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 LETTERS Heavy metals removal Dear Sir: As the only remaining basic barium chemical manufacturer in the United States, Chemical Products Corporation is vitally interested in all technical information pertaining to barium. Accordingly, we wish to call attention to a serious misstatement in the feature article, “Removing dissolved inorganic contaminants from water,” in the November issue of ES&T (pp. 1072-80). On page 1074 it is stated, “Heavy metals, such as barium, cadmium, copper, lead, mercury, nickel, silver, and zinc, can be removed by hydroxide or sulfide precipitation or by a combination of the two processes.” Although the term “heavy metals” is not precisely defined in scientific literature, it traditionally refers to metallic elements that have sulfides that are quantitatively insoluble in neutral or weakly acidic solutions. This high degree of sulfide insolubility causes most of the heavy metals, if ingested even in minute amounts, to accumulate in the body to toxic or sometimes fatal levels. Barium is not such an element. Its sulfide and hydroxide are readily soluble in water. Although barium in substantial doses is toxic, its toxicity is orders of magnitude lower than that of most of the heavy metals, and, because it is readily excreted, there is no danger of any cumulative effect. If “barium” is omitted from the sentence above, the statement is certainly true, and arsenic, chromium, and selenium could be included. But anyone who attempt9 to.remove barium by sulfide (or hydroxide) precipitation is sure to be disappointed. J. L. Gray
 
 Chemical Products Corporation Cartersville, Ga. 30120
 
 Sulfur dioxide controls Dear Sir: Although it is not unusual for the popular media to overinterpret press releases, it is discouraging to see a professional publication incorrectly report that the “British government has announced that sulfur oxide control equipment will be installed at three of Britian’s 12 coal-burning electric power plants.” (ES&I: Currents, November 1986, p. 1069). Actually, the Sept. 11 news release from the British Department of the Environment said: “The Government has 116 Environ. Sci. Technol., Vol. 21, No. 2, 1987
 
 authorized the Central Electricity Generating Board to retrofit 6000 MW of existing generating capacity . . , with flue gas desulphurisation equipment. . . . These decisions on retrofitting are subject to the necessary detailed engineering studies, appropriate financial arrangements and consultations with planning authorities. . . . No final decision will be taken to commence the installation of equipment until next Spring’s Report from the Royal Society and the Scandinavian Academies of Science on surface water acidification has been received and studied.” Authorization of equipment installation-depending on the outcome of various studies and consultations-is a far cry from “will be installed,” as your article stated. The equipment may never be installed. This is but another example of pollution control by press release, which is so widely practiced by countries other than the U.S. It is distressing to see the American press so eager to report foreign actions while decrying U.S. inaction, when our nation leads the world in air pollution control. William H. Megonnell Edison Electric Institute Washington, D.C. 20036
 
 Safe drinking water Dear Sir: Although Richard Dowd’s “Analysis of the new SDWA” (ES&I: Regulatory Focus, November 1986, p. 1101) is a valuable overview and commentary on the Safe Drinking Water Act’s amendments, it misstates the law in one respect and omits discussion of several significant provisions. Although it is true that EPA is called on to take a more aggressive stance on violations of the act, it is not the law that “EPA must initiate enforcement action” if state officials know of a violation and do not act within 30 days. Section 1414 of the act now provides that if EPA finds a violation, it “shall” notify the operators state and public water systems. If, after 30 days, the state “has not commenced appropriate enforcement action,” then EPA “shall” take enforcement action. It appears that EPA retains some discretion as to which violations are significant enough to warrant notification and in determining what constitutes appropriate state en-
 
 forcement action. In addition, the term ‘‘shall’’ has been held not to impose mandatory enforcement duties when used similarly in the Clean Air Act and the Clean Water Act. Although EPA has been given significant additional personnel to enforce the law, it is unclear whether the amendments mandate enforcement by EPA in all cases. The article also neglects mention of the new filtration requirements and the two new groundwater protection programs. By December 1987, EPA is required to promulgate criteria states must use in deciding whether systems using surface water sources must filter that water. This new requirement may be a major expense for many systems, and it is unusual in that variances are not available. In the amendments, Congress authorized a new sole-source Critical Aquifer Protection Area program and a new Wellhead Protection Area program. Both are designed to protect sources of drinking water from contamination. The Critical Aquifer Protection Area program is to fund demonstration programs by states, municipal or local governments, or planning entities. The Wellhead Protection Program is intended to encourage states to protect drinking-water wellheads by providing start-up funds. The programs are intended to allow for flexible planning, but they contain minimum requirements, which could include mandatory restrictions on activities within sensitive areas. These programs also may provide a springboard for further groundwater legislation expected to be introduced in the 100th Congress. Kenneth Fairbanks Gray Hunton & Williams Washington, D.C. 20036
 
 Richard Dowd replies: Mr. Gray is correct in noting that even where a statute mandates certain actions (“EPA ‘shall’”), the courts have allowed agencies some degree of administrative discretion. However, in this case it appears that these amendments to the Safe Drinking Water Act reflect congressional desire to foster more, not less, EPA enforcement action. Gray is also correct in pointing out that the column does not cover every provision of these lengthy and detailed amendments.
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