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ABSTRACT

The National Biosolids Partnership develops. EPA reinvests. But what happens at the regional level--at the
grassroots? Who helps implement new national priorities, such as a code of good practice or environmental
management systems? Who helps your neighbor jump up and down shouting in support of biosolids
recycling? In the Mid-Atlantic states and New England, biosolids stakeholders have chosen to follow the
lead of the Northwest Biosolids Management Association in creating strong regional networks dedicated to
cooperatively fostering environmentally-sound biosolids recycling. The Mid-Atlantic Biosolids
Association (MABA) and the New England Biosolids and Residuals Association (NEBRA) got going in
1998 and have created a new level of dialogue in their respective regions--and between regions.

This presentation is a "conversation" between NEBRA and MABA. It illuminates the common concerns,
hurdles, gaffs, and laughs of the tricky formative year of two new and different regional biosolids
organizations. It highlights the unique ways that each region chooses to work toward the common goals:
NEBRA might quote Boston's Tip O'Neil, "All politics is local," while MABA quotes Philly's Ben
Franklin: "We must all hang together, or assuredly we shall all hang separately." What can be learned from
the unique qualities and important commonalties of these new organizations that share the Hudson, the
Atlantic seashore, and a love of biosolids?

KEYWORDS

biosolids, public acceptance, regional organizations, New England, Mid-Atlantic

HOW DID IT ALL START??

The Mid-Atlantic could have been first. Bill Toffey of the Philadelphia Water Department had been on the
job for only several months, late in 1987, when one of the gentlemen of sludge, John O’Neal, said, “Bill,
with your agency’s prominence in this industry, you could start up a “land appliers association for the
region.”

Bill had no idea where to start--not the foggiest idea which other utilities in the region were recycling. A
few years later, Diane Garvey managed to convince the board of the PWPCA to set up an ad hoc sludge
committee, a committee that did real work, particularly with new sludge regulations being implemented by
the PA DER.

Not until 1996 did it finally dawn on Bill and his colleagues that they needed much more than state
committee meetings. Pete Machno from King County, Washington, made a keynote address to the annual
meeting of the PWEA (note the name change) about the Biosolids 2000 initiative (note the name change)
and the Mountains to Sound program. A senior policy maker at the PA DEP (note the name change), Dr.
Hugh Archer, told us not to expect his agency to sell the recycling concept to the public, as he was having
trouble enough selling the idea that his agency deserved a positive public reputation. And I was there to



deliver the message that, despite new regulations, a new product name, a new association name, a new
environmental agency name, it was the “Same S, Different Day,” a popular tee shirt slogan of the day.

Those meetings seemed to clinch a new direction. Wayne Schutz from Hershey, PA said, “Bill, we need a
NBMA here....”

Eerily, the same words were echoing off the granite cliffs farther north in New Hampshire. News of
successes in the Northwest had finally reached the Atlantic seaboard. It was clear, being right is not
enough. Getting other people to believe you’re right, and making sure we are all doing it right.... that’s a
whole different story--the story.

GUIDANCE

Had the NBMA not sponsored its training session in early 1997, MABA and NEBRA may not have
formed--at least not at that time. The EPA-sponsored NBMA training was a catalyst. When Barbara
Petroff, representing the MABA biosolids committee, returned from the training session to press Bill
Toffey to help move the idea, she introduced Bill to Steve Gerwin, whom she had met in Seattle. Bill
called Steve. He said, “Buddy, you tell me when and where, I’1l be there, and I will bring a few others.”
That led to a first organizational meeting in Philadelphia.

In New Hampshire, where--that summer of 1997--biosolids land application programs were under siege,
Shelagh Connelly and Ann Bosiak returned from the Seattle training session with similar zeal. A July 31st
organizational meeting was held in Concord. 20-some stakeholders from the four northern New England
states showed up.

