
CDC 'Sounds an alarm
on the risks of sludge

Farmers use
tons of treated
sewage as
free fertilizer
By John Tuohy
USA TODAY

An upcoming report by the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention con-
.:udes that sewage sludge converted

into fertilizer poses a potential health
risk from E. coli, salmonella, hepatiti B,
md other bacteria and virues.

Workers who handle sludge are es-
"Jecaly at rik, scientist found.

Sludge is made from human wate
'hat is flushed down toilets in homes,
businesses and industry_ Following

Cover story

6Uidelines set by the federal Environ-
mental Protection Agency; municipal
.;ewage plants treat the waste to re-

move toxic metals and kill diseases,
(hen ship the sludge to fanners and

ither landowners to use as a nutrent

co grow crops and plants. .

Since the EPA approved the sludge

program in 1993, millons of tons have
:ien spread on land across the country,

including the wtte House lawn.
EPA rules divide sludge - which it

calls biosolids - into two categories,

iepending on how it is treated and
cleaned. The more expensive Clas A
.reatrent kills al the pathgens in the
waste. The more common Class B treat-
¡TIent kils most, but not aU, of the

ìathogens.
The CDC is recommending that all

~Iudge be cleaned to Class A standards
because of the rik that diseases could

:i transmitted through Class B sludge.

'Te best control is to eliminate the
Jazard by treating the biosolids to the

Class A pathogen-free levels before ap-
)lication," Joe Cocals, a scientist with
the CDCs National Institute for Occupa-
.ìonal Safety and Health (NIOSH),

"vrites in a draft of the report written
Nith scientist Nancy Burton.

The report is to be released soon and
iS awaiting only the signature of the
'HOSH director.

By G.ry Tr.aOlontind for USA TODAY

A moter voices her fear Tony Behun, the l1-year-old son of Brenda Robert-

son, died less than a week after riding his motortike through sludge.

Tw gr moters shar their stnes, 13D.

It's the first time the EPA's sludge

program has been so closely scru-
nized by another health agency, 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 Cornell
University in Ithaca, N.Y., found that
sludge could be harmfu to the public.

The CDC report also bolsters the
claims of a scattered conglomerate of
environmentalsts and citizens across
the countr who claim sludge is harm-
ful to people and the ecosystem. They
include two mothers in the Northeast
who blame sludge for the deaths of
their sons. People who live near sludge

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

Sludge hås become the preferred
method of waste disposal for the na-
tion's 16,000 municipal sewage plants
because it is much cheaper than the al-
ternatives: incineration and landfills.

In most cases, tons of sludge are giv-
en away to farmers, and the EPA has

successfully promoted sludge as an en-
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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''TI::e stuff wcùs great ~JIy yields
are excellent ... and ilV soil ;erti!-
ity hê. Ifprcveè,~ says Charlie

Hansen ofeenter Hartor, N.H., who
raises cattle and graws hay on 150
acres. Hansen began using sledge
10 years ago ài¡d sçre2ès about

1,500 tens of it, which he gets ITee,
on his land e3cn year. "I 'Nci.d nev-
er use semetJing that weiJd hurt
ire er my childre:1."

But ciX scentjs~ advise wcä-
ers who hardle Class B sludge -

the kind Hanen uses - to wear
protect'je clothing, including respi-

raters, goggles, cove rails and
gloves. Scientists made their con-
clusions afer irivestgarilg com-
plaits of sickness by five sludge

workers at the Bi:t:er County
(OI-io) Depài"'e::t of Environ-
mentii Sef'/~ces' Lesci:rèes-,¡jl!e fa-
cilt!.

"Eased on available sc:erit£c evi-
dence, we are deve!cping recom-
mendations fer preventing poten-
tial r.sks to wcÙe;s in settr.gs
when~ exposure to Class B t:icsclids
mair occur," NICSì- si:ekesman

Fred Blâ5ser Sê~lS jrJ a. çr=parêd
stat2I:er:

EP:1: i'o D.f'N nLê5 "N1th:OUt daì:'

Offcials with the E:::i ir.sist Gass
B sludge is perfecty safe wten
used correcty and sa') there is no
scientic evidence that it's unsafe.

"If we were to reqi.re Gass A
sludge, we would need the data to
show us it is necessary to pretect
puclic healt\ and that data is TIot
out there," says Diar:e R::gò.s, depu-
t'j assistant admirjstratcr for water
at tIie EPA. "vVe wculdr:'t want tc
imccse new rules cn the cities

'withoi.t the datò.."

But she calls tI:e wcr:(ef ïeCCíi-

mer:èations "very usexl" ar.d
"common-sense advice."

Sludge crtics sa'i the (iX re(-

ommendatiom ha,je mt:ò larger
implications. If the CDC rèccm-
rrer:Gs that weùers stie!è t::em-

selves ag:inst sh.:dge, they say, t'ien
ü:e EPi\ should mal(e sure the pub-
lic is protected, too. MOSH Gil only
recoITJrend changes in the wcrk-
piae but the EPA can irjtiate pub-
lic health policies. .

"In the histof'j of public health, I
can't thiiJ( of an intance when the
wer!(place requirements were
strcter than the') were for the pub-
lic," says EPA microbiologit Davd
Lewis, who is sUIJg the agenCl) be-
C2t:se Ì1e claims it is ting to fire

him fer crtcizing the sludge pro-
gram.

After all, Lewi says, an person
C2i. i¡tak right onto a fan laden
'with tons of sludge and be as close
to it as any worker,
Tnats what Brenda Roberton of

Osc201a Mils, Pa., says happened .
to her 11-year-old sen, Tony Behun, !
in Cctober 1594.

