Canadian Water and Wastewater Association

Position Statement

regarding

NPRI reporting of substances present in Biosolids generated from Municipal Wastewater Treatment Facilities.

Background

The Canadian Water and Wastewater Association (CWWA) is a non-profit national organization representing the common interests of Canada’s public sector municipal water and wastewater services and their private sector suppliers and partners. The CWWA is recognized by the federal government and other national and provincial bodies as the voice of the Canadian water and wastewater sectors.

This document represents the position of the CWWA on behalf of its members regarding reporting substances present in biosolids to the National Pollution Release Inventory (NPRI). Summary information is provided for each issue in the following sections of this document. Relevant CWWA position statements are shown in italics following each section.

Introduction

The primary objective of municipal wastewater treatment is to control the release of substances entering the environment with the goals of protecting human health and minimizing negative impacts on the environment. 

Municipal wastewater treatment facilities include both wastewater collection and wastewater treatment systems. Wastewater collection systems are used to convey wastewater for a community and include sanitary and combined sewers. Wastewater can enter the collection system from domestic, industrial, commercial, and institutional sources. Wastewater treatment systems accept collection system flows for the purpose of removing substances from the wastewater prior to release into surface water. 

During the process of treating municipal wastewater, solid components contained in the wastewater are removed from the liquid. After processing these solids are referred to as biosolids. Biosolids consist of active and non-active microorganisms (biomass) and significant concentrations of beneficial plant nutrients namely nitrogen, phosphorus and other elements essential for plant growth. The composition of biosolids varies among municipalities and depends on the quantity and quality of wastewater inputs and on the type of wastewater treatment system used to remove and stabilize substances contained in the wastewater.

Environment Canada’s opinion is that biosolids are not intentionally produced but are a by-product of the wastewater treatment process (i.e. a waste), and as a result, wastewater treatment facilities must report NPRI substances in biosolids destined for land application as transfers for disposal.

ISO 9000-2000 defines a product as being the result of a process. It is the position of CWWA that biosolids are a product of the wastewater treatment process as evidenced by the considerable investments made in solids separation, treatment and dewatering technology and operations to ensure their value as a product and their conformity with technical and regulatory standards
.  Value in this case is not necessarily measured in terms of price charged to a consumer of the product, but in terms of societal and environmental value.

Beneficial Use of Nutrients

Common uses of biosolids include direct application onto agricultural or other lands (depending on their quality and provincial use regulations) and composting with other organic material such as leaf and yard trimmings. Land application and composting of these products is an effective means of assuring the beneficial use of nutrients and organic material and provide for the conservation of valuable nutrients and elements necessary for plant growth. Soil characteristics are enhanced with the addition of organic material provided by biosolids. These products are substitutes for commercial fertilizers and soil enhancers.  Biosolids are also used as a fuel for energy production and if they were not used for this purpose other energy sources would have to be purchased.  Disposal into landfills and permanent lagoon storage are non-product alternatives.
Biosolids that are beneficially used are products as they are substitutes for commercially available products.  Land application of biosolids has a significant net benefit to the environment and is an effective method of enhancing soil characteristics and providing valuable plant nutrients that would otherwise have to be mined, processed, distributed and purchased. Land application of biosolids and the use of biosolids as a fuel for energy production are planned activities and are controlled by provincial and federal regulatory agencies to rigorous technical specifications set out in regulations (see footnote 1). 
Ensuring the Quality of Biosolids as a Product 

Wastewater treatment systems are designed, constructed and operated for the express purpose of removing solids from collected wastewater. Biosolids are produced as a result of controlled solids processing techniques. Operational controls, including upstream source control, physical and biological treatment and stabilization are employed throughout the entire biosolids production stream to ensure standards of biosolids quality are met. 

Significant physical infrastructure and sophisticated management practices are put in place to control the quantity and quality of biosolids destined for direct land application, transferred into compost material production streams or used as a fuel for energy production. Only biosolids that meet specific quality criteria are applied directly to land or used as a fuel for energy production.

Biosolids are intentionally produced at municipal wastewater treatment facilities. Biosolids are not ‘incidentally manufactured, processed or otherwise used’ and as such do not meet the definition of a “by-product”, the reverse however is true – Quality and Environmental Management Standards based on ISO  9001 and 14001 are being developed and implemented to ensure the quality of these products. 

