From cleaner harbour water to dirty farmland
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On Aug. 2, at least two Halifax-area beaches will officially open to swimmers for the first time in many years. On this date, Mayor Peter Kelly is expected to wade into the waters of the Northwest Arm of Halifax Harbour, now cleansed of the raw sewage that has made many Haligonians afraid to take such a dip in the past. 

The mayor’s swim is the result of the Halifax Regional Municipality’s long-awaited Harbour Solutions Project. The project has begun to treat the millions of 1itres of residential and commercial sewage that have been dumped into the harbour over the past 250 years.

The improved water quality in the harbour is certainly something to celebrate, but it comes with a serious risk to our agricultural land. The sewage sludge from these treatment facilities is now being spread on farmland across the province. 

Harbour sewage is treated through an advanced primary filtration system at three new wastewater treatment facilities in Halifax, Dartmouth, and Herring Cove. Simply, the sewage runs through a filter separating the dirty water from the suspended solids. The leftover solids are trucked to the Aerotech Business Park where they are heated and mixed with locally-produced cement kiln dust (CKD). The end product, known as "biosolids," is promoted as a fertilizer and spread by farmers on fields throughout Nova Scotia. 

These biosolids contain a chemical soup composed of everything flushed down toilets and drains, such as household cleaners, pharmaceuticals, and waste from the Halifax and Dartmouth hospitals. The CKD that is added to the sewage is known to contain thallium, an ingredient found in rat poison and a potential bioterrorist agent as deemed by the United States Department of Agriculture. Thus, biosolids are a mixture of dangerous chemicals and pathogens that are persistent and bioaccumulative. 

The land application of biosolids poses a threat to our agricultural land and farm animals. It also puts our food, water and health at risk. The United States has been spraying these biosolids on their agricultural land for the past 30 years, and consequently, there have been many incidents of farm animals dying, people sickened, and surface and groundwater contamination ( www.sludgevictims.com).

Recently, in Georgia, two farmers sued the City of Augusta because its sewage sludge fertilizer killed hundreds of their cows and contaminated their milk supplies. Farmers Andy McElmurray and Bill Boyce were awarded compensation from the city. In his March 2008 decision, U.S. District Judge Anthony Alaimo cited data that showed that the sludge contained levels of arsenic, toxic heavy metals, and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) two to 2,500 times federal health standards.

The biosolids from the Halifax Harbour Solutions’ facilities is not being adequately tested for pathogens and carcinogens. The provincial government’s 2004 Guidelines For Land Application and Storage of Biosolids in Nova Scotia does not require comprehensive testing and does not ensure that the annual report on biosolids management is made public. Most important, HRM and the provincial government are not adequately informing Nova Scotians of the risk to our food and our health from sludge-fertilized farmland.

In their 2008 policy paper, the Dairy Farmers of Nova Scotia acknowledged that "biosolids will become a larger issue as more sewage treatment plants come on line" and that this is "an issue for the agricultural industry as a whole, and there should be an industry-wide policy." 

Additionally, the Federation of Agriculture has stated that it "does not encourage the use of non-livestock generated waste as a soil amendment on agricultural land." 

Though biosolids may be an inexpensive fertilizer for farmers today, they may prove to be a costly mistake that will impact our environment and our health in the future. 

The Association of Medical Microbiology and Infectious Disease Canada called for a moratorium on the spreading of biosolids across Canada until further studies are carried out to determine if the process is safe. The public is encouraged to write to HRM Mayor Kelly, the city councillors and the provincial government to call for a moratorium until comprehensive testing and labelling of biosolids is done and made publicly available. Strict regulatory oversight and independent auditing of the biosolid management process must also be established to ensure public confidence and safety.

The spreading of Halifax Harbour’s biosolids on Nova Scotia’s precious farmland is not a sustainable solution. 

Fred Blois is a member of the Nova Scotia Biosolids Advisory Committee and board member of the Nova Scotia Environmental Network. There will be a free public screening of the film "Sludge Diet: Sewage Sludge and the Food We Eat" about biosolids on Wednesday, July 30 from 7:00-8:45 p.m. in Room 307, Student Union Building, Dalhousie University, 6136 University Avenue in Halifax. For more information, please call (902) 454-6846 or visit www.nsen.ca
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