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Executive Summary 

On December 4, 1997, six federal, seven state, and two tribal senior representatives met for the first 
Mississippi River/Gulf of Mexico Watershed Nutrient Task Force meeting in Arlington, Virginia. This 
group convened to address not only the occurrence of hypoxia (areas of low dissolved oxygen) in the Gulf 
of Mexico, but also the potential for alleviation of the problem through nutrient and river management 
practices throughout the Mississippi watershed. At the meeting, Task Force members were provided with, 
and discussed, background information which defined the problem and the science and management 
issues relative to solutions. The group reviewed and were asked to comment on the proposed charter for 
the Task Force and its committees within a week (by December 11, 1997). They were also asked to 
designate a coordination representative. The general public attending the meeting were provided the 
opportunity to ask questions and present their concerns (see Attachment 1 for a complete list of 
attendees). The next meeting is tentatively scheduled for late March or early April 1998 in New Orleans, 
Louisiana. 

An overview of each presentation and the discussions are described below. 

Welcome, Introduction, Purpose, Objectives 

Mr. Robert Perciasepe, Assistant Administrator for the Office of Water 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 

Mr. Perciasepe welcomed the state and tribal representatives to the Task Force and set the goal of the 
meeting as getting everyone to a common state of information about the problem of nutrients and hypoxia 
in the Gulf of Mexico. He expects the Task Force will meet 3 to 4 times a year for the next couple of 
years to continue the dialogue and increase understanding about the problem. 

He stressed a kind of strategy in which everyone works together to move ahead with nutrient control 
solutions and not wait until the problem is too large to handle. The meeting focused on programs and 
projects already underway and how aggressive and targeted these programs should be. He mentioned that 
the Clean Water Action Plan, currently under development, could complement these efforts and show 
how other federal resources can be targeted to help solve the problem. 

Review of Science Issues 

Ms. Sally Yozell, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Oceans and Atmosphere 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

Ms. Yozell emphasized the importance of the active involvement of states and localities. She also 
explained the role of NOAA related to managing the Nation’s fisheries. The hypoxic zone falls in the 
middle of one of the most important fisheries/recreational areas in the U.S. Commercial fishing in 
Louisiana supports 90,000 jobs with an economic impact of about $1.5 billion. In 1991 about six hundred 
million dollars was spent in Louisiana on recreational fishing.  
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NOAA is concerned because the zone that forms every spring and summer removes a very significant 
fraction of convenient fishing areas. Therefore, fishermen must spend more for fuel, supplies, and wages 
as they move farther out to sea to reach the fishery. Concentrated fishing efforts on the inside of the 
hypoxic zone (near shore) can lead to localized overfishing and mortality of fin and shellfish.  

Mr. Donald Scavia, Director, Coastal Ocean Program Office 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

Mr. Scavia discussed the scientific issues associated with hypoxia and the status of knowledge about the 
problem. He is leading the scientific assessment on hypoxia which comes under the auspices of the White 
House Science Office. Six assessment teams have been formed that will provide critical peer-reviewed 
information. 

The assessments will be reviewed by independent experts and delivered to the Task Force in approximately 
one year. An independent editorial board will be established that will oversee the peer review. Once the 
report from each team has been reviewed, revised, and accepted by the editorial board they will be 
integrated into one assessment document that summarizes the state of knowledge about the hypoxic zone 
and evaluates the economic aspects of policy options that may be considered. (Attachment 2 is a copy of 
the overheads presented by Mr. Scavia.) 

After Mr. Scavia’s presentation, Bob Perciasepe asked if there were questions/comments from the Task 
Force members. Mr. Jimmy Palmer commented that having the states actively participate is critical 
because that is where the strategies will be carried out. So far, all the work done has not included the 
states and they are just now getting involved.  

Nutrient Management/River Management Issues 
USEPA and USDA Activities 

Mr. Thomas Hebert, Deputy Under Secretary for Natural Resources and Environment 
U.S. Department of Agriculture 

Mr. Hebert summarized current USDA and EPA programs and projects that can be used to address the 
problems associated with nutrient over enrichment, low dissolved oxygen levels, and hypoxia. These 
programs are being expanded and enhanced and are likely to also have local environmental benefits. 
Many management practices to reduce farm runoff are economically beneficial to farmers. 

