Flower Power
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Is it possible that certain flowers or trees, when planted on contaminated land, will rid the soil and even the water beneath it of pesticides, solvents, and other harmful substances? According to more than a few experts, the answer is yes. 

The process, known as phytoremediation, uses a plant's natural mechanisms to clean up toxic sites. In some cases the plant functions like a sponge, absorbing chemicals into its tissues in order to slow the spread of contaminants. Eventually the plant is harvested and either incinerated or composted, with the net contaminated waste from the procedure being only a fraction of what it would be if the soil itself had been dug up and treated. 

Another phytoremediation technique allows the plant to continue growing long after it first absorbs the contaminant into its tissues. As a result, the plant metabolizes the unwanted material into less harmful compounds and releases these through its leaves as vapor into the atmosphere. 

A favorite plant for this second type of phytoremediation is a hybrid poplar tree that grows quickly and features a deep root system. In addition, research suggests that using these genetically engineered poplars to remove pollutants from water tables is economical when compared to other methods. In one instance, 1,700 poplars were planted on a contaminated U.S. Navy site, thereby saving an estimated $5 million in the cleanup process. 

Other popular phytoremediation plants include juniper and mulberry trees and various grasses and wildflowers. In Fort Worth, Texas, for example, Eastern Cottonwoods were used to remove chlorinated solvents from the groundwater, while in Portsmouth, Virginia, clovers were planted to remove petroleum from the soil. And in the Ukraine, at the site of the Chernobyl nuclear accident, sunflowers helped remove radioactive contaminants from pond water. 

Yet despite these successes, not everyone feels enthusiastic about phytoremediation. Just last year a group of activists raided the lab of a University of Washington professor and destroyed many of the hybrid poplars inside. The activists believe that these genetically modified trees threaten native forests. And then there are those who wonder whether the phytoremediation process doesn't simply trade one hazard for another. Yes, we remove the pollutants from a site using plants, but who's to say that we've eliminated the pollutants altogether? Perhaps we've merely turned soil or water pollution into polluted air.
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