A year later, the New England Biosolids and Residuals Association (NEBRA) marked the end of its first
six months with a contracted staff person and a central office and communications hub. Nine Interim
Board members had been re-elected to the first permanent Board at NEBRA’s First Annual Conference and
Annual Meeting on May 1st (at which 70 NEBRA members, legislators, and interested individuals were
present). Committees were at work on public education, research needs, library and information resources,
and membership. The core group of committed individuals and organizations had been joined by others--
and no one was backing out. Indeed, as NEBRA faced its first financial crisis, the Board upped its
commitment of time, energy, and financial involvement.

A year later, down the coast, the Mid-Atlantic Biosolids Association (MABA) had created a 24 member
board, a four officer executive committee, bylaws, a bank account, a mail box, a telephone number, and,
best of all, energy and commitment from many folks, representing utilities, businesses, and each of our
states.

WHEN DOES A CONCEPT BECOME AN ORGANIZATION?

What is an organization? Just a group of people working together on some common purpose. Both
NEBRA and MABA are not yet far beyond being concepts. For those of us involved, it is an eerie feeling
to realize how tenuous these young organizations are. It seems we could just blink and they’d be gone.
Blink again--they’re back. Early on, there have not been many tangible things to remind us that these
organizations exist. At first, letterhead, a mail box, and a listing in the phone book are the only clear
evidence.

But then you begin to get phone calls, and hear yourself saying “MABA” or “NEBRA,” “Can I help you?”
And then you have this surprising experience--someone out there, someone not previously involved, is
calling because they have heard about your organization and they need information. It is their expectation--
and the expectation of other callers--that begins to drive the work of your organization. It happens quickly,
and suddenly you realize that you are, finally, becoming an organization that is recognized. From then on,



even though you sometimes still feel that your organization is tenuous--on the brink--, you also begin too
feel the support from an ever-larger group of people, working on your common purpose.

MOTIVATIONS
So what has been motivating MABA and NEBRA?

1) Tenacious Opposition

First, opposition to biosolids recycling is tenacious and apparently better organized than we are. Point your
web browser to “sewage sludge” or “sludge” and you will find, among the top ten sites, inevitably, the PEN
Sludge Leadership Team. Despite the name, they are not leading the way toward biosolids recycling. You
will find Sludge Fact Sheets. Be sure--they present certain “facts” about John Walker and Al Rubin that
are not particularly flattering. You will find “Devenswatch,” a graphic-rich website formed with the sole
purpose of halting the construction of a biosolids composting facility in north-central Massachusetts (they
were successful). Or Sierra Club’s New Hampshire website, with a beautiful graphic interface and ugly
sludge information.

And the web is only the starting point--from health food stores to ad-hoc press conferences and even
marching in the streets (an October “anti-sludge” picketing in Augusta, Maine drew 20-odd people),
biosolids recycling is being critiqued. The level of assumed understanding of the evils of “sludge” has
grown tremendously, fueled by so many unanswered charges that the myths are becoming the accepted
reality. In the hands of media-savvy individuals who have a need to save the world, such myths lend
themselves to the creation of 30-second sound bites and headlines about the black-and-white, good-vs.-evil,
industry-vs.-poor-rural-community battle that is raging.

2) Unconvinced Public

Part 503 and “sound science” have not convinced the public of the benefits of biosolids. What is science
anyway? If you make a trip to a well-stocked magazine counter you will find more magazines devoted to
UFOs than you will to earth sciences, and more devoted to numerology, astrology, and tarot cards than to
mathematics and astronomy combined. No, despite our civilization’s overwhelming reliance on science
and technology, humans are an emotional, myth-making species.

The science of biosolids alone cannot overcome a revulsion to excrement and a fear of all the perceived
chemical- and pathogen-filled waste our society produces. These fears may be more than psychological--
they may be genetic. In terms of natural selection, doesn’t it make sense that those individuals who
separate themselves most thoroughly from their waste would be the ones most likely to survive? Although
science is telling us that we can use our treated waste to grow our food, you have to admit, it’s a big pill to
swallow. Even within the wastewater treatment community, there are plenty of skeptics.

