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HOW BIOSOLIDS CAME TO COLORADO 

   Tuning into the pro-biosolids crowd would have readers believing it is the greatest thing since sliced bread. The only problem with the idea of treating or spraying agricultural land with biosolids is just what biosolids is – dried human poop (human waste).  

   More than 25 years ago, the term used to identify the “product” was sewage sludge.  Probably needless to point out is that to sell the idea of applying dried human waste to agricultural land, a humongous public relations campaign was definitely necessary! 

   According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Region 8 (USEPA Region 8), over the past quarter century, “the practice of processing sewage sludge” changed to being described as “recycling biosolids into soil amendments.” Sounds great so long as the look taken is not too close. 

   As defined by the USEPA Region 8 office, “biosolids are, in effect, a slow release of nitrogen fertilizer with low concentrations of other plant nutrients. In addition to significant amounts of nitrogen, biosolids also contain phosphorus, potassium, and essential micro-nutrients such as zinc and iron.” 

   Further explanation by the USEPA Region 8 (and perhaps justification for such an otherwise repulsive idea): 

· Many western soils are deficient in micro-nutrients; 

· Biosolids are rich in organic matter that can improve soil quality by improving water holding capacity, soil structure, air and water transport; and 

· Proper use of biosolids can ultimately decrease top soil erosion. 

   The USEPA Region 8 office serves the states of Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, Utah, Wyoming and 27 Tribal Nations. “Region 8 recycles 85 percent of the biosolids in the six-state Region. Data from 1996 indicated that 90 percent of the facilities meet the more restrictive Table III requirements,” (Table III of 40 CFR Part 503). It is that other 10 percent that we the citizens of Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, Utah, Wyoming and 27 Tribal Nations, as well as the rest of the United States should be concerned about! 
   In the October 3rd edition of Seeing the Round Corners, Michael Scharp (Scharp) of Parker Ag Services was identified as having been questioned by one of the local television stations about the Company’s application of biosolids to a field across from Jensen Farms, the farm charged as the source of the recent Listeria outbreak. 

   In July of 2000, BioCycle magazine published an article by Scharp – “Why Colorado Farmers Want New York Biosolids.” The lead-in to that title was EDUCATE, EDUCATE, EDUCATE, with Scharp’s opening statement, “Ultimately, it’s the performance of the biosolids that builds end user demand. Getting to that point requires a high quality product delivered by a program that covers all bases.” 

   Readers, please remember as you read, the product this guy is talking about is dried human waste, not the latest designer wine! 

   Scharp digresses to explain why New York biosolids end up in southeastern Colorado.  New York City (America’s largest city) ended its ocean disposal program for biosolids and came up with the project of land application of caked biosolids as a means of disposal while the City’s pelletizer was being built by a company later taken over by Parker Ag Services. 

   Scharp glibly states that even though Prowers County, Colorado was a long way from New York City, even as the crow flies, “Prowers County eventually became a logical choice to receive a portion of this treated organics material.” His words, not mine! 
   Strongly emphasized by Scharp is that Prowers County was “relatively free of any preconceived notions about the practice” (land application of biosolids); also extremely important when the main ingredient of a “product” is so repulsive to the ordinary person. The only prior organic resource management experienced by Prowers County was feedlot manure land application – “so when biosolids land application was compared to feedlot manure land application, the discussions were very easy,” according to Scharp. 

   Scharp makes the case that to give credibility to a land application program for biosolids, local health departments must be involved in monitoring and providing local oversight. “Many individuals do not trust the state or federal government to regulate biosolids.” Scharp maintains that the involvement of local health officials greatly improves the odds of acceptance by individuals who distrust state or federal government.  

   Scharp states (warns may be a better description), “the ability to have control as near to the project as possible is important because when an issue or problem comes up, everyone wants somebody to be able to respond that day – not in two or three weeks as may be the case with state and federal regulators.” 

   This writer must opine, it is also not as likely that local health officials have had the opportunity or exposure to dealing with land application of biosolids, all the dire consequences, and slick-talking salesmen selling dried human waste. 

   Next week, more on the “how” Colorado was selected for New York City’s biosolids, and their widespread use in Colorado. 

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