on the risks of sludge

Farmers use
tons of treated
sewage as
free fertilizer

By John Tuohy
USA TODAY

A upcoming report by the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention con-
cludes that sewage sludge converted
into fertiizer poses a potential health
risk from E. coll. salmonella, hepatigis B,
1nd other bacteria and viruses.

Workers who handle sludge are es-
Jecially at risk, scientists found,

Shudge is made from human waste
*hat is Tlushed down toilets in homes,
businesses and industry. Following

Juidelines set by the federal Enviroa-
mental Protection Agency: muricipal
sewage plants treat the waste o re-
move toxic metals and kil diseases,
then ship the studge to farmers and
sther landowners o use as a nutrient
(0 grow crops and plants.

Since the EPA approved the sludge
program in 1993, mullions of tons have
xen spread on land across the country.
including the White House fawn.

FPA rules divide sludge — which it
calis biosolids — Into two categories,
jepending on how i is treated and
leaned, The more expensive Class A
Jeatrnent kilfs all the pathogens in the
‘waste. The more cornmon Class B treal-
ment kills most, but not all, of the
aathogens.

The CDC is recommending that all
fudge be cleaned 1o Class A standards
pecause of the risk that diseases could
e transinitted through Class B sludge.
“The best control Is fo eliminate the
razard by treating the biosolids to the
(lass A pathogen-free levels before ap-
Jlication,” Joe Cocalis, a scientist with
the CDC's Nationad institute for Occupa-
tonal Safety and Health (MIOSH)
‘writes i a draft of the report, written
with sclentist Nancy Burton

The report is to be released soen and
5 awaiting only the signature of the
"HOSH director.

C sounds an alarm

- g iy e o
By Cary Teantaaling fore LITACTODAY

A mother voices her fears: Tony Behun, the 1i-year-old son of Brenda Robert-
son, died less than a week after riding his motorbike through shudge.

Two grieving mothers share their stories, 13D.

It’s the first time the EPA'S studge
program has been so closely scrutl-
nized by another health ageticy, and
the report comes on the heels of two
other investigations that found prob-
lems with the program. Reports by the
EPA’s inspector general and Cormell
University in Itheca, NY. found that
shudge could be harmful to the public.

The ¢DC report also bolsters the
claims of a scattered conglomerate of
enviromnentalists and citizens across
the country who claim sludge is ham-
ful to people and the ecosystem. They
include two mothers in the Northeast
who blame siudge for the deaths of
their sons. People who live near sludge

say it has made them sick. Farmers con-
tend it has killed their vestock.

Siudge has become the preferred
method of waste disposal for the na-
tion's 16,000 municipal sewage plants
becatse it is much cheaper than the al-
rernatives: incineration and landfils.

in most cases, tons of sludge are giv-
en away to farmers, and the EPA has
successtully promoted siudge as anen-
vironmentally friendly way to recycle
SEWage.

About 60% of sludge is now used as
fertilizer, and farmers who use It say it
beats anything on the market
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Coitiaeed fom 1D

“Tre stuff works grest by vislds
are excallent ... and my seif Brtil-
y hes inproved,” savs Charlie
Harsen of Center Harbor, N.H, who
rafses cattle and grows hay on 150
aeres. Mansen Degan using shudge
1€ years 2go and spresds sbout
1,500 s of it, wihich be gots free,
on his land sach year *weuld nev-
&r use something that weuld hurt
e o my children”

But CLC stlentists advise work-
ers who handle Class B sludge ~
the kind Hansen uses — io wear
protective clothing, inchuding respi-
rators, gogules, coverals and
gloves. Sciertisis made their con-
cusions afier nvestigating come

plaints of sickness by five siudge
workers al the Butier County ¢

{Chio} Devartnert of Environ-
mental Services’ Lescurdesviile fa-
itz

“Hased on avalizhble sclentific evi-
dence, we are develooing recotr-
mendations for praventing peten-
tial risiks to workers in settiegs
where exposure o Class B SioscBas
may oo NICSH spokesman
Fred Rlasser says in a orepare

statament,
EF&: Mo niew nides without daiy’

Cificials with the TFA insist Class
B siudge s perfectly safe when
used correctly and say there is no
scientific evidence fhat it's unsafe.

“If we were to regquirs Class A

studge, we would need the data to
showy G i IS necessary to protect
pubific health, and thet dats is not
out there,” says Diare Ragas, depu-
by assistant admindstrator for water
at the EFA, “We weuldn't want o

Jmgeese pew rules on the cities
without the datz”

Buit she calls the worker recom-
mendstions “very usell” and
“COMImon-iense agvica”

Shudge critics sav the {0C rece
omumendations have mudh Tarzsr
implications. I the (DC recome
mends that werkers shieid them-

sefvas againet shudge, they say, then
the 238 should make sure the pub-
Hc is prowected, oo MIOSH n only
recommend changes in the workc
place, but the ¥PA can inidate pub-
fic heafth polices, -

“In the Bistory of public hesith,
can't think of an instance when the
workplace reauirements wers

stricter than they were for the pub- .
lic,” says EFA mucrobiclegist David |

Lawis, who is suing the agency be-
czuse he clsims i i frving to fire
kirn for oriticizing the siudge pro-
Fam.