3) EPA Disinvestment

EPA is threatening to run in the wrong direction, leading to the risk that we are left to fend for ourselves.
At an infamous Potomac meeting of stakeholders, MABA members heard with their own ears that EPA
was “disinvesting” in biosolids. This position was temporarily turned around by CNN’s “Hazardous
Harvest,” which received a strong response. But at the PWEA Biosolids TekCon, from Al Rubin’s mouth
himself: make no mistake, in the long run, after I and the others retire, there is no one there to take our
places. EPA will only have a minimal program in biosolids. It’s going to be up to you guys.” Rationally,
it makes sense. EPA put more effort into developing the 503 Rule than into just about any other program.
The level of confidence is high--biosolids are well enough understood, controlled, and regulated to present
minimal risk. Rationally, it makes sense for society to turn its energy and resources to other, more pressing
problems. But this is not a rational world (had you noticed?). And there are concerned citizens who
perceive “sludge” as a huge problem.




4) Limits in Existing Organizations
Existing organizations are not able to fill the need of producers and appliers. WEF and its member

associations are professional associations devoted to education and training. They have a focus inward
toward membership and to the development of its professional capabilities. And they do a fine job.

But do you think the members of your neighborhood watershed association are members of WEF? How
about members of the local Sierra Club or the Conservation District? Do you think any of them have ever
even heard of WEF, NEWEA, or PWEA? As long as they stay at their POTWs and offices, wastewater
operators and their consultants succeed at their jobs without hearing “boo” from the watershed protectors
and conservationists. But if they try to provide biosolids to farms, they are considered sneaky and
dangerous.

Biosolids require an outward focus, building roles in agriculture, nutrient management, soil conservation
and health, land reclamation, and watershed management--extending our “community far beyond the
operators and biosolids management people. That’s what NBMA has done, and what MABA and NEBRA
are working on doing.

5) Enthusiasm by Members

We are a vigorous bunch of people. There is an infectious enthusiasm in both NEBRA and MABA. Folks
have spent real, serious time helping to put together material for these new regional biosolids organizations,
traveling to meetings, doing committee work. This commitment of time and talent helps to motivate the
organizations.

6) New Controversies

Controversy is a motivator. For example, there is nothing quite like a Pfisteria bloom which threatens long-
standing programs in the states draining to the Chesapeake Bay, gives rise to regulatory re-thinking, and
stimulates the re-birth of a research program. Or, in New England, there is nothing like the public cry of
concern over using biosolids in sand-and-gravel-pit reclamation to stimulate NEBRA action.

And there is, of course, the new-old controversy of interstate commerce: not only NYC biosolids going to
Virginia and Lowell, MA biosolids going to New Hampshire, but Cornell’s Case for Caution exported to
the environmental communities of Lancaster County, PA, and the rural communities of northern New
England. And part of the interstate commerce includes emigration and immigration: a Rutgers professor
speaking at the Philadelphia meeting of the American Academy for the Advancement of Science, the head
of the Cornell Waste Management Institute speaking at a “Dangers of Sludge” conference in Concord, NH,
and a videotape of a UNH professor’s presentation about biosolids pathogens in Milton, NH, being shown a
year latter at public meetings in Maryland. Clearly, controversies cross state lines--and regional lines--and
seem to tie us all together.

7) Industry Change

Another motivator is the dizzying speed of change in our industry. After all, biosolids, like computing, is a
rather new industry. There were few, if any, biosolids to manage, say, forty years ago. Today, we have
new regulations in many states, new technologies, the new National Biosolids Partnership, the proposed
Code of Good Practices, and the proposed Biosolids Environmental Management System. How do you
keep up with it all?

"WE MUST ALL HANG TOGETHER,
OR ASSUREDLY WE SHALL ALL HANG SEPARATELY."

Ben Franklin and those with whom he worked must have known about organization and management.
Clearly, there are times when individuals cannot accomplish their goals alone. At the same time, any



organization that gets too large, or tries to do too much, loses spunk and vitality and service to the
individual.

