
Today's debate: Environmental safety

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

~ EPA sticks by its~ sludge rules de-
spite several red flags.
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E:ily in the morng of Nov. 24, 1995, Jo-
ane: Mar woke to fid her 26-yea-old
son, Shayne Conner, gaping for breth.
Though an ambulance rued hi to the hos-

pital, he later died from resirtory distrss.
COlmer's death wa just one of seerl med-

ic:i problems tht neighbors in Gree!Uand,

N.H., had exrienced in the month afer

trcks. stad duing sege sludge - re-
sidue left over from wateter treaonent

plants - on a nea field.
Did sludge contrbute to Conner's death?

Did it caus the death of i l-year-old Tony Be-
hun? He died in 199 shorty after ridig hi

motorccle though a penylvaa field re-
cently coated with sege sludge. And ha it
kiled far an, as some farers allege?

So far, no clea lin ha be establied be-
tween the death and sludge. There ar o!UY

troubling questons abut the possible heath
effects of e:tposur to sege sludge.

At the very leas, however, thes death call
for an aggessive inestigation. Inted, the

Environmenta Prtecnon Agency ha ben
circlig the wagons. It wa an EPA roe in
1993 tht allowed about 2 million metrc tons

of sludge to be usd thoughout the Colltr as
a cheap, oft fr, ferizer. And since then,

the agency ha fallen into the dituing but fa-

miiar patt it follows when its roes ru into

trouble: It brues off complaits downplas
llcertinties in the science and attks critics.

When asked abut Shae Conner's death
for intace, the EPA brndises a letter wrt-
ten by the tow's medical exiner jus days
after Coiier's death The letter, releasd by
the agency, says the death "was not the reslt

of. . . the us of such ferlier."
But tht prelim conclusion is hadly

defiitive. As the letter sttes, the examiner's

fiding wa bad in par on the asumption,
denied by the family, tht others "were com-
pletely unffected' by the sludge. And it wa,
Ule exaer noted, based on asces tht

sludge wa "safe to us."
The fi autosy rert is seer

month late an obtaed by USA 1ODAY-
left the caus of death an open question, and
Ule fam ha since sued the sludge company.

The EPA han't hadled the science ques
tion any bettr.

Under EPA rules, sludge - a noxious brew
containing pollutats and pathogens - ca be

recycled as fcrtilizer if it's cleaned to spifed
levels and usd llder cer restrctions. The

EPA inists tht the science behind these nùes

guartees safety.
However, the EPA's own scientists raised

doubts about the science as the nùe wa drft-
ed, accordig to memos obtained by USA TO-
DAY. The EPA admtted to some of these
wealc:s in 1993 by calling for extensive

follow-up rcse:ich.
Meanwhile, other snidies have rased red

tlags. A 1999 snidy by Cornell University's
Wa:te M:igement lntinite, for intace,
conduded that EPA sludge rules "do no! 3p-
pe;i :idequately protective of 

human health." (t

found that many European countres have far
iougher sludge stad:ids than the US.

As ci result, cntics contend the t\i1es ;ie too

1,)( LSC olnd ih;i( IOXiC metals, pathogens ;lid or-
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\ Weak stndardsThe u.s. has more permissive rules on
the use of sewage sludge as a crop
fertilizer than many European countries,
with, for example, higher limits on the
amount of heavy meta that ca build up

as a result of its application on farms.

Allowable soil concentrtions of
cadmium resulting from sludge use

(Millgrams of cadmium/kilora dry maner)

United
States

European

.f~i£~.11.5

Nether1ands 110.8
'~'
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gac chemicals can escape, posing a potential
had to neay people and animls. Severa

local governents have baned or restrcted
sludge on farms. Yet when critics rase their
voices, the EPA has attcked. Exaples:

~ When EPA scientist David Lews staed

complaining about the safety of the sludge
nùes a few year ago, EPA offcial tred to
discedit his rese:ich, according to Lewis who
ha filed a whistleblower complaint agait the
agency.

~ When California community activist
Jane Beswick stared sounding alan bell, \

Alan Rubin, an offcial in the EPA's Offce of
Water, fied off an ominous letter wag Be-
swck tht her effort to ban sludge us could
prompt reguators to look closely at fareri'

us of maur and ferli.

And when no! attckig critics, the agency
ha been busy promoting sludge us. Over the

past thei year, for example, it ha spet al-
most 570,00 on grats to the Water Envion-
ment Fe:deration for a sludge "public accep-
tace campaign," accordig to the Federal

Assistac:: Aw:id Data System.

This is not the: fit time the EPA has been
accused of shoddy scie:nce or attacks on crit-
ics. (I recently had to reverse course on a gas
additive. And last Jlle, seer EPA offcials
complaiite:d of the hostile traoni:nt whis-

tleblowe:rs rc:e:ive inide the agency.

Now memberi of the House and Senate :ie
pressing l:PA chid Carol Browner to explain
Ule app;irtnt mahadling of sludge critics in-
side and outside the agency.

But tirs the EPA shoulJ expbin why it ha:
failed to live up (0 its i 993 pledge "to move
aggressively to ;iddn:ss any problems with
sew:gc-,Iudg:: use: should the evide:ii:e war-
r;ni."

In the end. sludge may prove perfectly safe.
l3111 hy its hduviur ;() br, the EP-,\ I\;is giwn

the i,,,hlie lll1k ree'''''\ III led c:inticknt


