
On the Wastewater Front 
Communication key to successful effluent irrigation program 
By Vicki M a r t z 

Water quality and availability are prob-
ably the most important issues fac-
ing ou r c i t i zens a n d b u s i n e s s e s 

today. The deplet ion of this precious natural 
resource is a concern for us all. 

The need to recycle water is mandatory 
in many states and will be a component in 
many of our future development and busi-
ness decisions. Recognizing this need 
makes economic sense, especially when the 
cost of fresh water rises as supplies dwindle. 

This, however, does not always translate 
into acceptance by a public that 's wary of 
government intervention and skept ical of 
the technology that promises to clean the 
water to an acceptab le standard. Public 
comfor t has everything to do wi th public 
knowledge. Many citizens educated about 
the recycled water benef i ts for their c o m -
munit ies will accept i t 

One area of acceptance by the general 
populat ion is the use of was tewate r for irri-
gat ion on gol f courses. Many courses have 
voluntari ly or by mandate tu rned to e f f luent 
water for their irrigation needs. Their experi-
ences, however, reveal the need for better 
and up- f ront communica t ion be tween the 
e f f luent provider and the super in tendent 
before a deal is struck. 

Arizona, California, Florida and Texas 
are states in wh ich potable water shor tages 
have already led to a comprehens ive use of 
e f f luent water for golf course irrigation. 
There are f e w standardized guidelines, 
however, a m o n g municipal i t ies in these 
states. Issues as diverse as was tewater 
quality, wha t degree the water has been 
cleaned, and charges the t rea tment facil ity 
imposes on the end-user are areas of con-
fl ict that need to be resolved - especial ly 
as more states ant ic ipate using e f f luent 
sources to conserve their water supplies. 

The ef f luent or was tewater f rom 
sewage t rea tment facil i t ies is genera ted in 
large volumes. Even w h e n t reated to third 
s tage (tertiary), the was tewater o f ten can't 
be released into exist ing s t reams or rivers. 

However, providers (municipal i t ies or private 
t rea tment facil i t ies) assume that golf 
courses can easily use the water d i rected 
to them. 

A golf course appears to be the perfect 
recipient of this t reated water. However, 
providers have little understanding of the 
requirements and complexi t ies of maintain-
ing turf wi th the concentrat ions of metals, 
salts and nitrates that can be found in e f f lu -
ent water, even af ter th i rd-s tage t r ea tmen t 

H igh sod ium content, common ly found 
in eff luent, can break down the soil s t ruc-
ture, reducing soil permeabi l i ty and inhibit-

High sodium content, commonly 
found in eff luent, can break 
down the soil structure, reduc-
ing soil permeabi l i ty and inhibit-
ing the turf 's w a t e r absorption. 

ing the turf 's water absorption. If t he original 
potable water source is high in salts and 
picks up addit ional salts in the t reatment 
process, the reclaimed water might be toxic 
to the turf over t ime, especial ly on heavy 
clay soils. T ight clay soil does not al low salts 
and metals to move th rough it. In both in-
stances, a constant water test ing program 
will de termine if and how much f resh water 
should be mixed wi th the e f f luent to f lush 
out these accumulat ions. 

Industrial sources of e f f luent can have a 
high concentrat ion of heavy metals, another 
source of plant toxicity. Initial water analysis 
can provide informat ion on the amounts of 
the dissolved salts and solids. Wi th this 
knowledge, the t rea tment facil i ty can wo rk 
wi th the super in tendent to potential ly mini-
mize or alleviate some of the problem 

condi t ions for healthy turf. 
Compound ing these issues, many t reat-

men t facil i t ies require golf courses to ac-
cept e f f luent water every day and year-
round, whe ther the course needs it or n o t 
Irrigation needs are lower dur ing periods of 
daily rains and dur ing colder months w h e n 
the turf is not growing, and placing too 
much water on turf can be jus t as injurious 
as not enough water. 

Storage of excess water in holding 
ponds can be costly because a pond's stor-
age capacity must be able to accommoda te 
mill ions of gal lons w h e n the golf course has 
little irrigation requirement. This acreage 
can be hard to f ind w h e n retrof i t t ing an ex-
isting course and can be expensive real es-
ta te in today's deve lopment dollars. In addi-
tion, holding ponds can have an ongo ing 
problem wi th algae b loom because of the 
higher concentrat ions of nitrates in e f f luent 
water. Drawing e f f luent water directly f rom 
a t rea tment plant is not always the ideal sit-
uation for golf courses. 

In the spirit of cooperat ion, inherent 
problems wi th was tewater can be resolved 
and a program can be mutual ly beneficial 
for golf courses and t rea tment facilities. For 
example, s o m e facil i t ies provide their 
was tewater f ree to gol f courses, acknowl -
edg ing that the e f f luent d ischarged af ter 
t rea tment has been paid for by normal 
sewage rates. 

The bottom line is that eff luent water 
providers and superintendents need to dis-
cuss their separate challenges in-depth be-
fore agreeing on programs. A n open dialogue 
between the two is essential if golf courses 
are to assist communit ies with their waste-
water accumulation - and achieve a success-
ful future of eff luent for golf course irrigation. • 
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