It is no accident that the National Biosolids Partnership and regional organizations are forming at the same
time. A national biosolids effort alone might do some good work, but would not have the tools to
disseminate that work, interpret it, and communicate it to the local communities. Regional organizations--
be they separate entities like MABA or NEBRA--can do these things. We are big enough to share the work
load and run efficiently, but small enough to know who’s who at the local level. As former Speaker of the
House and consummate Boston politician Tip O-Neil said, “politics is local.” Even in this Information
Age, organizations rely on individual human brains to make sure information gets where it needs to be. We
need individual local voices to address the concerned neighbor. NBMA has never been a faceless
organization--it has relied on the direction of Pete Machno, Tanya Moll, Carol Park, and myriad others
working at the local level. We humans need contact with each other, and regional organizations provide for
local contact in the biosolids world.

At the same time, regional biosolids organizations must not be just more organizations, more infrastructure,
more paper. They can increase efficiency by avoiding duplication of efforts. Their efficiency is dependent,
therefore, on how well they communicate with other regional organizations and national developments. If
each region were to independently develop fact sheets, brochures, manuals of best practice, and training
programs, there would be enough wheels being rebuilt to put to use the nation’s discarded tires. The
National Biosolids Partnership (NBP) can do some big tasks in a general way, and pass the blueprints to the
regions for local interpretation and implementation.

To begin with, one thing that is needed is a superb, carefully-designed communications system with
assigned roles and responsibilities. How will NBP information pour out (not trickle down) to the edges of
the land? How will regional organizations communicate with their members and the NBP? These are
questions that the Information Age will help answer. Blanket e-mails alone will not suffice.

HURDLES AHEAD

Now, for the downside.... what are the hurdles?

1) Limited Funds

After one year of MABA organizational meetings, a drive to raise funds had not yet launched as of
October. Without funds, you have no staff and only the promise of a program. The success of a
membership drive and funding will be known over the course of a year, as potential members prepare
budgets and make their expenditures. Our big concern is that MABA will be just one of too many hogs
heading for the trough in many utilities’ budgets.

NEBRA'’s Board took the plunge in January and contracted an independent, self-employed staff person to
move the organization forward. How was the decision made? A rough monthly budget was drawn up.
Then Board members looked around the room and counted how much money their organizations could toss
in the hat. It came to around $10,000--enough to fund three months. Once started, the momentum built
and when the expected financial crunch arrived, the commitment was stepped up and new members were
joining in.

2) Volunteer Burnout

There is a real potential for volunteer burnout. The MABA and NEBRA Boards and Committee members
can only go so far in committing their time and their staffs for the organizations’ projects. Time will tell
whether each organization will become sustainable by having regular turnover of experienced people on the
Boards and committees.

3) Delivering the Goods
A major hurdle is being able to deliver on our promises. Talk is cheap. What members and other
stakeholders really want are the services MABA and NEBRA were formed to provide.




NEBRA has spent a great deal of time discussing potential projects, but some have been too broad and
expensive to seriously consider. It has been necessary to scale down the ambition and take on smaller
priority tasks--for example, providing a series of open houses and demonstration biosolids recycling
projects in the fall of 1998 or getting a newsletter mailed.

The MABA Board is preparing a business plan to outline priority programs for members and priority
actions by the Board to fulfill program objectives. Should the priority be on providing technical assistance
to potential members, or should it be to provide early warning and “hot line” response to crises, or should it
be to develop a regional research program, or should it be to assist with public relations and networking?
And which of these can we do now, as we are still building the funding basis for a full time director, for a
web site, and for other association capacities?

4) Infighting
Another hurdle is our own horrible tendency (we speak as members of the human species), to remain

suspicious and separated, as we worry about the big guys against the small guys, the easy state against the
difficult state, the public versus the private, the Class B proponents versus the Class A proponents,
compost vs. land application.

