
There has been a lot of discussion in the H2GO Commissioner race regarding the relative quality 

of the aquifer RO and the BC LPRO systems and how dangerous even small amounts of the 

contaminants are. I have researched this issue and cannot find a definitive answer to either of the 

two issues. Since RO units are so good at removing contaminates, there appears to be no reason 

to do this low-level comparison for drinking water. I could also find nothing related to the 

dangers of drinking water with very low levels of contaminates, what were considered non-

detectable by CDM Smith when they performed the RO tests for Brunswick County. Not being 

able to find any relevant information online, I turned to the local experts. Two people who have 

been intimately involved in this issue since before the Gen-X problem was found. They are Dr. 

Knappe and Dr. Cahoon.  

 

This is a copy of the email I sent to them on Oct 19, 2019: 

 "First, I would like to thank you for your ongoing efforts to identify and reduce the 

contaminants in the Cape Fear River. I live in Leland where we drink the river water and I am so 

glad to see the improvements that have been made to date. 

 I am running for a position on the Brunswick Regional Water and Sewer H2GO Board of 

Commissioners. Obviously, water safety is a big issue in this election with the proposed aquifer 

RO plant being at the heart of the issue. I won’t go into the economics or the technical issues, but 

I would be very interested in what you can tell me regarding the safety of the water in question. 

Many say that the water from the aquifer RO plant will be cleaner and safer than water from the 

Brunswick County Low Pressure RO plant being built to further treat the current water. I have 

done research on the issue and I have been unable to find any reliable information on the relative 

merits of the two planned systems. I have striven throughout the campaign to present facts and 

verifiable data relative to the issues rather than have voters rely on rumors, emotions and 

unverifiable "facts." If you could give me your thoughts and/or sources of relevant studies, I 

would be most appreciative.  

Thank you for your time,  

John Bradley"  

Here are their replies. Dr. Knappe, rec'd Oct 19, 2019:  

Hi John, Thank you for reaching out. Both options will likely provide water of similar safety. I 

do not have sufficient information, especially for the groundwater, to be more definite.  

Best, Detlef"  

And from Dr. Cahoon, rec'd Oct 20, 2019:  

"Hello, Reverse Osmosis (RO) was found by Dr. Knappe of NCSU to be the best technology to 

remove contaminants of all classes from water. The quality of the source water makes a 

difference only in terms of the nature of the backwash water and, perhaps, in the lifetime of the 

RO membranes. I am familiar with both the H2GO and BrunsCo proposals. The quality of the 

finished water should be equal and of high quality. The main difference, aside from cost & 

volume produced, would be the quality of the discharge water and the location of its discharge. I 



understand that the discharge from the H2GO plant would be into the Brunswick river, whereas 

the BrunsCo discharge would be into a stream northwest of the plant and thence into the Cape 

Fear river. The H2GO backwash water would contain no anthropogenic pollutants, as it would 

derive from groundwater. The BrunsCo backwash would contain the pollutants, including PFAS 

compounds and 1,4-dioxane, removed by the RO process. They were in the river anyway and 

would be returned to it. So, there's not a really significant difference between the two systems. 

Cost and customers served would be additional considerations, but I don't know those numbers. I 

would also mention that plans to draw more water from the Cape Fear will get us all to its 

maximum capacity soon. That will almost surely force use of more groundwater resources.  

I hope this is helpful.  

Best wishes. Larry Cahoon"  

In the response to a follow-up note where I asked permission to quote him, Dr. Cahoon said, 

rec'd Oct 22, 2019: 

 Hello, the taxpayers pay my salary and what I put into work emails is public record, so you may 

quote me, provided the caveats make it in. I recall asking the H2GO folks about the aquifer 

capacity question a while back, and, if I recall correctly, the proposed withdrawal was well 

within the capacity of that deep aquifer, but it’s worth checking on. This region (SENC) is not 

yet experiencing aquifer capacity troubles except for some salt water intrusion in coastal areas 

and the Castle Hayne (shallow aquifer) problem that CFPUA’s nano plant well system had.  

Lawrence B. Cahoon,  

Ph.D. 2017 Distinguished Teaching Professor  

Biology and Marine Biology  

University of N C Wilmington"  

An older, but still very relevant, attributed to Dr. Cahoon as read by Carol Caffey at the Aug 27, 

2018 H2GO Board meeting is:  

"once the GXen numbers from CFPUA came down to 30 to 40 ppt level well below the DHHS 

advisory level of 140 ppt and another compound also came down proportionately I decided to go 

ahead and resume drinking tap water"  

Both of these gentlemen are scientists who have been very involved in this issue and are 

recognized by most people in the area as experts. That they see no difference in the quality of the 

water from the two systems and one provided a strong comment on the dangers of low levels of 

contaminates, I feel, is much more relevant than the completely unfounded claims being pushed 

by some. Hopefully this can shed some real light on the issue and hopefully put some minds at 

ease. 


