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Letters

Possible perils of PAM

I commend the promising research using
polyacrylamides (PAMs) in irrigation water to
prevent soil erosion and improve water infiltra-
tion (“Holding on to the Earth,” SN: 10/30/93,
p-280). However, further research is urged with
respect to two possible adverse effects.

First, we must be certain that the polymer
does not increase infiltration of pesticides into
the aquifer. The increase in water infiltration
rate mignt bypass the biodegra-ation step that
normally occurs in topsoil. Once in the aquifer,
many pesticides no longer biodegrade. Also, if
the polymer uses up ionic binding sites on
clay particles, pesticides that normally bind to
the clay might leach to the aquifer.

Second, we must be certain that the acryl-
amide monomer does not accumulate in the
aquifer. The moromer is an Environmental
Protection Agency-regulated toxic trace by-
product in the manufacture of the polymer.
Research is needed into the environmental
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fate of both the monomer and the polymer.
Since our aquifers are essential to our drink-
ing water supply, widespread use of PAMs
should go forward only after we are certain

our aquifers are protected.

Howard Woods
Idaho Department of Health and Welfare
Division of Environmental Quality
Drinking Water Program
Boise, Idaho

I question the wisdom of continuing re-
search and politics that promote irrigation in
areas of the country that were never meant to
grow the crops they currently support. While
PAM provides great reduction in soil erosion
rates, it distracts from this greater issue.

Where does this water for irrigation come
from in an area that only receives 7 inches of
precipitation annually? | am guessing it is from
future generations and an ecosystem that can
ill afford it.

Todd Hubbard
Ankeny, lowa
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In regard to your comment “no one knows
exactly why the negatively charged PAM works
so well on soils,” | suggest the following.

Water loves to lose electrons, making all
of the contained particulate matter share the
same positive charge. Thus the similarly
charged particles repel each other and tend to
remain suspended. Either the negatively
charged PAM adheres to the positively charged
clay, pulling it together and causing it to floc-
culate, or the negatively charged PAM serves
as a conduit for electrons to flow down from
the ground to the positively suspended clay.

Bob Barefoot
Wickenburg, Ariz.

CORRECTION
The article “Water habits on land cause oceans
to swell” (SN: 1/8/94, p.21) reported that defor-
estation in the tropics contributes 0.14 centime-
ter per year to global seaevel rise. The correct
amount is 0.14 centimeter per decade.
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