WATER SUPPLY RISK
Report calls farms biggest contaminator on E. End
    Igniting a debate over the future of the region's oldest industry, the largest study to date of pesticide and fertilizer contamination on Long Island drinking water has zeroed in on farms - not golf courses or homes - as the biggest contaminators of fragile East End water supplies.

    The state-mandated study also found that even more wells are tainted than experts had thought on the fast-growing North and South Forks, and that some some types of pesticides are persisting in groundwater decades after they were banned.

    "We didn't expect to see what we found" said Joseph Baier, director of environmental quality at the Suffolk County Department of Health Services, which conducted the $200,000 study under contract from the state Department of Environmental Conservation.

    In the five East End towns, 449 of 1,105 wells sampled in study contained pesticides, including 170 where concentrations were over state safety limits.  By contrast, 110 of 1,153 wells sampled in the rest of Suffolk and Nassau County contained pesticides, including 21 over safety limits.

    East End residents are also much more likely than other Long Islanders to be consuming water tainted with pesticides because most people who live east of Brookhaven get their drinking water from private, yet shallow wells that are tested only when the owner requests it.  Elsewhere in the region, almost all drinking water comes from deep public wells that are regularly tested by water companies and are filtered whenever pesticides, gasoline or other contaminates are found in raw water.

    "We're telling people who have private wells that they need to be much more vigilant" about testing their water, said Martin Trent, who headed the team that conducted the study.

    Suffolk officials have been testing for pesticides in groundwater since the 1970's, but the new study is the most comprehensive assessment yet.

       "We're very, very concerned with the data that's coming out of the report,"said Debra O'Kane, director or the North Fork Environmental Council. "To me, this is the tip of the iceberg, and a lot more testing needs to be done."
   Health officials aren't sure how many East End residents are drinking contaminated water, because the study sampled just 887 of the estimated 37,000 shallow private wells that serve the five eastern towns and portions of Brookhaven, and those wells were selected for testing because they were more likely to be contaminated.  However, Trent estimated that between 4,000 and 5,000 private wells are "at risk" because they are near current or former farms.
    While acknowledging that pesticide contamination from farms is a problem "in certain areas"of the East End, the region's largest agricultural group reacted to the report by complaining that it unfairly singles out farms for criticism.
    "I'm disappointed in the lack of sensitivity by the health department," said Joseph Gergela, executive director of the Long Island Farm Bureau.  He noted that 6 of the 10 pesticides that the study found at unsafe levels in water wells have already been banned from use on Long Island, and that were relatively few detections of newer pesticides now in wide use on local farms, vineyards and nurseries.
   The reports authors point out that outside the East End, gasoline plumes and other chemical spills are more prevalent in groundwater than pesticides.  But they said the East End's  reliance on shallow private wells makes it uniquely vulnerable, and that "agriculture is far and away the largest source of groundwater contamination" in eastern Suffolk, according to Trent. 
    Tests of 31 golf courses, for example, showed that pesticides were found at unsafe levels in only two wells, and that levels of nitrates from fertilizers were well under safety limits.  Nitrate levels in wells near suburban homes were even lower.  But in five representative wells near farm fields, nitrate concentrations were almost three times higher than the wells near golf courses, and usually exceeded the state safety limit.
    Suffolk Planning Director Stephen Jones said the relatively small pollution found near golf courses may indicate that fears of pollution from courses have been overblown, but said they merit attention.
	


