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BIOSOLIDS USE IN COLORADO 
   A question ultimately arose as the issues presented in the October 3rd and 10th editions settled into this writer’s psyche.  Just how widespread is the application of biosolids in Colorado?  As you read further, keep in mind a statement taken from a paper written jointly by Kenan Diker of the Water Quality Control Division of the Colorado Department of Health and Environment/Denver (CDPHE) and Robert Brobst, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Region 8/Denver (USEPA Region 8) (Diker/Brobst for ease of reference): 
   “The Biosolids program in the State is a self implementing program which means the parties dealing with biosolids implement the regulation by themselves and they provide the State with an ‘annual report’ detailing their activities and quality and quantity information.” 

   According to Diker/Brobst, “Biosolids have been used for agriculture for centuries.” Diker/Brobst point out that historically, regulated biosolids have been in use in Colorado since the mid 1980’s, and explain the reason biosolids are so valuable in crop production.
· Biosolids (processed sewage sludge) contain small amounts of heavy metals and pathogens in addition to organic matter and plant nutrients such as nitrogen and phosphorus and others; 

· Biosolids provide a slow released fertilizer which may be better than inorganic fertilizers; 

· Biosolids slow release fertilizer supports plants so that plants do not go through fertilizer stress; and

· Biosolids provide valuable organic matter to improve soil water-holding capacity.

   Diker/Brobst temper those glowing attributes by adding that biosolids contain heavy metals, pathogens and volatile solids which means they need to be regulated for their safe use. 

   Biosolids regulation in Colorado is set forth in Water Quality Regulation 64, developed and written before federal regulation of biosolids (40 CFR Part 503) was written. The two were later brought into alignment so as not to be contradictory, with Colorado’s Regulation 64 the more stringent, according to Diker/Brobst. 
   Responsibility is split between the CDPHE and USEPA Region 8. Because biosolids management in Colorado is not delegated, the USEPA Region 8 is ultimately responsible for biosolids management and permitting for beneficial use. 

   The CDPHE is responsible for issuing a Notice of Authorization which is a permit for beneficial use or distribution of biosolids in Colorado for a specific agricultural field, and the responsibility of waste treatment facilities or land application contractors. A general permit is issued to generators and land appliers of biosolids by five generic types of use and disposal options. 

   One of the disturbing practices by the state is that it has monitored biosolids quantity through annual reports since the program is a fee-based program; Diker/Brobst state “no detailed analysis of annual reports is conducted due to several constraints such as staff limitations.” 

   Does this practice not raise a red flag of how easily facilities can cut corners when conducting wastewater treatment? The Diker/Brobst paper covers a period of January 1 through December 31, 2007, and includes these statistics.

· Annual reports were requested from 475 facilities (including major, minor and lagoon systems; 

· 142 facilities responded with biosolids activities; 

· Information was classified into seven categories – land application, composting, rangeland, reclamation, transfer, stored and landfill; 

· 99,032 dry metric tons (dmts) of biosolids were produced in Colorado; 
· 34,199 dry metric tons were imported to Colorado; 

· Processed biosolids thus totaled 133,231 dry metric tons; 

· 102,667 dry metric tons were beneficial used (beneficial used is defined by the CDPHE as the use of the nutrients and/or moisture in the sludge to act as a soil conditioner or low grade fertilizer for the promotion of vegetative growth in the land); and

· Compared to national beneficial use, beneficial use of biosolids in Colorado is almost twice the national level. 

   The beneficial use of biosolids in Colorado is spread over various uses: 

· Land application for dryland farming 

(wheat, corn, milo and sunflower)  78,000 dmts

· Composting (sold/distributed to public for soil conditioning) 14,000 dmts

· Rangeland

3,000 dmts

· Reclamation

1,000 dmts

· Transfer


10,000 dmts

· Stored


 9,000 dmts 

· Landfill


22,000 dmts

   According to the Diker/Brobst paper, statistics for 2007 showed 1,775 active land application/composting sites that can take biosolids for beneficial use. 

   Biosolids land appliers for beneficial use must obtain a Notice of Authorization from the State, and must comply with federal and local (if applicable) regulations. (Several Colorado counties and regional health departments require a permit prior to beneficial use application of biosolids in their jurisdiction.) 

   Metal concentration in biosolids is another criteria determinative of quality. The paper contained a recommendation that the regulation of quality analysis of pathogen content be expanded to the final products, and needs to be studied for a better understanding of biosolids quality.  

   Increased inspections of facility/site inspection were also recommended.  Only 62 of 100 intended site inspections were conducted.  For facility inspections, intended inspections came in at 16, slightly over the intended 12. 
   Diker/Brobst acknowledged that “more annual report analysis should be conducted.” Colorado does rank better in quality of biosolids in terms of metal concentrations than Region 8 and nationally, but this writer must opine, that may be accounted for in that only “3 to 5 percent of both facilities and land application sites are inspected, and seems to be limited and concentrated in the certain areas,” according to Diker/Brobst.  


The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
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