[image: image1.png]El Dorado

159 NEWS-TIMES

— =





'Today's another milestone here' Model Sparta Aquifer Recovery 

Monitoring Well dedicated at park

by TIM KESSLER, El Dorado News Times, 10.21.10, P1

SMACKOVER - U.S. Rep. Mike Ross headlined a large group of local, state and federal dignitaries dedicating a U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) Real Time Sparta Aquifer Recovery Monitoring Well at the Arkansas Museum of Natural Resources' Oil Field Park on Wednesday.
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Model well dedicated. Those taking part in the model Sparta monitoring well dedication were, from left, Ben McGee, USGS Louisiana; Larry Waldrop, El Dorado Water Utilities; Pete Parks, Union County Water Conservation Board (UCWCB) member; Robert Reynolds, UCWCB president; Union County Judge Bobby Edmonds; Ralf Montanus, USGS Arkansas; Les Chandler, UCWCB member; Robert McKinnon, UCWCB member; U.S. Congressman Mike Ross; State Representative John Lowery; Ken Rudder, UCWCB member; Wendell Holden, UCWCB member; and Ernie Cagle, UCWCB member. The event was held Wednesday.

The model well is a permanent educational tool to help inform how and why the Sparta aquifer groundwater levels are monitored. The project is funded through federal funds Ross helped obtain to continue monitoring the Sparta Aquifer's recovery in response to Union County's conservation efforts.

"As you know, the Sparta Aquifer supplies the majority of water for industrial and municipal uses in Union County, Arkansas, and many surrounding counties in southern Arkansas and parishes in northern Louisiana," said Ross. "First, I would like to thank the Union County Water Board for their hard work and dedication to the Sparta Aquifer recovery project. In addition, I would like to thank the many organizations who have generously supported the project including Lion Oil, El Dorado Chemical, Chemtura, Entegra/Union Power Partners. Their monetary and infra structure donations have been critical to the success of the Sparta Aquifer recovery."

Ross noted the efforts of the Union County Water Conservation Board (UCWCB) by stating, "As many of you know, conservation efforts, and the conversion to surface water by large industrial users, have significantly reduced Union County Sparta Aquifer withdrawals and water levels have risen in all wells. The results of this project are providing water managers with reliable and impartial information for their use in documenting the recovery of the aquifer and will assist in understanding the future of our nation's water resources."

Ross was the sponsor of an earmark of $300,000 to the board for a study to monitor water levels and water quality in the Sparta Aquifer as part of the continued aquifer recovery effort. UCWCB grants administrator Sherrel Johnson said those funds, along with a $48,000 grant from the state of Arkansas and a $32,000 grant from Louisiana, will support Sparta Aquifer recovery monitoring and reporting from July 2009 through September 2011.

She noted that although the model well at the museum is a non-working model, a real monitoring well located in Smackover, just 1 1/2 mile away, has shown the Sparta groundwater level has risen 19.9 feet from October 2004 to present.

Board Chairman Robert Reynolds said during the ceremony that, "As far as we know, Union County is the only project in the country monitoring rising groundwater levels. Most areas are measuring water level decline and have not yet arrived at a solution.”

"What we do know is that prior to conservation efforts begun in the late 1990s, rapidly declining Sparta Aquifer groundwater levels were threatening our only source of water. The people of Union County decided we had to solve our own problem. When we asked for federal help, we brought considerable local investment to the table. Congressman Ross and his colleagues were and are receptive and supportive." 

Ralf Montanus, a hydrologic technician with the U.S. Geological Survey, said in an actual real-time monitoring well, a traducer measures the pressure in the water and converts it into how many feet of water is above the transducer. A logger tells it to make a measurement every hour, which is stored. Then, every six hours, a computer in Little Rock calls up the data from the well, processes it and puts it on the Internet, where it is accessible to the general public.

One of those attending the ceremony was Corbet Lamkin, chancellor of Southern Arkansas University-Tech at Camden and an Arkansas Natural Resources Commission member since 1996. "Union County literally led the way in showing the state what could be done when local people work on a problem," he said.

"We had an outstanding job of engineering services (on the model project)," Reynolds said. Among industry partners, he cited El Dorado Chemical Co., Union County Power Partners, El Dorado Water Utilities, Lion Oil Co., Farm Bureau, Southern Arkansas University, South Arkansas Community College and Louisiana Sparta Commission, all of whom had representatives present.

State Reps. Garry Smith and John Lowery, state Sen. Gene Jeffress, Norphlet Mayor Jim Crotty, El Dorado Mayor Mike Dumas and former state Reps. Bobby Newman and Mark Smith were among those present. Field representative Deke Whitbeck represented U.S. Sen. Mark Pryor.

"Today's another milestone here," said Lowery. "Working together, from a local, state, federal perspective, I know of none other project that has taken on the magnitude of this." Ross noted in his remarks that legislators Newman, Jeffress, Smith and the late Jodie Mahony were instrumental in keeping the Sparta Aquifer monitoring project going.

Union County Judge Bobby Edmonds said the monitoring projects began in the board room of the El Dorado Chamber of Commerce by talking with industry representatives about the idea of taking public money and "buying our aquifer back and a lot of people were skeptical."

"Congressman Ross has helped this county in the 14 years he's been here," he said.

In concluding the ceremony, Johnson said, "If we don't continue to monitor the aquifer, it (water depletion) can happen again."

She quoted Steve Cousins, vice president of Lion Oil, as saying, "Lion Oil could not have expanded as it has in the last decade without a reliable water source. Not only that, we couldn't continue to operate without a reliable source of water and the Sparta had become unreliable. We rely on this alternative water source from the Ouachita River." 

Following the ceremony, the UCWCB met in the museum boardroom. Its business included: 

o Ouachita River Valley Association Executive Director Bill Hobgood made an impassioned appeal for the board members to contact the Arkansas congressional delegation to urge restoration of $3 million in funding for dredging along the Ouachita/Black Rivers Navigation Project. He said President Obama's proposed budget only includes $7.5 million for the project, which he said would only be enough to operate locks and dams and allow no dredging. The funding is contained in a continuing resolution and a joint congressional committee will consider restoring more funding in December.

"If it stays at $7.5 million, there will be no dredging next year. In the dry part of the year, from July to December, there won't be any barges moving," he said. Hobgood noted that Cross Oil Co. relies on the navigation project for raw material coming in and Tetra Technologies relies on it to ship its product out from their Union County plants. 

 Johnson reported that the board had sent a letter of support to the Louisiana Sparta Commission and the IDEA Place at Louisiana Tech University to submit a multi-state grant proposal to the National Science Foundation for an informal science education grant, exploring Sparta depletion and recovery in Arkansas and Louisiana. However, she said the project was not among 650 [should be 60] which were funded.

The board agreed to have Johnson draft a resolution expressing continued support of the Louisiana Sparta Commission's efforts.

Johnson said she would be working to write an entry about the Sparta Aquifer in the Encyclopedia of Arkansas.

o Tom Berger of Union County Power Partners said his group is continuing to stay within its budget. He said 2.3 billion gallons of water had been used in the facility since September. He noted one pump has failed and will be out of service for four to six weeks.

o Ginger Risinger of Union County Conservation District said down loads of information from her eight monitoring wells in the county are "working great." She said one well in the Stephens community will have to be checked further.

o An increase of $9,825 was approved on the Burns and McDonnell engineering contract for the next six months of water data collection.
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