since brine shrimp-the lake's only
flourishing creatures of political consequence-have proven resistant to
eutrophication, protecting the lake from pollution is not that high on
anyone's priority list, Wurtsbaugh said.
A putrid stench in the bay wafts up from the detritus of sometimes toxic,
always pungent algae colonies, making for a rather uninviting swimming hole.
The state classifies Farmington Bay as safe for contact recreation, but
Wurtsbaugh says he's never seen humans swimming there. "In some ways, it's
behaving like a sewage treatment plant," he said.
A native of Holland, Maier witnessed a sewage revolution of sorts. In 1948,
a Dutchman conceived of the oxidation ditch, a process which today achieves
about 95 percent treatment of raw sewage, including nitrogenous waste. By
the same standards-and for about twice the cost-prevailing sewage treatment
systems in the United States achieve about 65 percent total treatment,
according to Maier.
"I am not a proponent of using our lakes-whether it is the Great Salt Lake
or any other-as an easy cesspool," said Salt Lake City Councilwoman Nancy
Saxton, who has talked with Maier about the city's outmoded treatment
system.
From discussions with the city's waste treatment officials, however, Saxton
is of the mind that it is better to wait and build an improved system than
to throw money at retrofitting the old one. "Without national standards
being set, it's hard for individual municipalities to jump on the
bandwagon," Saxton said.

And that's the rub. Treatment plants only monitor and treat what the EPA
mandates, and EPA won't raise the standards because most plants can't meet
them.
Maier sued the EPA in 1993, pleading that the test be fixed. In 1995, a
three-judge panel of the 10th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals ruled 2-1
against Maier's group. A subsequent petition to the U.S. Supreme Court was
denied.
It's just more bumps in the road for Maier, who at 67, says he'll keep at it
through his retirement years because, "In a way, I feel responsible; for as
part of my social return for having had a great life and a fantastic
education ... I should do something with it."
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