
 

 

 

 

Class A Biosolids 

Biosolids that are pathogen 
free and available for the 
public for general use in 
landscaping or gardening. 
 

Class B Biosolids 

Biosolids that have been 
treated to remove 95-99% 
of pathogens, a level 
deemed safe for land appli-
cation (the remaining path-
ogens die quickly from sun-
light, heat, and competing 
microorganisms). Class B 
biosolids have site manage-
ment, harvest, and access 
rules and are only available 
to permitted sites. 
 

Both classes of biosolids 
are tested for pathogens, 
metals, and vector attrac-
tions.  They are classified 
by the EPA in accordance 
to levels of present patho-
gens.  The City of Langley 
produces Class A and Is-
land County Solid Waste 
produces Class B. 

Biosolids are made up of treated 

and tested organic material that 

is derived from sewage solids.  

This material is produced at 

wastewater treatment facilities.  

In processes approved by the  

Environmental Protection Agen-

cy (EPA), sewage sludge, food 

particles and other organic solids 

are recycled  into a fertilizer    

determined safe for land 

application.  This sustainable 

product, sometimes thought of 

as waste, can provide valuable 

material for use in both agricul-

tural and garden settings.  It is 

high in stable carbon and plant 

nutrients, supplying large 

amounts of nitrogen, phospho-

rus, and micronutrients and can 

be used as a replacement for 

synthetic fertilizers.  

EPA Classification 

of Biosolids 

Dryland winter wheat. From left: no fertilizer control, synthetic fertilizer at 50 lbs N/acre, biosolids at 50 

lbs N/acre, biosolids at 100 lbs N/acre.  Photo courtesy of King County and Northwest Biosolids. 

Biosolids in Island County 



 

Biosolid management options help ensure that these useful mate-

rials are recycled (EPA). Nationally, an average 50-60% of all sep-

tage is transformed into biosolids and applied to agricultural land.  

In Washington State this number increases to 80%. Class B Biosol-

ids are used as a fertilizer for agricultural lands raising wheat, alfal-

fa, pasture, and timber.  They can be applied as a liquid slurry or in 

solid form.  Application of biosolids, similar to animal manures,   

decreases the necessity for synthetic fertilizers.  Additionally, like 

manures, it has been shown to improve soil structure by increasing 

water holding capacity, improving tilth, and reducing soil erosion. 

Biosolids are different than manures in that they are rigorously 

treated and tested before application.   
Biosolid nutrient analysis representing freshly 

digested biosolids.  Adapted from Fertilizing with 

Biosolids.  (Sullivan, et al. 2015) 

Biosolids are found to contain all essential nutrients for 

plant growth.  They are high in carbon and nitrogen, as well 

as phosphorus, sulfur and additional macro and micronutri-

ents.  While they provide a source of low to no cost fertiliz-

er/soil amendment there are some concerns associated 

with potential contaminants.   

 

In addition to the fact that the levels of microconstituents and pathogens levels are extremely low, it is important to 

factor in the ability of healthy soil to decrease these levels farther by degradation and binding.  In summary, the Na-

tional 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 ac-

cordance with existing federal guidelines and regulations, presents negligible risk to the consumer, to crop produc-

tion and to the environment."   (National Academy of Science, 1996, p 13) 

Benefits 

 Adds macro and micronutrients (see table) 

 Provides fast & slow release of nutrients 

 Maintains pH neutral soil 

 Improves soil water holding capacity and 

tilth 

 Loosens compact soils and helps aerate soil 

 Reduces soil erosion 

 Provides organic matter 

 Recycles useful product otherwise wasted 

 Decreases reliance on synthetic fertilizer 

Benefits and Concerns 

Concerns 

 May contain low levels of microconstituents including pharmaceuti-
cals and personal care chemicals.  Long term risk exposure is very low 
and is summarized in the Northwest Biosolids Risk brochure (see Ref-
erences and Further Reading)  

 May contain trace elements, including heavy metals, at levels below 
that which would cause human, animal, or environmental issues 
(Cogger et al. 2000) 

 May contain pathogens at levels below that of animal manure and 
consistent with appropriate levels for public health protection (Oun et 
al. 2014) 

 Antibiotics can be detected at low levels similar to those found in ani-
mal manures 

 May have an odor.  Biosolids produced locally have been identified as 
having a wet and earthy smell during application 

Left: no fertilizer or biosolid applied.  Right: biosolids applied.  



In our county Class B Biosolids are only applied 
to land with low potential for public exposure.  
Proper evaluation of this land is required to 
qualify for a permit for use of this material (see 
back page).  In addition, to ensure that the use 
of Class B Biosolids on pasture land is             
implemented in a safe manner the following 
EPA restrictions are adhered to: 
1. Animals shall not be grazed on land until 30 
days after application of biosolids to the land. 

