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Virginia Legislature Passes Phosphate
Ban Bill

by

Peter R. Lucchesi

The General Assembly of Virginia has
passed a bill which prohibits the use of deter-
gents containing phosphates. Senate Bill 248,
enacted in January of this year and effective
January 1, 1988, was originally introduced in
January of 1986 and generated an intense
lobbying campaign by both the soap and deter-
gent industry and numerous environmental and
consumer groups inside and outside the state.
Virginia now joins a growing list of . states,
including Maryland, New York, Vermont, Indiana
and Wisconsin, which have passed legislation
bannin9 the use of detergents containing phos-
phates.

The need to reduce phosphate levels in
the Chesapeake Bay cannot be overstated.
Phosphates are a major cause of nutrient en-
richment, one of the Chesapeake Bay's greatest
problems, especially in freshwater areas.2
Nutrient enrichment causes the rapid growth
of algae, which in turn results in lower oxygen
levels in the water and declines in fish shell-
fish, and submerged aquatic vegetation.3 It is
estimated that a ban on phosphate containing
detergents could result in as much as a 40%
reduction in phosphorous loadings to Virginia's
sewage treatment plants, resulting in a major
improvement in Bay water quality.4

Maryland and the District of Columbia
passed similar bans on phosphate detergents
in 1985, and already there have been significant
improvements. The Washington Suburban Sani-
tary Commission (WSSC), a sewer and water
authority which serves Montgomery and Prince
William counties, reports that, in the several
months following the ban on phosphate deter-
gents, the amount of phosphates in incoming
wastewater decreased by an average of 32%
Other improvements include a 50 to 60% reduc-
tion in the amount of chemicals needed to
remove phosphorous from WSSC sewage treat-
ment plants, and a substantial decrease in the
production of sludge, the end product of the
phosphate removal process.6

The Virginia bill prohibits any person from
using, selling, manufacturing or distributing
any cleaning agent that's more than zero per-
cent phosphorous by weight except for an
amount not exceeding 0.5 percent that is in-
cidental to manufacturing. A person who
manufactures, distributes or sells detergents
in violation of the provision is guilty of a
Class 1 misdemeanor, punishable with a maxi-
mum prison term of one year and a maximum
fine of $1000.00.8 A person who uses a deter-
gent in violation of the provision is guilty of
a Class 4 misdemeanor, punishable with a maxi-
mum fine of $100.00.9

The bill defines the term "cleaning agents"
as including laundry detergents, dishwashing
compounds, household cleaners, metal cleaners,
industrial cleaners or any other substance used
for cleaning purposes.'o The bill allows a
limited number of exceptions which include
detergents used in dishwashing machines and
other substances which, if excluded, would
create a significant hardship to the user or
be unreasonable because of the lack of sub-
stitute cleaning agents.1 The exceptions must
meet the separate standards of the Board of
Agriculture and Consumer Services, and they
cannot contain more than 8.7% phosphorous
by weight.

12

A number of cleaning agents will not be
affected by the provisions of the bill. The most
important of these are cleaning agents used
for dairy, beverage and food processing equip-
ment, and cleansers used by laboratories, hospi-
tals, clinics and veterinary hospitals or the
commercial laundries which serve these facil-
ities.13  The responsibility for administering
and enforcing the bills' provisions is with the
Board of Agriculture and Consumer Services.1 4

The Virginia phosphate detergent ban
promises to be a major contribution to the
restoration of Chesapeake Bay. Efforts by
Virginia and other states to reduce the amount
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of phosphates entering the bay from sources
other than detergents primarily agricultural
runoff, have already reduced the amount of
phosphorous entering Chesapeake Bay by an
estimated 1.8

million pounds.' 5 With the additional ban on
phosphate detergents, there will be an even
greater improvement in the water quality of
one of the nation's greatest natural resources.
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