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Harrisburg, Pennsylvania 17105-2063

Re: Proposed Regulation 25 PA. Code Ch. 16 Water Quality Toxics Management Strategy

Dear Mr. Barron:

This letter and referenced documents are submitted in response to the Department’s proposed
updates of water quality criteria that are being considered as part of the triennial review process.
Specifically, comments are offered regarding the Department’s consideration of revised criteria
for protection of human health, including those for carcinogens, non-carcinogens, and bacteria.
NCASI conducts research and technical studies on behalf of forest products companies across
the US, and its members represent nearly 90% of pulp and paper and two-thirds of wood panels
produced nationwide.  Most forest products facilities operating in Pennsylvania are NCASI
members. NCASI has been an active participant at the state and federal levels in technical and
scientific aspects of water quality criteria development for many decades and appreciates this
opportunity to offer technical information that can improve the scientific foundation of water
quality management decisions made in Pennsylvania.

These comments relate specifically to potential changes in Human Health-based Water Quality
Criteria (HHWQC) and Recreational Water Quality Criteria (RWQC) for bacteria. As regards
HHWQC, NCASI has collaborated with Arcadis to compile a significant amount of technical
information regarding the 2015 criteria update prepared by EPA.  This information is relevant
because EPA’s 2015 criteria recommendations form the basis of PDEP’s proposed HHWQC
criteria. The technical information is contained within the report titled Derivation of human
health ambient water quality criteria:  review of key scientific and technical assumptions and
approaches, which is being submitted with these comments. In reviewing the report, you will
note that it identifies numerous concerns regarding the many changes in both policy and science
that EPA employed in deriving updated criteria in 2015.  These changes represent a significant



Comments of NCASI to Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection
February 16, 2018
Page 2

departure from past EPA practices for deriving HHWQC, and PDEP may wish to review these in
light of both their scientific veracity and their appropriateness for the waters of Pennsylvania.
NCASI hopes that the Department will give due consideration to this material as it moves
forward with the triennial review process, and we would be pleased to meet with you to more
thoroughly review the matters of science detailed in the report.

NCASI would also like to offer comment regarding the proposed bacterial standards for
recreational waters. If PDEP adopts EPA’s RWQC for Escherichia coli (E. coli) in fresh water,
some industrial sectors may not be able to meet the criteria due to the presence of bacteria
originating from natural environmental sources. This concern has become more widely known
in recent years as states and the regulated community have engaged in more robust testing of
ambient waters and effluents using new bacterial assays. NCASI has published two recent
reports on this topic (NCASI 2016, 2017).

Some states have addressed this matter by incorporating provisions in their standards so a
discharger can provide scientifically defensible data demonstrating that the sources responsible
for elevated levels of these indicator bacteria are not associated with connections to sanitary
sources.  For example, Oregon’s Department of Environmental Quality (ODEQ) recently issued
its RWQC, and an accompanying issue paper (Borok 2016) discusses its position regarding
industrial discharges with non-fecal sources.  The paper contains the following passage:

This change acknowledges that certain non-fecal containing discharges, such as pulp
and paper effluent, may contain bacteria that are detected as E. coli or enterococcus, but
are not pathogenic and do not indicate the presence of fecal contamination. (Gauthier
and Archibald 2001; Degnan 2007; Croteau, et al. 2007).  Due to the potential
interference of plant-based bacteria in enterococcus tests, it may be difficult for pulp
and paper mills to achieve compliance with enterococcus criteria even if the discharge
poses little risk to public health due to the lack of pathogenic bacteria in the discharge.
The proposed provision will allow flexibility to entities that can demonstrate to DEQ
that their discharge does not come from fecal sources. DEQ would require such entities
to demonstrate through biochemical species identification techniques that the effluent
contains non-fecal based bacteria species. Once the demonstration is made, DEQ would
include appropriate effluent limits in the permit to ensure that public health is protected.

In a similar action, the Florida Department of Environmental Protection included a memorandum
as part of the record in its revision of RWQC that recognizes this same concern and affords
dischargers the opportunity to demonstrate that bacterial assay results are not indicative of the
presence of bacteria linked to sanitary wastewater (FDEP 2015).

For these reasons, PDEP may wish to consider acknowledging the potential for false positive
bacteria results as part of the triennial review record and provide some guidance regarding
approaches that might be taken to avoid unwarranted effluent limits.
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NCASI appreciates the opportunity to provide scientific input on proposals made as part of the
PDEP Triennial Review process.

Respectfully submitted,

Paul Wiegand
Vice President, Water Resources & Director, Northern and Western Regions
NCASI

Attachments

Arcadis and National Council for Air and Stream Improvement, Inc. (NCASI). 2017.
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Florida Department of Environmental Protection (FDEP).  2015. Permitting Considerations for
Industrial Operations with Onsite Sanitary Wastewater Disposal.
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