Biosolids destined for land application, transferred into compost streams or used as a fuel for energy production are not wastes. Biosolids are applied to land in the place of commercially produced alternative products (such as fertilizers and soil enhancers) for the purpose of enhancing soil characteristics and as a recognized source of valuable plant nutrients that would otherwise have to be mined, processed and sold. Biosolids and compost materials containing biosolids are valuable and desired products for agricultural and other land uses. Biosolids that are approved for land application are products and should consequently be exempt from NPRI reporting requirements. 

Equally, biosolids that are used as a fuel for energy production are products whose quality is controlled to ensure effective combustion and energy production. Again, biosolids substitute for other sources of fuel that would otherwise have to be produced. 

Sale of Biosolids Products

Biosolids and products containing biosolids (composted materials) are currently being sold to consumers in an increasing number of Canadian municipalities. The attachment of a price to a product is not the determining factor for something to be defined as a product. The fact that items that would be used in place of these products (i.e., a competing product) are sold indicates that biosolids are a product.  The practice of attaching a price to municipal biosolids products and compost materials will increase over the next few years as a direct result of various regulatory obligations and management decisions of full cost recovery that many Canadian municipalities are facing.

Canadian municipalities sell biosolids and materials that contain biosolids. Whether sold or not though, biosolids are regulated and approved by federal and provincial regulators as products. Biosolids and materials that contain biosolids whether they are sold or not, are products whose technical and quality characteristics and whose use is regulated, and should consequently be exempt from NPRI reporting requirements.

Land Application of Biosolids is an Approved Activity

Biosolids are valued for their positive contribution to enhancement of soil properties. Federal and provincial regulators give approval for direct land application of biosolids. Approvals are based on biosolid component concentration, proposed land use, soil type and characteristics of the receiving environment, including topography and hydrogeological factors. When applied following prescribed methods biosolids present low risk to human and environmental health. 

Biosolids that have been approved for land application by federal or provincial regulators should be exempt for from NPRI reporting requirements.

Public Right-to-Know

Many aspects of the Canadian Environmental Protection Act, including the NPRI, have established that the Canadian public has a right to information that may have a direct impact on their health or on the environment. Canadians expect that when they get information from the NPRI that it is accurate and easily understood.  It is also expected that this public information is presented in a way that is consistent with the goals of the NPRI and that NPRI information will be protected from illegal or malicious use.

The CWWA supports the concept of the Canadian public’s right to knowledge regarding pollutants that are released into the environment. The NPRI must provide Canadians with accurate, unbiased information regarding the sources of pollutants in their communities. This information must be easily understood and needs to include contextual information regarding the sources of pollutants. However, NPRI is not the appropriate mechanism for the public to determine the quantities of substances contained in biosolids and composts that are used in their communities, any more than NPRI reports on the use of fertilizers or pesticides that are used as products.  The composition of both these categories of products (biosolids and composts and fertilizers and pesticides) is available to the public through other mechanisms.

Environment Canada and the Office of the NPRI must take an active role in ensuring that information gained from the NPRI is beneficial to Canadians, is understood within the context of their appearance in the environment, and not misrepresented to Canadians. 

Conclusion

Canadians value their health and that of their environment. Canadian municipalities provide a valued service within their communities by constructing, operating and managing wastewater treatment facilities in a not-for-profit framework at the lowest possible costs. Land application of biosolids is an approved activity that has verifiable positive impacts on the land to which it is applied.  Equally, the use of biosolids as a fuel for the production of energy is also an approved activity avoiding the use of other sources of fuel.  If biosolids were not used as fertilizer and soil enhancing products, or if they were not used as fuel, other products would have to be mined, processed , distributed and purchased for these purposes. The “release” of the chemicals in biosolids products from these approved uses should not be reportable under NPRI. Environment Canada must take action regarding the reporting of biosolids to the NPRI and remove barriers that interfere with the beneficial use of these valuable products.
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Allan Mumby

Chair, CWWA NPRI Work Group

Wastewater and Storm Water Committee

�  “A product must often conform to specified technical specifications that address certain attributes related to the product performance and characteristics.” Page 29, Plus 9001, The ISO 9000 Essentials – a practical handbook for implementing the IS) 9000 Standards, CSA International, 3rd Edition, 2001.





