Congress toughens drinking water rules

In passing the Safe Drinking Water Act
in 1974, members of Congress thought
they had set in action a program to estab-
lish ceilings on the allowable levels of all
serious contaminants entering drinking
water supplies and a program of water
monitoring to ensure that tap water was
safe. But “the Act has failed miserably,’
according to Sen. Dave Durenberger (IR-
Minn.), who chairs the subcommittee on
toxic substances and environmental
oversight. To make the act perform as in-
tended, the House and Senate have
crafted a spate of new amendments to
strengthen the law. With their passage by
the House on May 13 and the Senate on
May 21, these amendments become the
first major environmental package to
clear the 99th Congress. They await the
President’s signature to become law.

According to Durenberger, who shep-
herded the amendments through the
Senate, the existing law has suffered from
imprecise regulatory language, inaction
by the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) and the Reagan administration’s
apparent attempts to stall EPA com-
pliance with the act. The new package of
amendments contains seven major provi-
sions that not only strengthen the act but
also expand EPAs responsibilities.

For instance, in the act’s 12-year his-
tory EPA has set standards for only 23
contaminants — a record Durenberger
describes as “miserable, discouraging
[and] disturbing.” Moreover, he says,
many of the 23 were merely rubber-
stamped adoptions of standards set ear-
lier by the Public Health Service. The new
amendments give EPA three years to set
up limits on allowable concentrations of
83 additional contaminants. Unlike the
current law, the amendments allow use of
civil lawsuits to compel EPA to imple-
ment those standards if the agency be-
gins slipping behind the mandated dead-
lines.

In discussion of the amendments on
the Senate floor last week, Durenberger
conceded that listing which con-
taminants to regulate and setting a time-
table for the implementation of those
rules “is not normally a legislative func-
tion. But the history of the drinking water
program more than justifies the use of
lists and deadlines by the Congress to as-
sure that standards are actually estab-
lished and at the earliest possible date.”

The amendments also call for:

¢ establishing technical benchmarks,
cleanup capabilities that must be
matched by any decontamination tech-
nologies a drinking water supplier
chooses to employ. For example, the
amendments note that granular acti-
vated carbon (GAC) is effective and af-
fordable for use in filtering organic
chemicals from water. If GAC were used
as a benchmark, its effectiveness would
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set the minimum standard of how well
organic chemicals would have to be re-
moved.

e requiring the use of water filtration
and disinfection for surface water (as op-
posed to groundwater) that is not ade-
quately protected from contamination.

e monitoring water-supply systems at
least every five years for the presence of
regulated contaminants and a host of
other contaminants that EPA considers
potentially toxic.

e providing federal funds and tech-
nical water-monitoring assistance to
small public water-supply systems that
cannot afford the expertise to follow
through on the monitoring and analysis
requirements of the new proposals.

e immediate banning of lead pipes and
solder in new plumbing that will carry
drinking water.

e initiating a new program to protect
groundwater. The program would fund
demonstration projects to protect
groundwater-recharge lands —where the
affected groundwater would be the “sole
[possible] source” of drinking water to a
local region — from chemical con-
tamination. It would also withhold fed-
eral funds for groundwater protection
when EPA determined that a state’s plan
for groundwater protection would not be

effective.

Environmental groups are generally
pleased with the proposed changes to
the drinking water law, according to Jac-
queline Warren of the New York City-
based Natural Resources Defense Coun-
cil. One reason, she says, is that the 83
new contaminant standards will increase
the number of pollutants that can be reg-
ulated under both the Superfund law and
Resource Conservation and Recovery
Act, since both require that water con-
taminated with chemical wastes meet
Drinking Water Act standards. The big-
gest omission in the new legislative pack-
age is a ceiling on the allowed con-
centrations of “total organic con-
tamination,” according to Warren and
Velma Smith of the Washington, D.C.-
based Environmental Policy Institute. By
setting standards only for individual pol-
lutants, the act will not protect against
combinations of chemicals whose toxic
effects are additive or synergistic, they
say.

Smith says that although the President
is rumored to be unhappy with these
amendments, he is expected to sign them
into law. The reason? The amendments
passed both the House and Senate by
such vast majorities, she notes, that an
override of any veto is likely. White
House officials contacted by SCIENCE
NEWS refused to comment on the matter.

