BIOSOLIDS BUSINESS

by Jorja DuFresne [jorja.dufresne@state.mn.us] 651-757-2320

Future and Trends in Biosolids Management

For those of you on my email distribution list, I mentioned that back in December there was going to be a Forum sponsored by the Water Environment Federation [WEF] and National Biosolids Partnership [NBP], titled “Charting the Future of Biosolids Management”.  I was fortunate to be invited to attend and provide input to that discussion along with about 40 others - plant operators, utility managers, consulting engineers, equipment/process vendors, academics and regulators. I would like share some of the discussion with you.  The complete [free] webinar of the Forum Findings however is available via an NPB/WEF archived file. If you want to access it, go to one of the NBP news letters that came out after January 26th such as this one: http://www.wef.org/Biosolids/page.aspx?id=9411  Scroll to the bottom to the newsletter “Training” section to get the links to “Charting the Future of Biosolids Management: Forum Findings on Trends and Drivers”.  

The focus of the discussions was related to trends, drivers and the state of biosolids management practices [options] such as incineration digestion, and land application.  In other words, what is going on now and where are we going.

Some Drivers and Trends Identified by the Group:

· One big driver of course in making any biosolids management decisions now is energy, hence the trend to enhance digestion and use additional feed stocks to create more methane for energy production.  Drying biosolids for fuel and incinerators like the one in St. Paul can generate energy.

· Public policy will drive trend to and how to conduct public outreach, education and training.  It is imperative for the public to become more informed about biosolids management [and starting at an early age!] because they have more opportunity than ever before to impact the outcome of choices made for biosolids management in their community – and you want them to be well informed when making these decisions.  The trend is to get the community to take “ownership” of a project in order to avoid non-acceptance of an option down the road.  This is particularly important in the biosolids business as we only know too well how public perception drives it.  But we have a great opportunity for education here because only 14% of the public knows what “Biosolids” means according to the New England Biosolids and Residuals Association.

· Regulatory policy will also drive what options are workable and how they are implemented.  For example, many see eminent regulation of biosolids based on phosphorus application – at least to some degree.  On the other hand, this will hopefully drive the trend for implementation of nutrient recovery technologies and pollution prevention actions of companies as they look more to sustainability, waste and water reduction, efficiency, energy, and transportation in order to reduce operating costs. 

· Competition for $$$ and the time it takes to implement projects that are supposed to have a 20 year life span [who can predict what we will be doing in 5 or 10 years much less 20?] will drive a trend toward designing flexible operations – facilities creating various products like energy and more than one type of biosolids product.  In other words, don’t put all your eggs in one basket for 20 years.  Facilities are likely then to take up a more integrated relationship with the communities they serve because of the various products and services they provide.  Competition for $$$ may also drive the need to focus on public/private partnerships. Everyone is trying to squeeze the most out of what they have!

· Workforce and regulator retirements with the associated loss of institutional knowledge may drive a trend toward “regionalization” of facilities and shift more of the regulatory burden on POTW’s.  Biosolids managers may have to become the primary communicators on risk and regulation.  The loss of experienced workforce in turn drives the need for an increase and emphasis on training for both groups. 

Discussion of all these items prompts us to question: What actions do we need to get a job done and how should we prioritize those actions?  With fewer and fewer resources, one thing is for sure – we really need to put our heads together and get the creative juices flowing to come up with the answers - to squeeze the most out of what we have.  We need to maintain and create efficiency in operations - with the future in mind.  There are many opportunities for innovation in this business, so recruitment of an enthusiastic young workforce to carry the ball is very important.  

· We need to invest in that workforce by providing training – transfer of knowledge – one on one mentoring.  

· We need to support and interact with organizations that can help us with various tasks such as the WEF and MWOA and regulatory agencies.  WEF has the resources to develop curricula for schools to start the early education process – EPA and Water Environment Research Foundation have the expertise to continue  risk assessment and research that addresses lingering concerns about biosolids recycling.  

· We need to use existing models of successful programs and keep ourselves educated by reading our trade magazines such as “Treatment Plant Operator”, Wastewatcher, and WEF Central States newsletter and by taking advantage of new technology for education such as webinars.  

· More of the workforce needs to be involved in the planning of training to suit their needs - locally through the MPCA, MWOA, and 
WEF/Central States.  The required biosolids land application training in Minnesota puts us way ahead of the ballgame compared to most states in biosolids education but it can be altered when needs are identified.  This also applies to wastewater certifications and maintenance of knowledge.  Get involved in planning events such as the MPCA and MWOA Annual Conferences.  What do you want and need to hear about?  Speak up!

· We need to focus on product quality by reducing odors and aggressively working in the realm of pollution prevention – pretreatment and public education about products they use.

DO IT RIGHT/MANAGE BIOSOLIDS PROPERLY/ LET QUALITY SPEAK FOR ITSELF







