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Today's debate: Environmental safety

Faced with evidence of health
threat, EPA looks the other way

m Ep.g sticks hy its pomem T
sludge rules de- ;
spite several red flags. Weak standards

The 1.5, has mora permissive ndes on
i use oF Sewige Shudge 35 3 oeg

Early in the morming of Nov 24, 1995, Jo

anne Marshall woke to find hee 26-year-old fertdizer than many European cauntries,
son, Shayne Conner, gasping for breath wilh, for exampie, Tigher Simits on the
Though an ambulance rushed um o the hos: amount of heavy metals that can build up

;}Eml‘ he later died from n:spirat ory dismess. as a resuit ol its application on fams.

; Canner's death was Just O a-f several ed- Aivwable soif concentrations of
;:;l{?r::i;ﬁ;pcﬁ:;n::;ghgor;emm%;c;m:gi cadmium resuting from sivdge use
mucks started dumping sewage shudge — re-
sidue left over from wastewater freatment
plants — en a nearby field.

Did sludge conmibute to Conner’s death?
Did it cause the death of [ 1-year-old Tony Be-
mun? He died in 1994 shordy afler rding his
motorcycle through 2 Pennsyivania field re-
cently coated with sewage sludge. And has it
willed farm animals, as some farmers allege?
So far, no clear tink has been estabhshed be-
pween the deaths and sludge. There are only
roubling questions about the possible health
effects of exposure o sowage siudge.

Al the very least, however, these deaths call
for an aggressive investiganon. Instead, the
Environmenal Protection Agency has betn
circling the wagons. [t was an EPA rule in
1993 that allowed abour 2 million metwic (ons

Mishigranms of cadmmmikiiograrms try matter)

United
States

%,

of shudge 1 be used throughont the country a3
a cheap, ofien free, fentilizer And since thep, 50w Do R MEgum e B Sudy Pk, SA TGO
the agency has fallen into the disturbing but fa-
tuiliar patters it follows when its roles run ipto ganic chemicals can escape, posing a potential
gouble: It brashes off complaints, downplays hazard 1o nearby people and animals. Several
ancertaintes in the science and attacks crities.  local governments have banned or restricted
When asked abous Shayne Conner's dexth,  sludge on farms. Yet when crifics maise their
for instance, the EPA brandishes a letter writ.  voices, the EPA has atcked. Examples:
ten by the town's medical examinet just days » When EPA scientist David Lewis started
sfter Conner's death, The letter, refeased by comploining abeut the safery of the shudge
the agency, says the death “was oot the result  rules a few years ago, EPA officials wied o
of .. . the use of such fernlizer” diseredit his research, accarding to Lewis, who
But that prefiminary conclusion is hardly  has filed a whiseblower complatnt against the
detinitive. As the letter states, the examiner’s  agency.
finding was based in part on the assunption, » When California community activist
denied by the family, that others “were corm- Jane Beswick stited sounding alarm bells,
pletely unaffected” by the siudge. And it was, Alan Rubin, an official in the EPA’s Office of
the exarniner noted, based on assurances that Water, fired off an ominous fetter waming Be-
shadge was “safe to use.” swick that her efforts to ban studge use could
The finah autopsy feport issued several —prompt regulators 1o jook closely at farmers’
months later and obtained by USA TODAY =" use of manure and fertilizers. :
1oft the cause of death an open question, and And when not attacking critics, the agency
the family has since sued the studge company. has been busy promoting sludge use. Over the
The EPA hasn't handled the science ques-  past three years, for example, it has spent ak-
son sny better. most 570,000 on grants 1o the Water Environ-
tinder EPA rules, shudge - a noxious brgw  iment Federntiont for a sludge “public accep-
containing pollutants and pathogens —- can be mnce campaign” according fo the Federal
recycled as fertilizerif it's cicaned to specified  Assistanwe Award Dara System,
fevels and used under certain restrictions. The This is not the Hrst ime the EPA has besn
EPa, insists that the science behind these rules acewsed of shoddy science or attacks on crik-
guarantees safety. icy. it recentdy had 1o reverse Course ont 2 gas
towevsr, the EPA’s own scientists vaised  addinive. And fast June, several EPA officials
doubts about the science s the rule was draft-  complsined of the hoshle eatment whis-
«l_according o meraos obtained by 1SA TO-  teblowers reveive inside the agency.
DAY The EPA adnufed to some of these Mow mentbers of the House and Senate are
weaknesses in 1997 by calling for extensive pressiag EPA chief Carol Browner o expiain
follow up research. the apparent manhandling of sludge coitivy in-
Meapwhile, other studies have mised red side and vutside the agency.
Rags. A 1999 smudy by Cornetl Lniversity's But st the BPA should explain why i has
Wiske Munagement Insttute, for instance,  faibed 1o live up 1o bs 1997 pledge Mo move
conchuded that EPA shudge rules “do not ap- aypresstvely 10 mbdress any problenis with
peur adequately protective o hurnan heaith” 1t sewage-shudge we should e oviderive Wil
found that wany Buropean countries have fir ot
ougher shudyge standards tan the L5, T the end. shadge may prove perfeedy safe.
s o result, writies contend the rules we 0 Bt By s Rebavior sy tan she E0A s diven
Lo nd hat wxse metads, pathogeas e e e pubin litle fenmoe fet crmtiden