Tony rede I"s motoitike throug.li
a rJ1side at t':e site of an old stp
r.ir:e ttat WèS co'iered in sludge,

wl..ch plastered him from head to
tee. The r:ext day, he got sicle. With-
in a wee:e. he was dead.

For the pas yeai, sÎlce Rob-

ertscn began to suspect sludge V'las
the C21le, she has balled the

Penr.iyl'/ania Deparent of Envi-
renmenGl Protecton, which insists
that sludge pl2Yed no par She has
lobbied at the Capitol in Harburg
2iid written to Gov. Tom Ridge for

suppert
"I den't thiiik the EPA wats to

admII there need to be chanes
made," Rûl::erton says.

In Gn:~nland, N.H., Joane Mar-
shal is suiLg to reach closure in the
death of her son Shayne Conner in
1995, when he V'las 26.

Marshal lived downwind of a
sludge sire; ste says the ammorja
fumes that her son inhaled caused
his ¿e2th. Si:e is suig the sewage
plant thãr treated the sludge, the

waste haller that trsported it
acà ete fa.r:er who grew hi CTl.S
'Niin it

eed iC' ct3C:-2~it the r2r:,c~ î"õ.t~2r
ii~ëìn =è':"~f~S3 '~l-:e CJt:c2r:-s.

)- 11-:e ¡-:i::use Scie:rc2 CcmæittE~
held ~ìe3jngs in l'ïIarch to e~c.iLir:e
ôl!eg;teDs chat tCD EP.'-\ eITcials iD-
tirrièated activists '¡lD.O occcseG

sludq:: hi their tCiii/r:S. .. .L
~ ~A few scienôsts vvithin the

ErA, led by Le'J'is, are o¡:edy chal-
ler:ging the EP/\s sludge rules.

Some scientists say pathoger.i
that survivê after Class B tfê2tmeIlt
are resilient enough to ¡¡'ie long af-
ter Cìass 3 oicsoìids are spread en
Lelds. Tì;ev sav the EP'A rie'/::r did
tt.oroi.g.l testing that codd pïOve
eti'1ef'Mse.

''They developed a theo!') that
'was not biologically souiid," Lewis
says. "I üiirJ.k that in some Câ5es
you can find E. coli or ot.'1er patho-
gens living mCL.ths or years later."

,AJ Gray, e;(ecutive di::ctor of the

Wãter Environment Federaton, a
r:on-prof:t grcup of se'Nage plarr.
scierirlsts aI:d engineers, SajiS it is

Tne CDC is only the latest crtic of sludge cpper:er;ts wl:o don't have
sludge: ì the science to baci( up their feaE.

:. in March, an audit by the EEl!"s 1. "We have yet to have a dCGil::em-
imp ector genera conch.:èed that i ed case ef a woùer or citizen get-
the "EE'\ caot asSUR tte pubiic! ring s;c!( from bicsclic!s," he SãyS.
that cuent land applicaton pracc- ) NeVErtheless, seme rura local
tices aie protectve of human i govemr;ents have tcld their lead-

health and the environrner;t" I ers the') ¿on't want sludge ITem

111e study found that ì:iesdiès sewage ¡:!ci!-;ts in new Yor:( ard Los
"may result in increased risl~s to! Ange!es dumped iri their towr~.
the environment and hLlian i In New Hampshire, 44 munici-
health." Toe EPA revieweà only i palties hã'l2 bar..ed or restricted
38~& of the report sent to it by! sludge. In CalcITia, 16 countes

vv-cSe treatment plants, performs i have used Iecal government action
few inectons of the plants and, to keep the sludge away.

does not keep trck of the cum-I But there are still a grèat numer
ulative amount of pollutats at i. of farers wrc sweai by sli:dge.
sites where sludge is spicad. And . In Hel1isten, Ore., thd-genera-

there "is vialy no oversight" of¡ tion farer ¡(ent Madiscn, 40, wl:o

the program, auditors found. . raises catte en 15,000 acres, calls
The EPA's Regas says the states bioscliès "tn.ily t1:.e ultimate c.l.s3.-

are supposed to self-regulate be- ric fertlizer."
cause the EPA dcesn't have the "It has inw:ased m') grazing ca-
manpower to impect every site in, padj eighr ti1lêS," he says. "AJ1d
the countr we have em¡;lcyees who woù

~ In 1999, a sr.ièy by Cerreil with it e'lêrj day ar.å have r:e'ier
Udversity's 'Waste Managemer.t had or:e health problem."
lr.stitute said the EPA's sludge rues in Cottage Grove, lviril., fal.er

"do not appear adequately pretec-, Ger.e Smallidge, 60, says sll.dge is
tive of human health."It found that ,be!çing him "'let seme of the high-
grundwater leaching of sludge i est cern '1:e!ds in the state en scITe
might be dangercus. Imtitue di- of the werst !ai.d."
reder Ellen Har.son says t.'-e EFA "If 'lOU Ce~!e'ie in recycling, then

tris is -the ~ uìtiate," sffãiiège
sa"¡s. .lEve:,,'cr:e cre~t-:=s it, ard e'J-

e~,icTe stct:id ~e~o Íc r'2~se ~t:l

"I am lCO~~ cert l1is è2;;th Vias
cêused by sludge," ste says. "I l~à'ì2
been disappointed and cismayed

with the response of the gG'/em- I

ment"
Rufùs Chaney, a research agron-

omist with the U.S. Departent of
A,arcultue, cals claims like Mar-
shal's "ludicrous."

"Even if there were enot:g11 am-
menia to make somecr:e sick, the
dispersal you would get on a big
field negates it," Chaney says.

He cals crtics cf sludge "fecal-

phobes." Those ar people who feel
feces shouldn't be put anywhere
and who igore its orgaric value,.
he says. "To appreciate what gees
in the process, they should trj I
treati their ov'm waste."
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