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Water testing, info session set

BY KATHERINE SALTZSTEIN
NeWsrBullgtin Staff writer

e VEauira

To help combat a problem with
nitrates in the water in Veguita, the State
Environment Department is setting up a
water testing unit on Wednesday, May
2, at Manuel Sanchez Hall on NM 304
a mile south of the Veguita Trading
Post, beginning at 1 pm.

People living in Veguita can bring jn
samples of their water- for testing, The
tests, which are free, take about 20 min~
utes.

At 7 p.m. on May 2, there will be a
public meeting at Sanchez Hall to
explain the water problem,

Residents of the area should call 1-
800-219-6157 and ask for geologist
Dennis McQuillan to make an appoint-
ment for the May 2 water test. If
McQuillan is out, residents should
leave their names and telephone num-
bers.

The water tests are aimed at people
living at Abo Valley Ranch where the
water problem is, McQuillan said.
Those people are strongly encouraged
to call him to make an appointment for
the water test, ;

- Also beginning Monday, April 30,

' for;ré-'slidentsof Veguita area

, safe water for drinking and-cooking will

be available at the Veguita Fire
Department to Veguita residents whose

wells are tainted. The water is for drink-

ing and cookin_g_onl!. It is not harmful
to bathe or water crops-with the nitrate-
laden water, McQuillan said.

People needing the safe water should
bring one or two five-gallon jugs. The
Fire Department does not have an
unlimited supply of water.

day of the w tests, the Environment

Depariment:camstap water from an out- -

door faucet at'the home if given per
mission and directions, McQuillan said.

Bait Faris; a hydrogeologist with the
State 'of New' Mexico Environment
Department, came to Veguita Thursday
to talk fo the volunteer-fire department
about the water problem, 3

The Environment Department esti-

mates that 25 percent of the wells in the -
Veguita area contain dangerously high ~

levels of pitmtes which make the water
unsafe for babies to drink.

“Infant mortality can result. Nitrates
take the place of oxygen in the blood,”
Faris said and added that anyone with a
baby who turns blue should call an
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ambulance to take the child to a
hospital immediately, A doctor
can administer a shot of methyl-
ene blue to counter the effects of
the nitrates. :

Also, Faris said Thursday that
pregnant women should not
drink water from tainted wells,

The problem water is particu-
larly bad in-shallow wells (120
feet or less), Faris said.

McQuillan said his office has
had about 16 calls- this week
with requests to test .water. <

“We can do that'in a day’s

work. We did 35 in‘one day,” he
said. T

“It’s a very serious situation. I
had one call from someone who
- said her grandson comes over.
He's 5 months old. He drinks the
water. This situation really both-
ers me. Another couple with ‘an
li-month-old baby called. With
a kid less than a year old. wells
should be tested individually,”
McQuiilan said.

The Environment
Department is still trying to pin
down the source of the nitrate
problem, McQuillan said.
According to their tests, the
chemistry of the water shows
that the source is not the dairies
in the area.

“People believe in their own
minds the dairy is responsible. It
doesn’t look like animal or
human waste because the chlo-
ride is low,” McQuillan said.
Chioride indicates human or ani-
mal waste is present.

*“The area-where the wells are
tainted'  is distant from the
dairies. There are clean wells

between the area and the dairy,” .

McQuillan said. “There are three
dairies there. But the chemistry
isn't there” to pin the dairies as
the prablem. The chloride rate is

extremely low The cause is

-either fertilizer or evapo-transpi-

ration. We've ruled out the
dairies.”

The tainted wells are -around
Badger Road — an area “where
it’s not feasible it was caused by
dairies. People want to hear that
the dairies out there are to

- blame, but the chemistry doesn’t

back that. It’s inconsistent with
dairy waste and septic.”

: Residents have, noted. that

there-is a mixing basin for fertjl-
izpr in an area where there once

‘was'vegetable garden. The fertil-

izer then went into the-irrigation

-canals, which are no longer in

use,-McQuillan said.

Nitrates also may increase the
risks for cancer, he said.

“It’s a huge issue. Tt bothers
me. So many people have no
idea about the problem. That's
why we distribute publicity and
hold water fairs. Elderly people
with stomach conditions and
children can be affected. Babies
are the main risk.”

If a baby comes down with
blue baby syndrome, “they can
suffocate in a short time. They

should get to the hospital as soon
as possible.” McQuillan said,
adding that the methylene blue is
very effective at stopping the
blue baby symptoms.

“Nitrate levels less than 10
parts per million is a safe limit.
Anything above that is not,”
McQillan said. “In Veguita,
some samples were as 200 per
million.” e

- There are no problems in the
‘wells jin Belen or Los Lunas,”
McQuillan said. “Anyone on
city water is fine. It's so serious
in Vefuita. We want to focus on
the people in harm’s way.”

Meanwhile at the Veguita
Trading Post Thursday, a few
customers _walked the well-
stocked aisles buying groceries.

“Everybody’s calling ‘to’ see
what’s going on,” said owner
Kathy Esquibel. “There’s a lot of
concern.

However, she added, “it's a
small percent of the wells. My
water was tested. It’s fine. Some
on Badger Road were here.
They're putting water filter sys-
tems in.”