After all, Lewis says, any person
can walk right onto a farm laden
with fons of sludge and be as close
t0 it as any worler .

That's what Branda Rovertsen of

Osczola Mills, Pa., says happened .

to ber 1vear-cid son, Tony Behun,
it Cctober 1584

Tory rede Bs motorbike through
a hillsice at the site of an old sirip
mine that was coversd in sludge,
which rlastzred him from head to
toe. The next day, he got sick. With-
in & weel, he was dead.

For the past vear since Rob-
risCiCegan o susped studoe was
he cause, she has battled the

Fennsylvania Department of Envi-
rormenial Protection, which insists
that studze plaved no part. She has
lcbided at the C%pitai in Harrishurg
and written 1o Gov Tom Ridge for
SUpTCrt

“1 dow't think the EPA wants to
admit there peed to be chamgas
made," Robertscn says.

n Grzeniand, N.H., Joanre Mar-
shail is suing o reach dosure in the
death of her son Shayne Conner in
T68E, when he was 26,

Marspall Hved dovwmwind of a
stulge sits, she says the ammonia
fiymes that her son inhaled caused
his dezth. She is suing the sewage
plant thar freated the sludge, the
waste hawler that trapsperted It
and the farmer who grew Bis crops

e
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- the country.
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tam 100% corvain nis desth wias

caused by shudes,” sihe says. " nave
been disappointed and dismayed
with the response of the govern-!
ment.” :
Rufus Chaney, & research agron-
orpist with the US, Department of
Agriculturs, ¢alls ¢laims like Mar-
shall’s “lodicrous.” '
“Even ¥ there were encugh am-
menia to make somecre sick, the
dispersal you would get cn a
field negates it,” Chaney says, -
He calls ¢ritics of shudge “fecal-|
hobes.” Those ars peonte who feet
s shouldnt be put anywhere
and who ignore s organic value,
he says. “lo appreciate what goes’
in the process, they should &y,
tregting their own wasia

I,
e
g

: : -
schivists wio cpoosed
shuddas o thelr wwns,

> A few scienfists within the
EFA, led Sy Lawis, are cpendy chal-
tenging the EBAs shudge rules,

Seme scientists say pathogens
that survive after Class B trestment
are resilient enough o lve long af-
o1 Clags B nicsclids are spreat on
feids, They say the EPA neyer did
therough testing that couid prove
ciherwise.

“They develcped a thecry that
was net biclogically sound,” Lewis
says. “ think that in some cases
yeu can find E, ¢oli or other patho-
gens hving months or vears later”

Al Gray, executive dirsctor of the

! Warer Envircoment Federaston, a

Crities: Moy resul in w5l

The CCCis only the latest critic of
siudge:

> i March, an audit by the ERA's |
inspecter general conciuded that)
the “EPA cannot assurs the pubiic:
that current land apglication srace-
tices are protective of human!
health and the environment”

The study found that tiesclids
“may resulf inn increased risis to
the environment apnd human:
heaith.,” The EPA reviewed only:
38% of the reports sent o i by!
waste ireabinent giants, perirms |
few inspections of the plants and)
does not keep track of the cum-
ulative amount of pollutants at)
sites where sludge s spread. Aﬁd!
there “is virtuaily no oversight” of!
the program, auditors found. f

The EFA's Regas says the states
are supposed fo self-regulate be-
cause the EFA deesnt have the
manpower o inspect svery site in,

> In 1899, a sty by Comedl
University's Waste Managsment
Institute sald the EFA's stucge rules
“do et appear adequately protec-,
tive of human heaith.” It found that
sroundwater leaching of sludge’
might be dangercus. instifute di-
recior Ellen Harrlson says the EFA

- we have employes

" ron-proft group of sewage plant.

sclendsts and enginests, says i is
studge coponents who den't have
the science o back up their fears.
"W have yet 1o Nave 3 decument-
ed case of a worker or citizen get-
fng sick from blosclids,” he says.

Mevertheless, some rural loca
governiments have told ther lead-
ers they dom't want shudge fom
sawage rlants i Mew Yerk ard los
Angeles dumped in their fowrs,

In Mew Hampshire, 44 munici-
nalitizs have banned or restricted
sludge, In Califorrda, 16 countes
have used local zovernment action
to keep the dudge away '

But there are stiil a graat numker
of farmers who swear by siudge.

it Hermpiston, Ore, third-genera-
ton farmer Kent Madison, 40, who
Taises cathie cn 15,600 acres, calls
blosciids “rruly the utimate orgse
fic fertifizar”

It has increased my grazing ca-
pacity eight thmes,” he savs. “And
WHO WOTK
with it every day and have never
had sre heath oroblem.”

in Cctiage Grove, Minn., famer
Gere Simatidgs, 60, savs sludge is
hetoing him “gat some of the high-
est corn Vields int (he State CIIoHe
of the werst land.”

is the uitimata” Smailidge
5 *hyervene creees it angd ev-
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