
The following is an excerpt from EPA’s site (www.epa.gov/biosolids/frequent-questions-
about-biosolids) regarding biosolids: 
 
What are biosolids? 
They are nutrient-rich organic materials resulting from the treatment of domestic sewage 
in a treatment facility. When treated and processed, these residuals can be recycled and 
applied as fertilizer to improve and maintain productive soils and stimulate plant growth. 
 
Are biosolids safe? 
The National Academy of Sciences has reviewed current practices, public health 
concerns and regulator standards, and has concluded that "the use of these materials in 
the production of crops for human consumption when practiced in accordance with 
existing federal guidelines and regulations, presents negligible risk to the consumer, to 
crop production and to the environment." 
 
Are there regulations for the land application of biosolids? 
The federal biosolids rule is contained in 40 CFR Part 503. Biosolids that are to be land 
applied must meet these strict regulations and quality standards. The Part 503 rule 
governing the use and disposal of biosolids contain numerical limits, for metals in 
biosolids, pathogen reduction standards, site restriction, crop harvesting restrictions and 
monitoring, record keeping and reporting requirements for land applied biosolids as well 
as similar requirements for biosolids that are surface disposed or incinerated. Most 
recently, standards have been proposed to include requirements in the Part 503 Rule that 
limit the concentration of dioxin and dioxin like compounds in biosolids to ensure safe 
land application. 
 
How are biosolids used for agriculture? 
Biosolids are used to fertilize fields for raising crops. Agricultural use of biosolids, that 
meet strict quality criteria and application rates, have been shown to produce significant 
improvements in crop growth and yield. Nutrients found in biosolids, such as nitrogen, 
phosphorus and potassium and trace elements such as calcium, copper, iron, magnesium, 
manganese, sulfur and zinc, are necessary for crop production and growth. The use of 
biosolids reduces the farmer's production costs and replenishes the organic matter that 
has been depleted over time. The organic matter improves soil structure by increasing the 
soil's ability to absorb and store moisture. 
 
The organic nitrogen and phosphorous found in biosolids are used very efficiently by 
crops because these plant nutrients are released slowly throughout the growing season. 
This enables the crop to absorb these nutrients as the crop grows. This efficiency lessens 
the likelihood of groundwater pollution of nitrogen and phosphorous. 
 
Are there rules about where biosolids can be applied? 
To determine whether biosolids can be applied to a particular farm site, an evaluation of 
the site's suitability is generally performed by the land applier. The evaluation examines 
water supplies, soil characteristics, slopes, vegetation, crop needs and the distances to 
surface and groundwater. 
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There are different rules for different classes of biosolids. Class A biosolids contain no 
detectible levels of pathogens. Class A biosolids that meet strict vector attraction 
reduction requirements and low levels metals contents, only have to apply for permits to 
ensure that these very tough standards have been met. Class B biosolids are treated but 
still contain detectible levels of pathogens. There are buffer requirements, public access, 
and crop harvesting restrictions for virtually all forms of Class B biosolids. 
Nutrient management planning ensures that the appropriate quantity and quality of 
biosolids are land applied to the farmland. The biosolids application is specifically 
calculated to match the nutrient uptake requirements of the particular crop. Nutrient 
management technicians work with the farm community to assure proper land 
application and nutrient control. 
 
Are there buffer requirements or restrictions on public access to sites with 
biosolids? 
In general, exceptional quality (Class A) biosolids used in small quantities by general 
public have no buffer requirements, crop type, crop harvesting or site access restrictions. 
Exceptional Quality biosolids is the name given to treated residuals that contain low 
levels of metals and do not attract vectors. When used in bulk, Class A biosolids are 
subject to buffer requirements, but not to crop harvesting restrictions. In general, there 
are buffer requirements, public access, and crop harvesting restrictions for virtually all 
forms of Class B biosolids (treated but still containing detectible levels of pathogens). 
 