Air Deposition (EPA) 

Nutrients from power generation, other sources 

Run-off Programs (EPA & USDA) 

Clean Water Act Section 319 Program 

State Management Plans 

EPA Implementation Grants ($100M/Year) 

PL 566/Small Watershed Program 

Conservation Reserve Program  

Environmental Quality Incentive Program 

Coastal Nonpoint Source Program 
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Clean Water Act limits for point sources for Domestic Sewage and Industry (EPA) 

Animal Feeding Operations Strategy Being Developed 

“Water Quality” Based Permits Where Needed (TMDLs) 

Stream Corridor and Wetlands Protection and Restoration (USDA, EPA, & Corps) 

USDA’s National Conservation Buffer Initiative  

Swampbuster (‘85)  

Wetlands Reserve Program (‘85) (USDA) 

Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program  

Clean Water Act Section 404 (Corps & EPA) 

Agricultural Research (USDA) 

These programs are being carried out in conjunction with state programs. States are contributing 
substantial sums to reduce loadings of nitrogen and phosphorus and improve water quality. 

Nutrient Management/River Management Issues USCOE Activities 

Major General Phillip Anderson, Commander, Mississippi Valley Division, U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers (USACE); Presidential Designee, Mississippi River Commission 

The Office of the Assistant Secretary of the Army for Civil Works and USACE Headquarters have tasked 
the recently created Mississippi Valley Division of the Corps with helping the Task Force in its 
development of the six science assessment reports and related activities. The Corps can provide assistance 
with development of several of the six topic papers and with the final synthesis report. 

MG Anderson went on to discuss current projects that the corps is undertaking or plans to undertake in 
the future that could help the Task force address nutrient management issues. 

In the New Orleans district, the corps is working on a number of coastal wetlands restoration projects that 
will help preserve Gulf coastal wetlands (69 projects are completed, under construction, or planned) under 
the authority of the Coastal Wetlands Planning, Protection, and Restoration Act (Breaux Act). There is 
also a demonstration erosion control project in the Yazoo basin in Mississippi that is being carried out by 
the Vicksburg District. These actions may function to some extent to reduce nutrients reaching the 
Mississippi River and the Gulf from the lower Mississippi basin. Additionally, the St. Louis, Rock Island, 
and St. Paul districts are implementing the Environmental Management Program on the Upper 
Mississippi River to protect and restore wetlands that may increase nutrient-filtering capability along the 
upper Mississippi river. Other studies and projects underway can be tailored to focus more on controlling 
excess nutrients while at the same time fulfilling transportation, flood control, hydropower, water supply, 
or environmental restoration objectives as well. 

The corps is more than willing to take a larger role in this effort by providing its expertise and appropriate 
staff support for ongoing agency activities and could provide enhanced support for any modeling or other 
studies now needed provided an outside funding source were available.  
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Public Comments 

Commenter: Darryl Malek-Wiley, President, Mississippi River Basin Alliance 

Mr. Malek-Wiley expressed a desire to use the Chesapeake Bay as a model and adopt the 40 percent 
nutrient reduction goal as a goal for the Mississippi River watershed and increase the goal in the future. 
He urged the Task Force to move forward by including other nongovernmental organizations at the table 
and have everyone talking as equals. He asked the Task Force to develop action items in order to move 
forward rather than studying the science and merely thinking about the problem.  

Response:  

Robert Perciasepe 

Mr. Perciasepe stated that the Task Force is in complete agreement that it does need to come up 
with several action items.  

[The Sierra Club provided written comments to the Task Force (see Attachment 3).] 

Mr. Midkiff stated that there are two major contributors to the problem of hypoxia in the Gulf of Mexico: 

1. Runoff from farm chemical fertilizers - Farmers are losing money and topsoil and they should be 
encouraged to help themselves by reducing the amount of fertilizer they use voluntarily. This is 
already being done through programs like the National Conservation Buffer Initiative and the 
Conservation Reserve Program. This problem could eventually resolve itself through voluntary 
efforts.  

2. A trend of increasing the numbers of chicken and hogs without increasing acreage.  
There has been a change in the way farming is done. In the past, farmers had a few hundred hogs 
or chickens. Today, many have thousands of hogs or chicken in very small areas. There are 
pockets of concentration across the country and in each state. All the waste from these animals is 
land-applied. The waste of one pig is equivalent to 2.5 times that of a person, yet there are no 
sewage treatment plants for pigs. Voluntary-based incentives will not work for these types of 
operations because these farmers don’t lose money when it rains and washes away their fertilizer. 
Their fertilizer is free and plentiful. 

The Ozark Chapter of the Sierra Club suggests the following regulatory changes as the first steps in the 
process of cleaning up the Mississippi River:  

1. EPA should define operations with 500 or more animal units as an industrial facility, subject to 
the full force of industrial waste and discharge regulations.  

2. EPA should define point sources of pollution as discharges where polluted runoff comes from 
property where waste has been land-applied.  

