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Biosolids — A Valuable Resource 

What are Biosolids? 

Biosolids are an important product of 
wastewater treatment where helpful 
microorganisms are grown to consume the 
nutrients and organic maƩer in sewage. 
Those microorganisms and remaining 
organic maƩer become biosolids aŌer 
meeƟng rigorous state and federal 
standards for treatment and quality. 

Beneficial Use Rebuilds Our Soils 

Most wastewater uƟliƟes apply their 
biosolids to the land or turn them into 
compost or soil‐like products. This puts 
nutrients and soil‐building organic maƩer 
back where they came from, to maintain soil 
quality and support long‐term plant growth.  

Biosolids Use in Washington

Washington has an excellent, well‐
regulated, and sustainable biosolids 
program. Incineration and landfilling are 
costly, and neither is sustainable. Biosolids 
have been beneficially used in Washington 
for more than forty years. Coalition 
members produce more than half of 
Washington’s biosolids and almost two‐
thirds of the total biosolids that are used 
annually. Beneficial use is a criƟcal part of 
modern wastewater treatment, but only a 
liƩle more than one‐tenth of one percent of 
Washington’s agricultural lands receive 
biosolids each year. 

Biosolids are Valuable! 

Biosolids reduce the use of synthetic 
fertilizers, increase our food security, and 
produce higher yields from our farms and 
forests. 

Dryland wheat farmers can increase their 
yields by an average of 16%, earning up to 
$200 more per acre1. 

Foresters can increase yields from working 
forests by 25%, earning as much as $110 
more in log value per ton of biosolids2.  

Depending on the quality of their soil, 
community gardeners can grow from 15 to 
almost 4,000 percent more food by using 
biosolids products! If they’re gardening in 
poor soil, commercial fertilizers might get 
them one salad; biosolids can bring them 
forty3! 

Land application of biosolids in Washington 
results in the sequestration of at least 
80,000 tons of CO2 per year4. That's like 
taking more than 17,000 cars off the road!  

DID YOU KNOW? 
Only about one tenth of one 

percent of Washington 
agricultural lands receive biosolids 

each year. 

www.coaliƟonforcleanwater.org 
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But What About PFAS? 
Biosolids are not a significant source of PFAS. Our 
exposure comes mainly from the daily use of common 
products. In some cases, industrial and firefighting 
activities have contaminated groundwater. 

What are PFAS? 

Per‐ and polyfluoroalkyl substances are a group of 
chemicals that are prevalent in our society. Sometimes 
called “forever chemicals,” PFAS are resistant to natural 
decomposition. PFAS have been used for decades in a 
multitude of everyday products such as food packaging, 
non‐stick cooking pans, cosmetics, personal care 
products, stain‐ and weather‐resistant clothing, and 
carpet. 

Wastewater Treatment Plants Do Not Use or 
Create PFAS 

Because of their widespread use, small amounts of PFAS 
can be found in wastewater and biosolids. Wastewater 
utilities are only passive receivers of PFAS from sources 
including industries, businesses, and consumer products 
that we all use in our everyday lives. 

What is Being Done to Address PFAS?  

The U.S. EPA expects to complete a risk assessment for 
key PFAS compounds in biosolids by the end of 2024, 
with regulations to follow.  

The State Department of Ecology is tackling PFAS with a 
strategy in its PFAS Chemical Action Plan. Under the Safer 
Products Washington program and Toxics in Packaging 
Law, Ecology is restricting the use of PFAS in products. 

These efforts will reduce exposure to PFAS in our daily 
lives and reduce the amount of PFAS sent down the drain 
to wastewater treatment plants. Source control is critical 
since wastewater treatment plants today are not capable 
of removing PFAS. 

What Should Washington Do While 
Regulatory Agencies Move Ahead? 

Research is clear that nutrients from biosolids augment 
soil health and increase agricultural yields. As 
environmental stewards, we recommend the following 
interim strategies: 

 Encourage the use of PFAS‐free products by 
consumers. 

 Support product labeling and the use of safer 
alternaƟves. 

 Support the formaƟon of a PFAS workgroup by the 
Department of Ecology. 

 Support PFAS sampling relevant to wastewater 
treatment in Washington. 

 Implement source control through wastewater 
pretreatment efforts, a successful approach 
supported by U.S. EPA. 

 Support naƟonal research and the development of 
science‐based regulatory thresholds. 

 Set interim thresholds for action requiring source 
control for industrially impacted biosolids, if found. 

A Few of the Many Common Sources of PFAS Exposure 

Source:  Washington State Department of Ecology  

1. Long‐Term Crop and Soil Response to Biosolids ApplicaƟons in Dryland Wheat, Cogger et. al. 2013 
2. Birth of Biosolids ApplicaƟon to ExisƟng Forest Stands, Henry et. al. 2023 
3. How Does Your Garden Grow? Impact of residuals‐based amendments on urban soil health, vegetable yield and nutriƟonal density, Una et. al. 2023  
4. Brown et. al. 2011 

Nov 2023 

https://apps.ecology.wa.gov/publications/summarypages/2104048.html
https://ecology.wa.gov/waste-toxics/reducing-toxic-chemicals/washingtons-toxics-in-products-laws/safer-products
https://ecology.wa.gov/waste-toxics/reducing-toxic-chemicals/washingtons-toxics-in-products-laws/safer-products
https://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=70A.222&full=true
https://apps.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=70A.222&full=true

