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PURPOSE OF TRIP

• Better understand successful biosolids program
• Learn from successes in the Pacific Northwest
• Bring back lessons learned to Northern California

Dr. Sally Brown conducts biosolids field trials on mustard plants in Washington



TWO MAJOR OUTLETS CARRY RISK

Land Application

• Subject to County Supervisor whim 
and good or bad behavior of hauling 
and application contractors

• No relationship with farmers, no way 
of knowing what benefit biosolids 
provide

– Agronomic rates; no 
quantification of benefits

ADC At Landfills

• Current competition for landfill 
capacity coupled with eventual 
phasing out of ADC by 2025 at the 
latest

• No other viable options, should a 
current option be threatened or go 
away.



KING COUNTY, WASHINGTON

Similarities
• Mostly Class B with 5% Compost

• Land app as far as 250 miles round trip

Differences

• 30-year partnership with academia

• King County emphasis on marketing

• Compost comes back into Seattle for 
community gardening and PR

• Eight 50-acre research plots

• Multiple farms requesting biosolids

Observations

• Nine dedicated biosolids staff

• One a proactive spokesperson

• Got rid of middle man/broker

• Relationships directly with farmers

Lessons 
Learned

• Components of a low-risk program:

• Dedicated staff

• Direct relationships with end users

• Academic partnerships

...not as easy as just slapping on a label



KING COUNTY, WASHINGTON



• Program Costs:  $25/ton 
• Public significantly values low cost soil amendments made locally
• Over 100 blue ribbons won from local fairs
• Exclusion from Organic label not an issue with potting and topsoil products
• Refusal to give TAGRO mixes to Rec & Park because they wouldn’t pay for it
• TAGRO staff looked at SF’s ADC practices as “burying money”
• Tacoma also funded academic research

• Over the years, TAGRO users have become the experts

TAGRO Top Soil - $23/cubic yard
60% Mix, 40% Tree Bark

TAGRO Mix: $10/cubic yard
50% Class A, 25% Sawdust, 25% Sand

TAGRO Potting Soil: $30/cubic yard
20% Class A, 20% Sawdust, 60% Tree Bark 



SFPUC

• Biosolids disposition addressed 
through contractors
• Lately, contractors’ trucks turned 

away by farms and landfills
• No stability or control over fate
• No relationship with users
• Users have no vested interest in 

program

• Past compost giveaways were 
extremely successful…
• But PUC lacked relationships 

with creditable experts that test 
biosolids and amended soils 

Tacoma TAGRO

• Everything done in-house: complete 
vertical integration
• Product delivered by city staff
• Drivers serve as ambassadors

• Household name: 60% usage
• Ratepayers pay for program, 

then buy the resulting products
• “Like selling ice to an Eskimo”
• Product associated with flowers 

and water, not sewage

• Fully utilized their biosolids this year 
and soil blend market now exceeds 
biosolids supply



DC WATER



NORTHWEST BIOSOLIDS

MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION AND

UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON
Why Partner with Academia?
• Biosolids agencies lack credibility.

• Development of irrefutable talking points

• Possess a total command of literature—accessible and comprehensive

• Relationships with professors create a pipeline for staff recruitment

How Do We Partner with Academia?
• Offer internships with a lab or research component to grad students.  You’ll 

have access to their professors

• Information exchange with consortiums like ReNUWIt
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BASED ON THIS INFORMATION, HOW SHOULD

WE PERCEIVE OUR CURRENT BIOSOLIDS

PROGRAM AND ARE THERE OPPORTUNITIES

FOR IMPROVEMENT?



HOW TO INCORPORATE THESE LESSONS

Have a plan

• Where are we going?

• How will we get there?

Partner with Academia

• Understand our biosolids better

• How do we know enough about and address public concerns with biosolids?

Foster Familiarity

• Develop programs and tools that foster biosolids familiarity and convey important messages

End Users

• Develop our own relationships with end users of our products

Develop Staff

• Hire or internally groom key staff to play proactive roles in biosolids management



PARTNER WITH ACADEMIA2

A. Safety and Public Perception

• “Anything we don’t know, we assume the worst”

• How do we know enough about and address any public 
concerns with biosolids?

• Presence of trace compounds does not equal harm

• Have third party spokespeople/experts on hand to 
address public inquiries

B. Product Performance of Biosolids in Soil

• What do biosolids do to soil and how can we quantify?

o Water holding capacity
o Organic matter
o Carbon sequestration

We Need to Better Understand:





Develop Communication Pieces and Public 
Outreach Tools

FOSTER LOCAL FAMILIARITY3

• Using data sourced from academic and 
peer reviewed research



Develop Programs and Opportunities to 
Showcase Biosolids

• Conduct a biosolids demonstration at the SFPUC 
Garden at 7th and Lawton 

• With academic, CASA, and EPA partnerships, initiate a 
brownfield remediation demonstration within SF

• Potential participation in field trials in Marin County, 
San Mateo County, and at FSSD

FOSTER LOCAL FAMILIARITY3



HAVE A PLAN: BIOSOLIDS TRANSITION STRATEGY

Can’t slap a label on it—it’s not that simple
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