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CONSORZIO ITALIANO COMPOSTATORI 

Comments of the Consorzio Italiano Compostatori on the Working Document, Sludge and Biowaste, within the Thematic Strategy on Soil Protection.

Introduction 

The Consorzio Italiano Compostatori, C.I.C., is a member association of companies and research institutes involved in the collection, recovery and re-use of biodegradable wastes through aerobic and anaerobic digestion. 

C.I.C. has about 100 member companies in Italy and is the only National Association representing the composting industry; its members handle about 70% of biodegradable wastes currently composted in Italy. C.I.C undertakes political representation, research, studies, analysis and the management of the national quality programme for composts.

Italian biowaste source separate collection and composting includes some 2.5 million tonnes in 2003, of which 50% derived from household organic waste, 25% from garden and parks waste, and the rest from sewage sludge and sludge from the food industry.

Further, some 7 million tonnes of MSW were treated in 2003 by circa 50 Mechanical and Biological Treatment plants (MBT), producing over 2 million tonnes of biostabilised residues from non-source separated waste.

In this context Italy is one of the leading and fastest growing European nations for aerobic and anaerobic treatment of biodegradable wastes and its industry is particularly interested in the development of a biowaste directive at a European level.

Merging the Directives

Including a sludge and biowaste directive in the overall Soil Strategy has its advantages and disadvantages. Whilst on the one hand it may provide a holistic view of the problem of soil protection, on the other the questions become very complex and risk delaying the adoption of any strategy at all. Furthermore, many issues pertaining to management of Biowaste and Sludge, do not fall within the scope of the EC Soil Strategy (e.g. MBT as a pretreatment for landfilling). In order to keep a “holistic aproach”, we therefore would strongly welcome the adoption of a European strategy on the collection, treatment and re-use of biowastes, regardless of the development of the Soil Strategy. Similarly, we welcome a strategy to define recovery options and criteria for re-use of sewage sludge on soil whether there is progress towards an overall Soil Strategy or not.

The Soil Strategy should therefore hold to a firm time-scale for adoption and implementation, or decouple the sludge and biowaste stategies from it allowing these to be implemented separately.

Management Options for Sludge and Biowaste

The Commissions’ Draft Discussion Document of 18th January 2004 lays out a series of options (Chapter 4) for treatment and recovery of these organic fractions, clearly stating what the benefits are. Similarly in Chapter 5 the potential hazards of re-use of these fractions are spelled out.

Our position is simple: we have to make a clear political decision whether the recovery and re-use of biodegradable wastes is of nett potential benefit to the environment or not. We obviously believe it is, for the reasons and drivers laid out in Chapter 4 (carbon sink, organic matter in soils, alternative to peat, fertilisation and soil stability, water retention as well as  benefits for waste and resource management, improved management of landfills in line with requirements of Directive 99/31/EC, educational issues, saving resources and recycling materials in line with the Thematic Strategy on Prevention and Recycling). That political decision however, seems to us to be not clear, either at a European and certainly not at a National level.

If that decision is in favour of wide recovery and re-use of biowastes, in order to foster the development of strategies for sustainable management of  biowaste, a whole series of  actions must be taken as a consequence. Below are some of our considerations.

Actions to stimulate biodegradable waste recovery and re-use

Firstly, we have to decide which biowastes we consider within the scope of this Directive. The Communication currently emphasises only sludge and biowaste from MSW. We believe these fractions represent a very small part of total biowastes available. However, is it possible to recover those other fractions ? We believe a Directive should attempt to be as comprehensive as possible.

Secondly, for existing biowaste recovery which is undertaken through (essentially) composting, in order to create a long term prospective for this industry several matters need to be addressed:

· Economic drivers for composting currently come from the collection of organic fractions derived from hosueholds and from the disposal of sludge from the food industry and sewage plants. In order to ensure a long term strategy for composting, we need certainty that these material flows will be destined to composting. This means that we need some certainty as to national targets for biowaste recovery.

· We do not believe that all strategy decisions can be left to local government. Local government oftens lack economic resources, vision and the strength to act on 

contentious questions such as the overall strategy to be implemented and the siting  of waste plants. We call for a strong overall Community-wide strategy which gives a common background against which local decisions have to be taken, and sets a common perspective for Local Authorities and private investors;  

· The Community-wide strategy should concurrently allow for a flexible approach at a National level; in such respect,  national targets look more suited than an obligation for source separation everywhere, since targets may be implemented more flexibly according to geography and population factors.