— J. Raloff

Serendipity: Supernova in Centaurus A

Supernovas — giant stellar explosions
— are not particularly rare in the uni-
verse. They are a staple item for Astro-
nomical Telegrams, astronomers’ system
for quick notification of new develop-
ments. Highly active galaxies are also
fairly numerous. However, the combina-
tion—asupernovain an active galaxy —is
much rarer. And when the galaxy is the
nearest active galaxy to us, Centaurus A,
which also happens to be one of the
strongest and longest studied celestial
sources of radio waves, the combination
provides a rather unique excitement for
astronomers.

The current supernova, officially des-
ignated supernova 1986G, was first re-
ported on May 4 by Robert Evans, an am-
ateur astronomer in Hazelbrook, New
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Centaurus A before (left) and after supernova.

South Wales, Australia, and confirmed by
observers at the Anglo-Australian Tele-
scope at Siding Spring Mountain in New
South Wales. Centaurus A, also known as
NGC 5128, is visible only from the South-
ern Hemisphere. Observatories there
have been turning toward it: The Na-
tional Optical Astronomy Observatories
say all major telescopes at their Cerro
Tololo Inter-American Observatory near
La Serena, Chile, are observing it, an un-
usual concentration of resources on a
single object for a major observatory.
According to Mark Phillips of Cerro
Tololo, the supernova’s maximum bright-
ness occurred about a week after it was
detected. To better understand how su-
pernovas happen, astronomers want to
find them before maximum light, while
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the explosion is on the way up, but most
are not noticed until after maximum.
However, in a report on International As-
tronomical Union Circular 4216 (May 15),
G. Meurer of Mt. Stromlo Observatory in
the Australian Capital Territory says
spectra he took indicate that brightness
peaked April 21, well before the first
sighting. Two more reports on the same
circular indicate that the International
Ultraviolet Explorer satellite has taken
ultraviolet spectra.

Spectra will tell which type of super-
nova this is — Meurer says his show it to

be Type I — and track its development.
They may also tell something about the
nature and dynamics of the “lane” of dust
thatlies across the center of Centaurus A.
As luck would have it, the supernova lies
behind the dust. Such dust lanes are fea-
tures of several galaxies, and astrono-
mers are interested in their nature and
their relation to the dynamics and evolu-
tion of the galaxies that have them. Spec-
tra and a profile of the supernovas
brightness over time will also help refine
the figure for the distance to Centaurus A.

— D.E. Thomsen

Slick, full-color covers, numerous il-
lustrations specially commissioned
from some of the best-known artists in
their field, and a $14.95 price tag are not
the stuff of your average government re-
port. But the National Commission on
Space, established by Congress nearly
two years ago for the express purpose
of writing its report, takes an atypically
lavish overview of its subject.

Formed to propose an agenda for the
U.S. civilian space program’s next 20
years, the group observes that those
decisions will have a great deal to do
with determining what the world of the
21st century will be like. “We’re not pre-
dicting it says commission chair
Thomas Paine, a former administrator
of NASA. “We are simply trying to say
what we can make happen.” Even so, the
report itself observes, “we are con-
fident that the next century will see pi-
oneering men and women from many
nations working and living throughout
the inner solar system. Space travel will
be as safe and inexpensive for our
grandchildren as jet travel is for us.”

It is more than mere irony, however,
that the report appears amid the most
wrenching reappraisal in NASAs his-
tory, born of the Jan. 28 Challenger dis-
aster. Though the explosion that killed
seven people was followed by the cata-
strophic failure of two unmanned rock-
ets, it has produced renewed calls for
reassigning many of the agency’s
payloads off of the space shuttle.

Only two days before the report’s
May 23 official release, for example, the
National Research Council’s Space Sci-
ence Board strongly recommended re-
turn to a balanced fleet of manned and
unmanned launch vehicles, rather than
the shuttle-dominated policy that had
been in effect before the Challenger
mishap. “This policy, which has de-
prived the nation of launch vehicles for
major scientific payloads for almost a
decade,” asserted the board, “has been
devastating for space science.” Deci-
sionsin recent years to reduce or elimi-
nate production of expendable rockets
for NASA “had the effect of making un-

Space commission poses future agenda

manned space missions, including
those of space science, dependent on
manned vehicles, the shuttle in partic-
ular, in a way that caused serious prob-
lems for both aspects of the space pro-
gram,” the board said.