2. Access to land with a low potential for  

public exposure (e.g., private farmland) is re-
stricted for 30 days after biosolids application. 
An example of restricted access is remoteness. 

Application Rules 

Use of Class B Biosolids 
in Island County 

In Island County, much of the domestic sep-
tage comes to the Island County Septage Treat-
ment plant located at the Solid Waste Transfer 
Station in Coupeville, WA. This plant, a pioneer 
in the nation, uses an aerobic system to trans-
form septage into biosolids and leachate.  The 
sewage goes through physical, chemical and 
biological processes which clean the 
wastewater and remove the solids. The treat-
ment process sanitizes wastewater to control 
pathogens including bacteria, viruses and  

parasites.  The product is tested for specific 
trace elements including arsenic, cadmium, 
lead, and mercury, among others.  Concentra-
tion limits are imposed.  This process produces 
a Class B semisolid fertilizer/soil amendment 
that is applied only to permitted pasture land 
in Island County. 

Biosolids use data for Washington State 2012, Adapted from Guide to 

Biosolids Quality.  (Mitchell, et al. 2016) 

Note that Class A Biosolids can be applied to 

land without restriction.  The City of Langley 

produces Class A Biosolids.  

Aerobic digestion  The de-
composition of organic matter 

(plant and animal material) by microorganisms with the 
presence of oxygen. 

Biosolids  Treated solids removed from waste water that 
have been treated and stabilized to destroy pathogens and 
meet rigorous standards allowing for safe reuse as a soil 
conditioner and fertilizer replacement. 

Essential element  An element that is required by all organ-
isms in order to survive and reproduce. 

Fertilizer  A product used to add nutrients to the soil for in-
creased plant growth. 

Macronutrient  An essential element needed in large 
amounts by a plant or animal in order to survive &      repro-
duce. Plant macronutrients include nitrogen,   phosphorus, 
potassium, sulfur, calcium, magnesium,  carbon, hydrogen 
and oxygen. 

Microconstituents  Any organic compound (usually from 
pharmaceuticals, personal care products, and other chemi-
cals), detected in biosolids in extremely small amounts. 

Micronutrient  An essential element needed in very small 
amounts by a plant or animal to survive and reproduce. 
Plant micronutrients include iron, boron, manganese, zinc, 
copper, chloride, cobalt, and molybdenum.  

Organic Matter  The carbon-based material contained in 
plants or animals and plant and animal wastes. 

Pathogen  Any microorganism that has the potential to 
cause disease, including pathogenic bacteria, viruses, hel-
minths, and protozoans.  

Raw Sewage  Untreated wastewater from human and do-
mestic use such as toilets and drains. 

Septage  By-product from pretreatment of household 
wastewater in a septic tank where it accumulates over time. 

Important Terms 



 

 
Permitting, application and testing are conducted 
by the county at no cost to the land owner.  Per-
mitting requires an evaluation of the property to 
determine the suitability of the site.  In Island 
County, this evaluation is performed by the Solid 
Waste Department in strict adherence to EPA re-
quirements.  Included in this evaluation are an as-
sessment of the soil characteristics, slope, water 
supplies, vegetation, crop needs and distance to 
surface and to groundwater.  Included in the per-
mit are specific buffer requirements and re-
strictions to public access and grazing (see applica-
tion rules).    

Nutrient management planning ensures that the 
appropriate quantity of biosolids are land applied 
to the land. The application rate is specifically cal-
culated to match the nutrient requirements of the 
property for its intended use. The property will be 
tested regularly by the county to ensure safe and 
appropriate application and nutrient levels.   

References and Further Reading 

The Island County Solid Waste Department will:   
 Answer any questions you may have as well as to 

determine the suitability of your property. 
 Complete the permit application process.   
 Test biosolids to establish nutrient levels and  

ensure adherence to Class B Biosolid requirements 
 Assess nutrient needs of the soil prior to applica-

tion to determine suitable application rates. 
 Apply Biosolids, generally in the late summer. 
 Regularly test the property for nutrient needs and 

water levels, etc.   
 

For information please contact: 
Solid Waste Manager  
Joantha Guthrie  
JoanthaG@co.island.wa.us   
360-679-7338  
360-678-5111 ext 7338  
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Use of Reclaimed Water and Sludge in Food Crop Production.   
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ies, Commission on Geosciences, Environment and Re-
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Effluents and Sludge in the Production of Crops for Human  
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What the County Provides: 

WSU Extension programs and employment are available to all without  

discrimination.   

Application of Biosolids.   

Authored by Sarah Bergquist, Program Coordinator, Washington State University 

Extension Island County 
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