· To ensure quality compost is produced requires two actions: the reduction of background pollution from heavy metals and organic compounds. The Commission is already taking steps in this direction, we emphasise their importance also for the compost industry. Secondly, the flow of clean materials into composting facilities. Experience shows without doubt that quality compost can only be made from source separated biowaste. Hence we call for national targets for source separated collection of biowaste from households as a long term strategy to ensure the quality of composted products.

· There are currently no economic or environmental drivers stimulating sustainable recovery of agricultural wastes although these constitute  an enormous part of all biowaste available. How do we get farmers to sustainably manage their wastes and at the same time create a financial flow for the composting plants able to recover these wastes ?  Composting plants cannot receive wastes unless they are accompanied by financial payment, because – given the increasingly tight environmental requirements of facilities - the cost of the process exceeds the eventual sales value of the finished product.

· The creation of a level playing field for producing compost, should be adopted through the stipulation of common health and safety regulations, emission and odour standards and worker and community well-being. 
· The creation of a common market for compost should be adopted through the harmonisation of requirements for a standard European compost freely trasportable and saleable throughout the Community.  Commonly acceptable heavy metal and pathogen levels should be established allowing free market forces to establish quality-for-use composts, and composts which meet higher standards may apply for recognition under the Ecolabel programme. 
· Quality standards should be focused on potential hazards, leaving up to the market the definition of sector-specific or local requirements for agronomic properties of composted products
· The definition of limit values for potential pollutants should be based on the concept of  “long-term safe application”, and in order to avoid end-of-pipe solutions, such limit values should take into account the background contamination of clean materials coming e.g. form source separation of food waste. If a “similar to similar” approach is considered, limit values would hardly be complied with by most composted products, independently from the purity of source separated materials and simply due to background contamination of commodities (related to geogenetic reasons or to diffused atmospheric pollution coming from the indusrial sector); this  would factually imply a ban on the application of most composted products (and would miss related benefits as to organic fertility, buffer power, less use of pesticides, etc.), whilst most of the contaminants would still come onto farmlands from diffused industrial pollution. A consistent strategy should therefore consider  achievable quality through source separation, while working on reduction in the mid-term of background pollution from industrial processes
· Policies for the avoidance of contamination from sludge spreading need to be taken urgently into consideration. Contaminant levels in sludge can be subject to significant reductions ; at the same time we believe we need to ensure sludges are free from pathogens before soil application, and this means stabilisation and /or sterilisation prior to spreading. Community – wide standards should be created along the lines of the Third Draft of the Sludge Directive(2002)  which we supported. 
Thirdly, further actions need to be taken to ensure effective recovery and re-use of  clean biowaste on soils. The lack of inter-action with the end-user is one of the greatest handicaps to high re-use levels of composted biowastes. A series of actions may be considered:

1. Compost and biowaste re-use is essential to soil quality. Soil quality is managed by above all the farming community but also floriculture and those authorities responsible for forestry and parklands. In order to ensure re-use of biowaste, the Commission and National Governments should commit to an action plan to embrace these end users and activate a series of education, training and demonstrative programmes. 

2. Biowaste recovery is tied to quality. An education and action plan is essential to ensure European citizens learn the importance of source separating their organic household waste, correct recovery of garden and park waste to avoid burn offs etc. Similarly, these education programmes should be oriented towards producers of biowaste to ensure their correct disposal and recovery (farming community).

3. Consumers have the right to know what product they are applying to their soil, so common labelling standards are needed through the Community. 

4. Whilst the real value in terms of overall reduction of waste is (in our experience) minimal, the value of home composting is in the creation of an environmentally conscientious citizenry. C.I.C. therefore supports efforts to stimulate home composting as an educational tool, whilst recognising its limitation in terms of reducing biowaste entering the waste stream.

5. An effective re-use strategy for residual biowastes deriving from MBT plants needs to be incorporated in the Directives. We cannot ignore that many EU countries are actually increasing their MBT facilities as an effective tool to fulfil the requirements of the Landfill Directive   and the destination of the residuals, be they in urban landscaping, site remediation, road construction, landfill capping, etc., needs to be taken into account. In any case, such applications may not be available so MBT-treated residual materials should be landfilled as “treated, non-biodegradable materials”, provided they meet a certain limit value as to fermentability (to be tested e.g. through respirometry)
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