3. EPA should issue discharge permits based on cumulative impacts of loadings for all sources to a 
particular water body. Now, permits are issued without regard to other permits that have been 
issued for the same body of water.  

4. EPA needs to establish TMDLs for all water bodies receiving wastes.  

Discharge permits need to be based on the capability of the water body to handle the waste.  
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Responses:  

Thomas Hebert 

Mr. Hebert pointed out that many producers are looking at using waste in a more economical 
way. There are opportunities for voluntary action in livestock agriculture just like in farming. 
There may never be enough regulators to do all those things, therefore there must be a voluntary 
component. 

Becky Doyle 

Ms. Doyle said that in Illinois soil erosion is down, use of commercial fertilizers is down, and 
livestock manure run-off is down, but the Gulf hypoxia has increased during the 1990s. So she 
questioned the connections Mr. Midkiff had made in his statement to the Task Force. 

Robert Perciasepe 

Mr. Perciasepe stated that the Task Force also needs to consider air deposition as a source. 

Becky Doyle 

Ms. Doyle stated that the USDA and EPA are working with state and local government and pork 
producers to develop national guidelines for pork production. (Those guidelines were released 
Dec. 17, 1997) 

Dale Cochran 

Mr. Cochran stated that animal waste has been a problem in Iowa in only the last 3 to 4 years. 
The Iowa Agriculture and Land Stewardship Department has cut down on nitrogen demonstration 
projects and education. The Department needs to be careful that they don’t overdo it. In 1995 
there were 33,000 hog farmers and in 1996 there were only 21,000 but there was an increase in 
the number of hogs. Regulators need to be careful about what is done in each state in the way of 
regulations. In some cases when a state put a moratorium on hog farmers, they just moved their 
operations to another state. States have to move in the same direction together. The laws were 
written in the 70's and need to be updated with today’s information. 

Lois Schiffer 

Ms. Schiffer recommended the need for a regulatory standard and the use of enforcement as a 
tool to prevent problems in the future. National standards can prevent the states from working 
against each other. 

Peder Larson 

Mr. Larson stated that Minnesota has some strict animal feedlot laws. He felt that there need not 
be a big federal presence to take care of this problem. States need to make sure that animal waste 
is being applied at agronomic rates. In Minnesota the problem now is air pollution by hydrogen 
sulfide from the wastes, not nitrogen. 

Commenter: Mary Wells, Earth Justice Legal Defense Fund 

[Earth Justice Legal Defense Fund provided written comments to the Task Force (see Attachment 4).] 

The Earth Justice Legal Defense Fund represented the groups that originally sued EPA over TMDL 
enforcement and called for the formulation of the TMDL/Nutrient Task Force.  
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Ms. Wells stated that things need to move at a much faster pace than they moved after the Kenner 
meeting in 1995. Earth Justice Legal Defense Fund hopes that the Task Force will use the Vice 
President’s Clean Water Action Plan to address this issue.  

Commenter: Roy Bardole, Iowa soybean producer 

Mr. Bardole, a soybean, corn, and hog farmer in Rippey, Iowa, believes that everyone is responsible for 
altering “mother nature.” He has been farming prairie pothole soil, which can only be farmed by tiling it. 
The potholes provide a direct link for nitrates between his land to the creek and ultimately to the 
Mississippi River and the Gulf of Mexico. Mr. Bardole knows that his farming practices contribute to the 
hypoxia problem. However, he feels he is not the only one to blame. Society has built large cities and 
paved over huge areas of land with roadways, streets, and parking lots that cause just as many problems. 
In addition, vehicles burn fuel and release nitrates in the air that are deposited directly into the water. 
These nitrates are not even filtered by soil first. Channelization and other hydromodification activities 
have destroyed natural filters— wetlands. All of these things weren’t causing too much of a problem until 
the flood of 1993, when 12 inches of rain fell on Iowa soil, which had already reached its saturation point. 
Des Moines went without drinking water because the water ran off at such a level that it contaminated the 
Des Moines water plant. Mr. Bardole felt that agriculture did not have a hand in that problem. The river 
would have risen just as high had it been 1793. The point is that people are there now— people that affect 
the environment. A farmer’s greatest fear coming from any government body is that rules and regulations 
will be implemented in the hypoxia issue. Because nature often heals itself, a regulation may be in place 
that may not have solved the problem. The problem may fix itself, and then farmers are left with the 
regulation. However, because the strategy developed by the Task Force will be peer reviewed by many 
scientists, farmers can feel much better about the solutions that will be implemented.  