In an even more strongly worded
opinion in the May 30 SCIENCE, Univer-
sity of lowa space physicist James A.
Van Allen, who has worked in the field
since before NASA’ origin in 1958, pro-
poses that NASA “suspend manned
[space] flight indefinitely pending crit-
ical assessment of its justification.”

In addition, he urges that the United
States “postpone development of the
space station.” Plans for a U.S. space sta-
tion were initiated by President Reagan
in 1984, but have been opposed by many
U.S. space scientists who fear that the
station, like the shuttle, will draw off
funds that might otherwise be used for
scientific projects such as unmanned
planetary missions. Even before Rea-
gan’s pronouncement, the Space Sci-
ence Board reported it saw “no scien-
tific need for this space station during
the next 20 years” (SN:9/24/83,p.199).
The Department of Defense, too, failed
to add its support at the time, and
though the station certainly has its ad-
vocates, it remains a less-than-unan-
imous goal.

The legislation authorizing the Na-
tional Commission on Space, however,
declared that in carrying out its re-
sponsibilities, “the Commission shall
take into consideration the commit-
ment by the Nation to a permanently
manned space station in low Earth or-
bit” And the commission’s report duly
recommends that “the U.S. space sta-
tion program be kept on schedule foran
operational capability by 1994, without
a crippling and expensive ‘stretch-
out.’”

However, the report, budgeted at $14
million, also calls for “an aggressive
science program,” as well as other steps
that it envisions will point toward
manned planetary exploration by the
21st century, and a six-fold increase in
NASAs budget by 2035. — J. Eberhart
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A world unready
for its own hazards

The threat of nuclear war and other
nightmares that humans could bring
upon themselves have weighed heavily
on the public mind for years. But the re-
cent Mexican earthquake (SN: 9/28/85, p.
196) and the volcanic eruption of Nevado
del Ruiz in Colombia (SN: 11/23/85, p.
326), each of which killed thousands of
people, graphically remind us that
nature possesses a violence of its own.
Moreover, embedded in the geological
record is evidence for mass extinctions
that may have been caused by the im-
pacts of asteroids or comets with ener-
gies several thousand times greater than
the nuclear arsenal, and for volcanoes
that erupted with a fury far exceeding
any volcanic eruption in historic times.

The message of University of Chicago
geologist Joseph V. Smith and other earth
scientists is that, while there have been
many improvements in geoscience and
technology, “the earth is still flying
blind” when it comes to recognizing and
planning for natural hazards. Smith is
rallying for an International Decade for
Hazard Reduction, first proposed in 1984
by Frank Press, president of the National
Academy of Sciences. In Baltimore last
week, at a special session of the Amer-
ican Geophysical Union meeting, he and
other scientists discussed the threats of
earthquakes, volcanoes, asteroids and
comets. A future session will focus on
hazards from storms.

Hazards have been assessed in at least
12 countries for more than 30 volcanoes,
according to C. Dan Miller at the U.S. Geo-
logical Survey (USGS) Cascades Volcano
Observatory in Vancouver, Wash. But as
Smith notes, more than 800 volcanoes in
the world are potentially dangerous. For
small to moderate-sized eruptions, says
Miller, the technology now exists to
monitor and assess these hazards. “But
the problem is that we don't have the
money to implement them,” especially in
developing countries, he says.

Even when the scientific work has
been done, there are communication
problems among scientists, the public
and officials, notes Robert W. Decker at
USGS in Menlo Park, Calif. “If [your warn-
ing] fails, you dont want someone to say
you cried wolf, because you didnt,” he
says. “The wolf was there; he just wasn't
hungry”

Cataclysmic eruptions, which occur
on average about every 500,000 years and
spew out as much as several thousand
cubic kilometers of magma, are also a
certainty for the future, says Miller The
effects of these events have not been well
studied, but Miller notes that their
ejected sulfate aerosols could produce
“volcanic winters,” which, like “nuclear
winters,” would severely affect climate
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