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The meeting was called to order by Jim McKenzie. Because of continued complaints about the water quality in and around Lake Conway due to wastewater issues, those with firsthand knowledge of the problem were asked for information they had about the extent of the problem.  Buddy Wilcox, a Lake Conway property owner, showed portions of 2 videos he had filmed in 1998-1999.  One video was aerial footage that showed the septic system lines going into the lake.  The second video showed Buddy in a boat as he went around taking core samples from the lake, which he later had analyzed.  The video also showed the presence of fecal matter and other debris from septic systems, as well as large areas of algae bloom, indicating eutrophication.  Buddy was also concerned that the lift stations around the lake might be a source of pollution.  ADEQ representatives present said that they did not regularly inspect lift stations, but that they would respond to complaints about individual lift stations.

Jim Malcolm asked Buddy if he had observed similar problems recently and whether he thought a formal study was warranted.  Buddy replied yes to both questions.
UCA professor Mark Spitzer provided information collected by UCA students about the lake.  This information was summarized in an email from Mark:

I told members of the Advocacy Group that UCA biology students recently conducted some studies in tributaries flowing into Lake Conway that indicate fecal coliform levels that exceed EPA standards, and that Caney Creek has a higher level of fecal coliforms coming from pastureland (compared to the other tributaries) and that urban streams like Stone Dam Creek also have elevated levels that are contributing to "negative effects on the water quality of Lake Conway" and that these effects are expected to increase. I stressed that these studies  (most notably "Water Chemistry Analysis for Lake Conway and its Tributaries" by Jessie Needham, Travis Helms and Brandie Smith, 2009) are not considered "official" (since they weren't conducted by government agencies), but they indicate a need to conduct more research, since the information they provide agrees with 2003 EPA results for Palarm Creek below the dam. These figures indicate a fecal coliform count that is equivalent to pre-1998 levels. Whereas a 2001 sampling by the ADEQ seemed to indicate that the 1998 problems had been corrected, EPA information (from STORET, station identifier ARK0136) show that when last tested, fecal coliform counts sometimes ranged from 440 to 560 cfu/100 ml (EPA data results in 1998 indicate fecal bacteria counts of 590 and 560 at stations CON 3 & 4) . 

Bill Bethea, representing both Conway Corp and the Faulkner County Waterworks and Sewer Public Facilities Board, reported that next year the City of Conway would no longer release effluent into Stone Dam Creek, which would have an impact on the water quality.    He also said that Phase 1 of the Lake Conway sewer project was completed, serving 150 families that had been on septic systems, but that finding funding for future phases of the project was proving difficult.

Robert Hart from the Arkansas Department of Health (ADH) said that both ADH and ADEQ have some jurisdiction over water quality in the lake, and that ADEQ would be responsible if there is a discharge.  ADH does not regularly check the lift stations but they will respond to requests/complaints by the public.  He cautioned that no matter how much prevention goes on, normal human activities will pollute the water some.  He also said that the sewer system has helped the situation, and the long-term sewer needs have been identified--progress is being made.

Francille Honeycutt, from the Arkansas Economic Development Commission (AEDC) assisted with the grant for the sewer system.  She said preliminary engineering reports were done for all 7 phases of the project.  These were sent to ADH and to the Arkansas Natural Resources Commission (ANRC).

Jim McKenzie asked Robert Hart if the Health Department regularly monitored the historic disposal systems on the lake.  Robert referred this question to Terry Paul (ADH) who said that prior to 1977, metal drums were the prominent means of sewage disposal on the lake.  The Health Department does not monitor these systems regularly, but there is no right to discharge waste from these or any other systems into the lake.  Terry indicated that with individual treatment units, the treated water will still go back into the lake, plus these systems cost up to $10,000 per house--he suggested that a step system might be a better option.  

Jim asked who is responsible for ongoing water quality of the lake.  Sarah Clem said that the Arkansas Department of Environmental Quality (ADEQ) is, but the monitoring is done infrequently. Lakes are sampled every 5 years, and the sample is done on 2 transects, one in the upper portion of the lake and the other in the lower portion of the lake. Lake Conway is not currently on any impaired waterway list.  At one time Stone Dam Creek was on the impaired water body list for exceeding ammonia and nitrate standards.  In 2008, Stone Dam Creek was added to the list for exceeding water quality criteria for zinc. It is expected to be listed for exceeding turbidity criteria on the 2010 list and is no longer exceeding zinc criteria. Creeks are periodically tested for E. coli and no data has indicated exceedances of state water quality standards.  

