- ‘Sludge Magic’ at the EPA
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According to sclentists work-
ing for the U.5. Eavironmental
Protection Agency’s Office of
Research & Development, the
sludge rule on land application
of municipal wastes (40 CFR
Part 503} promulgated I 1893

‘may be the most sclentifically
unsound action ever taken by

the agency. ’

. . Rather than heing protective,
the rule actually threatens pub-
i health and the edvironment
in brdef the FPA's shudge
rule permits land application of

dried wrban sewage -~ called -

“sludge” -~ in lien of dumping
it in the occean, which Iy now
prohibited.

About half of the sludge-

bBom municipal waste-treatrnent
faciliies across the United
States, containing
human sewage, agri-
cultral runeffl and
industrial wastes, is

"sludge magle.”

Because shudge contains hu-
mas pathogens and trace (uan-
tities of mercury, lead and oth-

er toxic metals, applylng Rt to
areas used for growing food

crops and sefing bags of 1t 10

home gardeners is a souwrce of
concem. Poologlsts also have
seservations tbout the effects of
nutrients, toxic metals and-oth-
er pollutants leaching fom
siudge Into surface
water. -

indeed, pgovernment re-
searchers In Canada collaborat-
Ing with scientists at the Uni-
“versity of Quebec last year
published a study showing that
forests weated with sewage
stadge released toxic metals in
amounts .that exceeded water-
quality criteria for protecting

and ground.

Spreading sludge, which con-
tains some superbugs flushed
down hospital sewer lines, on
farms and home gardens
throughour the United: States
has scleatists both inside and
outside of the EPA understand-
ably concemed.

. With Increasing muznbers of
children dying from E. coli
strainn 0157, traced to am as-
sortment of products, Induding

strawberries  and  hamburger

meat, people are becoming in-
creasingly concerned over agri-
cultural  products  Imported
fom less developed areas of
the world where human waste
serves as cheap fertiifrer.

Meanwhile, content thar sy-
ringes and yubber gloves no
longer Htter our beaches, few
policy-makers and reporters

seem even slighdy
curious about how
our  government
solved the proh-

now being used to lem of ocean
iertili::l farmiand, : . . dumping of mu-
pational forests and Lo nicipal wastes.
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age sludge and as-
sure the public that
the EPA has deter-
mined it to be virtu-
alty risk-free.

in 1972, Coagress
amended the Clean
Water Act directing EPA to de-
velop regulations for disposing
of sewage sludge. A US. Dis-
trict Cowrt In Eugene, Orggon,
followed suit in 1990, Issning a
consent decree requiring the
agency to promulgate the regu-
iztions within two years.

Remayrkably, the agency’s po-
sidon on this issue reveals a
sort of environmental double-
speak: Traces of pestcides,
heavy metals and Industrst
wastes that environmental offi-
clils have long argued cause
cancer, and other major public
health problems are now sald
to be completely safe for dis-
posal on farmiands, . forests,
even home lawns and gardens.

The sclence behind the
EPA’s sludge nile, according to
some of the agency’s own sci-
engists who reviewed 1t, was so
bad i was popularly deemed

aquatic organisms.

Disease-causing  microorgan-
isms that can lie dormant or

profiferate in soff treated with .

sludge are even more discon-
certing to microblologists. Sam-
ples taken this year from land
i north Kansas Clty contained
£30,000 salrmonella and E. coli
bacteda per 100 grams of soll
- many thousands of tipes
higher that what Is considered
safe by public heaith officials.
The source, apparently, was
sludge applied in the area be-
fore 19382 :

The appearance of new
stralns of staphylococcus, tu-
berculosis, E ool end other
bacterfa - some of which are
completely resistant to modem
antibiotics ~ has Ied to a re-
surgence of Hfe-threatening in-
fections that were once easfly
treated,

When asked  why
pesticides, organic
solvents,  toxgit
metals- and other
poliutants in
shudge pose virm.
ally no risk to
public health or the environ
ment, sgency officlals point to
a lack of documented cases of
anyone becoming sick from ex-

posure to shadge. - -

Crtes argue that the same
can be sald of traces of pesti-
cides and other industral
chemicals in drinking water.
EPA's position on shudge, they
say, shows that agency regula-
tdons are based on political ex-
pediency, not sound science.
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