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 Old Man Winter has sure made his presence known this season!  Although it still may be 
a few more weeks until the cold lets up, it is not too early to start thinking about how to make 
your yard more environmentally friendly in 2014.  Soon snowfall will be replaced with rain and 
storm water concerns will be on our minds.   

The Indiana Department of Environmental Management’s (IDEM) Auto Salvage 
Program was designed to encourage modern-day recyclers to adopt innovative and profitable 
business practices while minimizing adverse impacts to the environment.  Rule 6 Industrial 
Storm Water Permitting is one mechanism that serves to reduce the presence of debris, 
chemicals, and nutrients in storm water discharge.  Nutrients are not typically regarded as having 
detrimental effects.  However, nutrients such as nitrogen and phosphorus, if present in large 
quantities, can cause nutrient toxicity.  For the next several newsletters we will focus on the 
nutrients recyclers are required to monitor in storm water discharges.   
 Pure nitrogen gas is found everywhere and is the main component of the air you are 
breathing right now.  It is colorless, odorless, and elemental nitrogen is one of the most common 
of all the chemical elements.  Nitrogen combines with other elements to make compounds such 
as ammonia, nitrates, nitrites, and nitrous oxide, also known as “laughing gas.”  Nitrogen 
compounds are found in solid, liquid, and gas forms.  Because elemental nitrogen is so common, 
it is found in everything from medicines to fertilizers, cleaning supplies to pollution, and even in 
food all the way to poisons.    

Dietary consumption of naturally occurring nitrogen compounds, such as nitrates and 
nitrites, is necessary as healthy nutrients.  Many of the healthy foods you eat, such as 
cauliflower, spinach, broccoli, beets, and other root vegetables, contain a higher level of nitrates 
than other foods.  Exposure to high levels of nitrates and nitrites, primarily through contact with 
contaminated drinking water or soil, can be unhealthy and even toxic.  Drinking water wells near 
farmland can exhibit high concentrations of nitrogen compounds from the use of nitrogen-
containing fertilizers. 

Prolonged exposure to elevated nitrate and/or nitrite concentrations can result in a serious 
health condition called methemoglobinemia.  High levels of nitrate or nitrite in the body can alter 
the oxygen-carrying component of blood called hemoglobin causing less oxygen to be carried 
from the lungs to other vital body tissue.  Methemoglobinemia is characterized by a blue-ish skin 
color, especially in the limbs, weakness, and rapid heart rate.  Extreme and very rare cases of 
elevated nitrate or nitrite exposure have lead to loss of consciousness, coma, and even death.   

Occasionally, if babies under six months are exposed to high levels of nitrates in drinking 
water, they can develop “blue baby syndrome” also caused by methemoglobinemia.  Because 
infants’ digestive systems contain different bacteria than adults, they are more prone to 
developing this disease.  Most cases occur when infants younger than four months ingest formula 
that has been diluted with contaminated well water, particularly from rural domestic drinking 
water wells. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) set enforceable standards, called 
maximum contaminant levels (MCLs), for nitrates in public drinking water specifically to protect 
babies from exposure to those levels that cause blue baby syndrome.   



Stay tuned for our next article that will delve deeper into some nitrogen related topics.  
We are excited to share some topics with you that we think are very interesting and fun!  We 
look forward to visiting some new yards this year and helping more Indiana recyclers reach 
compliance.  As always if you would like to contact us for more information on this topic, or any 
other topic, feel free to call us: (812) 327-2838.   
 