Jim McKenzie suggested that since resources to do testing are limited, UCA students could be contracted to do the necessary studies.  Both Sarah Clem and Mark Spitzer agreed that the results would be unofficial since the testing methods have to meet EPA standards.

Jim turned the discussion to solutions for the problem.  Jim Malcolm said that since the data is so disparate, properly documented samples using the appropriate protocols need to be taken in order to provide an accurate picture of the problem.  The problem needs to be fully defined before a solution can be developed.

Tom Bly asked clarification on a point.  He wanted to make sure that the problem waterways were the tributary creeks, not the lake itself, which was confirmed by Sarah Clem.   Tom went on to say that with the 2001 samples, there were only 3 sites that exceeded limits, in August.  Earlier readings may have been high because of the dry water cycle.  Also, he added that some nutrients are needed for a lake to be healthy.

Sarah said that the standards for pathogens are for 2 different seasons, primary and secondary. The primary season is from May 1 to September 30, essentially during swimming season, and secondary is from October 1 to April 30. There are narrative standards, rather than numeric standards, for nutrients that are based on the effects on aquatic communities.   

Jim McKenzie summarized the discussion to this point:  Lake Conway water quality is affected Conway sewer, individual systems around the lake, and creek tributaries (with problems attributable to both animals and humans), all of which point to the need for a study.  Jim turned to Mark Oliver to find out the status of funding for the watershed study.  Mark said that funding is now more uncertain because of the down economy’s effect on the state budget.  Because of funding constraints, water quality was out of the scope of work contemplated by the Arkansas Game and Fish Commission (AGFC).  In order to save money, AGFC had proposed focusing on sedimentation and flooding issues.  AGFC is experiencing cash flow problems because they have had to repair the ice storm damage and they are awaiting reimbursement from FEMA.  In order to do the water quality portion of the study, some partners may be needed.  The Mississippi River Basin Initiative may be a source of funding for the water quality portion, according to Nancy Young with the Natural Resources Conservation Service, although the NRCS focus is more on agricultural polluting and reducing phosphates.

Dr. Richard Collins spoke in agreement with Tom Bly, stating that fish can deal with the nutrients added to a lake, to an extent. Mark Oliver agreed that the AGFC experience with Beaver Lake backs this up.

Hayden Baldwin said that the main concern of the Lake Conway Homeowners’ Association is health issues.  Sarah Clem said that ADEQ currently has no data to show that the E.coli criteria are exceeded, but she added that the last test was in 2004.  Robert Hart said that there is no way to guarantee that the lake will be clean every time you test.  Jim McKenzie said the key indicator of a problem is whether the people who live on the lake have any pollution-based illnesses.

Hayden Baldwin expressed concern about raw sewage being dumped into the lake.  Bill Bethea said it would be too expensive to extend sewer to other areas of the lake without a substantial grant.  He added that 100% failure of septic systems in the Phase 1 area was documented prior to the completion of the sewer system. He also pointed out that Faulkner County has passed an ordinance to require homeowners within 300 feet of the sewer system to tie on to the system.

Jim McKenzie asked Bill for a cost estimate so that Lake Conway property owners will know how much money will be necessary to get sewer. [According to a follow up email from Bill Bethea:  “The estimated monthly cost for sewer for each resident is about $85 to $95 unless there is a grant to pay part of the price of construction of a new sewer system.

This does not include the amount required to connect to the sewer system. At Preston, the current monthly charge averages slightly less than $30.”]

Francille Honeycutt said that in the Phase 1 area, 281 families were estimated to be of low-to-moderate income, but in reality only 99 qualified for the LMI hook up.  The other families had to pay for it themselves.  A major problem is that the homes are not up to code and any relevant code issues have to be repaired in order to tie on.      

Libby Fort (Central Arkansas Planning and Development District) asked why no grants were available.  Bill said that the Preston (Phase 1) area was the one most likely for the LMI hook-ups.  Libby suggested that the time-consuming LMI study be done now in order to be ready to apply for more grants when they become available.

An unknown member of the audience asked whether the Phase 1 and Phase 2 areas are located--maps were passed around.  He also expressed concern about the Conway effluent not being discharged in the lake in the future.

Jim McKenzie closed discussion of the wastewater issues after noting that:


AGFC is still working on funding for the lake study


Conway will be moving their outflow


A study is needed in order to give a good baseline.

Jim also mentioned that a subgroup is continuing to meet to solve the Grassy Lake Road problem.

A date for the next meeting was discussed.  Since Mark Oliver said that AGFC won’t know if/when money will be available for the study until the end of March, it was agreed that the next meeting will be in April, date unspecified at this time.

Submitted by Marsha Guffey

