Lawsuit threatened over underground disposal of wastewater in S. Florida
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	Two environmental groups have announced plans to sue the federal government for allowing South Florida cities to pump treated sewage underground, a practice they say threatens coral reefs, sea turtles and human health.

The Surfrider Foundation, a group best known for its work protecting the California coast, and Wetlands Alert, based in Volusia County, filed a 60-day notice of intent to sue the Environmental Protection Agency, Army Corps of Engineers and other federal agencies for permitting local governments in Florida to dispose of sewage through injection wells. The 60-day notice is required under federal law.



Most cities in South Florida dispose of treated wastewater by injecting it up to 3,500 feet underground, beneath a layer of clay and rock. While this places it well below the shallow aquifer from which the region draws its drinking water, there's evidence that water in at least 20 disposal wells has migrated upward.

Environmentalists say the injection wells could threaten drinking water supplies by moving upward or threaten the marine environment by moving laterally out to the ocean. They say the wells could be behind the increase in incidences of high bacteria at beaches, mysterious tumors in sea turtles and blooms of algae that have smothered coral reefs off Broward and Palm Beach counties.

"We've been seeing symptoms of big problems in the ocean for years and years," said Tom Warnke, spokesman for the Surfrider Foundation's chapter in Palm Beach County. "We've also got more and more people getting sick after going in the ocean. We believe this is because of the problems that have been introduced to the water by way of these injection wells. There's other sources for that pollution, as well, but we believe that the injection wells are contributing to it to the extent that something has to be done."

The notice accuses the federal agencies of violating the Clean Water Act, Endangered Species Act and other federal environmental laws. Warnke said his group wants the federal government to require more treatment of the sewage and not to dispose of it underground.

Carl Terry, spokesman for the EPA, said he had not seen the notice and could not comment. A spokesman for the Army Corps of Engineers could not be reached for comment.

Local officials have defended the use of injection wells. They say there's no perfect way to get rid of something that no one wants to deal with. They say injection wells are better than streams or canals, because surface disposal would place the treated sewage much closer to the shallow Biscayne aquifer, from which most of South Florida draws its drinking water. And they say without injection wells, the region could face a building moratorium.

Ken Banks, a reef expert for Broward County, said it was unknown whether injection wells were a cause of the algae blooms on the reefs.

He said there was good reason to believe that groundwater brought excessive nutrients to the reefs. But he said it's unknown whether the nutrients came from injection wells, stormwater runoff or another source.
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