Mr. Bardole also talked about a friend in Iowa whose sole business is pumping lagoons. Last winter he 
pumped a lagoon and spread it on the land and manure-laden water ran off in the snow. However, the 
lagoon pumper was fined $10,000 instead of the producer. Mr. Bardole felt that the decision was not fair 
and that the Task Force should avoid allowing things like that to happen as a result of the solutions they 
develop. 

Commenter: Cynthia Sarthou, Gulf Restoration Network 

Ms. Sarthou has been involved in this issue for quite some time and stated that in 1994 18 environmental 
groups went to the Sierra Legal Defense Fund with the hypoxia problem. They asked the Sierra Legal 
Defense Fund to file a petition on their behalf to have a 319 conference— an interstate management 
conference— because they felt that the dead zone was a really serious problem. EPA promised on-the-
ground nutrient reduction strategies with set goals that could be counted on by 1997, but there weren’t 
any. Finally, a national Task Force was convened.  

All along the way, these public interest groups kept asking how they were going to be involved in the 
Task Force, but they have always been excluded from the process. Ms. Sarthou felt that none of the public 
interest groups are on the Task Force or have a voice. The grass roots people are going to be the ones that 
implement the strategies developed. The grass roots organizations need to be involved up front. There 
will either be participants or detractors and those that are not allowed to participate end up becoming 
detractors from the process. 

She asked the Task Force to find some way to involve all the interested public (fisheries communities, 
agricultural communities, environmental communities, etc.). From that level the Task Force will get the 
development of the strategies that are needed. Goals need to be set and strategies need to be implemented 
now.  
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Responses: 

Thomas Hebert 

Mr. Hebert stressed that the USDA and the states are working hard toward several goals and 
objectives now. The CRP and the National Conservation Buffer Initiative are just two examples. 
The only thing that hasn't been done yet is to set goals for the Gulf of Mexico because no one 
knows all of the linkages. There is not a complete understanding of the exact links between the 
small subwatersheds and the Gulf of Mexico. He encouraged grass roots and other organizations 
to get involved through their USDA Natural Resource Conservation Services’ State Technical 
Committees. 

Robert Perciasepe 

Mr. Perciasepe felt that the idea of setting goals is a very powerful one. At this point, it is 
probably too premature to set goals, but it’s not too early to set objectives.  

Task Force and Committee Roles, Process, Expectations  

Mr. Perciasepe charged everyone on the Task Force with designating someone from their office as a 
Coordinating Committee member. He stated that each person needs access to the Task Force member 
they were appointed by and must also represent that Task Force member’s desires.  

Next, the Task Force was asked to review the Draft Charter handed out to the Task Force members at the 
conference and to provide their comments on the charter, as well as their appointed Coordinating 
Committee representative within one week of the meeting, to Mary Belefski of EPA’s Office of Water.  

Peder Larson commented that part of the mission of the Task Force is to coordinate activities all over the 
Mississippi River watershed— which seems to be too large of a job for the Task Force. Mr. Perciasepe 
replied by saying that it would be even more difficult and unwieldy to have representatives from each of 
the 31 states in the watershed trying to work together to coordinate activities. He suggested that at the 
next meeting the Task Force could come up with a group of representatives that could help coordinate and 
implement strategies, for example, at the major tributary level.  

The Task Force also agreed that the Task Force or sub-work groups be restructured to further involve the 
nongovernmental organizations and other interest groups, without creating a FACA. One person even 
suggested that the nongovernmental organizations convene a conference and invite the Task Force 
members. 

Conclusions and Next Steps 

Mr. Perciasepe concluded the meeting by summarizing the action items facing the Task Force as the 
following:  

• Review draft charter  

• Provide contact name of Coordinating Committee representative to Mary Belefski  

• Develop ideas on how to approach the issue and provide them at the next meeting  

The next meeting is tentatively scheduled for late March or early April 1998 in New Orleans, Louisiana. 
A field trip to a fishing community affected by the hypoxic zone will be scheduled.  
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Potential agenda items include the following: 

• Follow up to the release of the Clean Water Action Plan  

• 1999 Federal Budget  

• CENR  

• Progress of the Coordinating Committee  

• How do we deal with tributary basin angles? Do we want to break the Mississippi watershed into 
smaller units, but still have multi-state units?  

• How are we going to measure and track our progress? What kinds of goals or objectives do we 
set?  

• Solicit advice from other similar, multi-state effort representatives (i.e., such as the Chesapeake 
Bay Effort, OTAG, etc.)  

• Expand information base on areas of interest to Task Force (e.g. have presentations at the Task 
Force meetings on Corps Waterways Experiment Station modeling capabilities, coastal wetlands 
restoration work in LA, etc.) 
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