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Metropolitan King County Council
Committee of the Whole


STAFF REPORT
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SUBJECT

Proposed Motion 2020-0278 would acknowledge receipt of a report addressing the management of biosolids, including a description and evaluation of options for the use of biosolids.

SUMMARY

The 2019 Supplemental Budget included a proviso requiring the Executive to prepare a report on options for the management and use of biosolids that are generated through the wastewater treatment process.  A report responding to the proviso has been transmitted to Council, as an attachment to Proposed Motion 2020-0278, which would acknowledge receipt of the report.  The report discusses three alternatives for biosolids management—continuing the current strategy of generating and application of Class B biosolids; undertaking a project to support production and use of Class A biosolids; and undertaking a “pyrolysis” project for the production of a “biochar” product from biosolids.

This motion was dually referred to the Regional Water Quality Committee and Committee of the Whole.  On September 2, 2020, RWQC was briefed on this biosolids proviso report, and recommended approval of Proposed Motion 2020-0278.

BACKGROUND

In June, 2019, the Council adopted Ordinance 18930, the 2019 Supplemental Budget, which included a proviso requiring a report on biosolids management. Specifically, Proviso P2 in Section 108 of Ordinance 18835, reads:

P3 PROVIDED FURTHER THAT: Of this appropriation, $100,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the executive transmits a report on the management of biosolids generated in the processing of wastewater at county facilities and a motion that acknowledges receipt of the report, and a motion acknowledging receipt is passed by the council. The motion should reference the subject matter, the proviso's ordinance, ordinance section, and proviso number in both the title and body of the motion. 
 
The primary existing biosolids processing strategy utilized by the county emphasizes the land application of biosolids generated by the wastewater treatment process at county facilities ("biosolids") in forest and farm environments. The report shall describe and evaluate alternative options for the use of those biosolids. The report should also address alternative biosolids management approaches that may lead to an expansion or diversification of the markets for those biosolids. 
 
The report shall include, but not be limited to: 
 
A.  As an alternative option to be evaluated, the construction of a local biosolids facility that could generate by-products to include gas, electricity, Class A soil enhancer/amendment or for other productive uses; 
 
B.  To compare the costs and benefits of the alternative options to the existing strategy a financial analysis comparing the alternative options to the existing strategy, including the transportation costs of the existing strategy; 
 
C.  The size of the physical footprint needed for a biosolids facility sited locally, at which those biosolids could be further refined into marketable by-products, including gas, electricity and Class A soil enhancer or amendment; 
 
D.  The volume of storage capacity required to store biosolids under the existing biosolids strategy and projected future storage capacity requirements. To the extent that under the existing biosolids strategy involves storage, the study shall also describe: (1) the volume of the storage; and (2) the proportion of total storage capacity that is being reached, described as peak storage levels over the past year; 
 
E.  The mapped locations of current land application of biosolids; and 
 
F.  A financial analysis of a strategy to transition all or a portion of the current production of biosolids to Class A biosolids, including discussion of the financial viability of the transition. 
 
The executive should file the report and a motion required by this proviso by June 1, 2020, in the form of a paper original and an electronic copy with the clerk of the council, who shall retain the original and provide an electronic copy to all councilmembers, the council chief of staff and the lead staff for the regional water quality committee and the committee of the whole, or their successors.

Proposed Motion 2020-0278 was transmitted to Council on August 6, 2020.  The motion included an attached report entitled “Alternative Options for the Use of Biosolids”, dated August 1, 2020 (Report).

The Report describes the two types of biosolids designated by regulations:
· Class A biosolids have virtually no detectable pathogens and can be used by the public for activities such as landscaping and gardening.
· Class B biosolids are treated, but do have detectable levels of pathogens and require a permit for use in activities such as agriculture and forestry.

King County beneficially uses 100 percent of its Loop biosolids, a Class B product, as a fertilizer replacement and soil amendment, primarily in forestry and agriculture.  These biosolids return carbon and nutrients to the soil.  In recent years, 75-80% of Loop biosolids have gone to agricultural use in eastern Washington; one percent has been used by the program’s compost partner, GroCo Inc., for the creation of a Class A compost product; the remainder has been used in forestry application. Concern has emerged regarding the market resiliency of the biosolids program with the closure of the GroCo Inc., and fluctuations in forestry application.

The Report describes alternative management strategies for biosolids, including 1) continuing the Class B program; 2) pursuing a Class A strategy; and 3) pursuing a Pyrolysis strategy.

Baseline:  Class B Program
	This option would continue the existing Class B biosolids program at King County’s three regional treatment plants, focusing on land application in Western Washington forestry and Eastern Washington agriculture.  King County currently produces 130,000 wet tons of biosolids annually.  Investments would be needed to maintain the digesters that produce the biosolids to handle increased solids treatment volumes through 2050.

Class A
	This option would pair Class A digestion at treatment plants with a soil blending facility, as well as composting Class B biosolids into a Class A compost.  It is not feasible to compost all of King County’s biosolids, but including a composting element provides market diversity that could generate revenue through product sales and reduce the cost of transitioning to a 100 percent Class A program. This option includes the upgrade of digester equipment at two regional treatment plants to produce Class A biosolids, and construction of an offsite soil blending and composting facility.  Class A biosolids from one treatment plant would go to the soil blending facility to create a soil blend for sale to the public or commercial customers; Class A biosolids from the second treatment plant would go to agriculture and forestry land application sites.  Class B biosolids produced at the third treatment plant would go to the composting and soil blending facility to be composted into a Class A garden product for retail sale.

Pyrolysis
	 This option would produce a potential Class A product called “biochar”, which is a charcoal-like material that can be used as a soil amendment for improved soil health, though it does not provide significant plant fertilization.  Other potential uses include water filtration.  In this option, all three treatment plants would continue to produce Class B biosolids; these biosolids would be transported to a new offsite facility to be dried, compressed, and intensively heated to produce the biochar product.  King County would own and operate the pyrolysis facility and a private partner would transport and sell the biochar product.  This option includes biosolids drying technology; for pyrolysis, biosolids must be dried to 60-90 percent solids.  Pyrolysis results in volume reduction and a marketable end product.  

Table 1.
Total Costs for Biosolids Options Escalated through 2050

[image: ]


Proposed Motion 2020-0278
Proposed Motion 2020-0278 has been transmitted to the Council and is dually referred to the Regional Water Quality Committee and the Committee of the Whole.  The proposed motion would acknowledge the receipt of the report addressing management of biosolids.  Passage of the motion by Council would release the withheld $100,000 of the Wastewater Treatment Division’s 2019-2020 biennial budget authorization.

On September 2, 2020, the Regional Water Quality Committee was briefed on the Report and the proposed motion; RWQC recommended Do Pass the proposed motion.


ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2020-0278 
A:  Alternative Options for the Use of Biosolids, dated August 1, 2020
2. Transmittal Letter, dated August 6, 2020 
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Escalated Capital Costs $335,000,000 $590,000,000 $1,115,000,000
2050 Operating & Maintenance Costs $40,500,000 $49,000,000 $39,000,000
2050 Annual Transportation Costs $6,000,000 $4,000,000 $1,500,000
2050 Annual Revenue $11,100,000 $19,500,000 $10,500,000
$29,400,000 $29,500,000 $28,500,000

2050 Annual Net Operating & Maintenance Costs
and Minus Revenue
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