5) Cheap Disposal
For some, a final factor is cheap landfill disposal. Why bother with MABA or NEBRA or biosolids

recycling when landfilling can solve all of the headaches? Yup, we have these moments, too. But, some of
us have been in this business for a complete cycle, and we urge everyone to hang in there. The point is that
MABA and NEBRA can be ways of removing some of the hurdles that make biosolids/residuals recycling
more expensive and more emotionally draining.

ORGANIZATIONAL DETAILS

THE NAMES

One comical aspect to MABA’s "coming together" was the naming process. For quite a long while, more
than a half year, we called ourselves the Mid-Atlantic Biosolids (Management) Association. You see,
while we quickly narrowed the name down to two options, at each vote, the tally would be tied, with equal
votes for the name with the word "management" and the name without it. Finally, the meeting chair flipped
a coin. It was Mid-Atlantic Biosolids Association, or MABA.

NEBRA went through many name changes early on. There was interest in allowing for residuals other than
biosolids to be addressed, particularly paper mill residuals. Thus, “residuals” needed to be included. So it
was to be “New England Residuals Recycling Association (NERRA).” But the word “biosolids is too
important to leave out. NERBMA? But the acronym formed is important too--what will it sound like when
you answer the phone? There were NEBMA (copying NBMA), NEBRRA, RRANE (“Residuals Recyclers
of New England”), YABRR (Yankee Association of Biosolids and Residuals Recycling”), RENE
(“Residuals Education for New England”), RENEW (“Residuals Education for New England Working-
group.”

MABA AND NEBRA VISION

For both organizations, the very earliest meetings dwelled on developing a mission, vision, and goals
statements. Now the organizations have been legally established as non-profits, the Boards are returning to
these items to develop and implement specific work plans.

Both organizations are solution-oriented, providing technically sound information, leadership, and
coordination in the field of biosolids management in our respective regions. MABA’s vision statement
eloquently states that the organization “advances environmental stewardship through the practical



utilization of a valuable resource and furthers the inclusion of biosolids use in the recycling ethic.” To
which NEBRA says: “Ditto.” (Such fine language shouldn’t be messed with.)

Through separate processes, both organizations have identified similar priority tasks:

e Coordinate a regional voice for communicating philosophy and practices to enhance biosolids
management in the New England or Mid-Atlantic region.

e Provide continuing education and information-sharing opportunities for members and interested stake-
holders.

o Effectively disseminate biosolids management information to members, regulators, public officials,
key professionals, and the public.

e Equip members to participate in the development and implementation of laws, regulations, and
guidelines.

e Support and participate in research related to biosolids management.

e Develop alliances with key environmental and professional organizations.

MORE DETAILS

MABA is to be a professional organization organized to qualify as a tax-exempt corporation under the
501(c)(3) chapter of the IRS code. So is NEBRA.

Membership in NEBRA is comprised of organizations and individuals with any interest in
biosolids/residuals recycling. MABA is comprised of organizations working in the biosolids field;
organizations designate their individual representatives.

NEBRA serves the six New England states (EPA Region 1), but welcomes members and information
requests from eastern Canada and other states. MABA's geographical coverage is, presently, the six states
of New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia, and also the District of
Columbia. This area covers the geographic scope of EPA Regions 2 and 3, with the exception of Puerto
Rico for Region 2 and West Virginia for Region 3. NEBRA has already answered phone calls from upstate
New York (will biosolids-amended turf wars develop along the Hudson?).

In MABA, five classes of membership have been established, four of which are dues paying and voting
members. These four are Public Facility, Private Facility, Business, and Alliance. Public and Private
Facilities are entities that process biosolids. Business members are consulting engineers and biosolids
appliers. Alliance members are non-governmental organizations with allied interests, notably agriculture
and recycling. Associate memberships are governmental and university members for whom a voting
membership and dues payments are inappropriate.

NEBRA also has five membership categories, but uses less fancy words to describe them: Public Sector
(e.g. POTWs), Private Sector (private WWTFs and biosolids facilities), Associate (outside of New
England’s six states), Contractor (private engineering firms, biosolids management companies, etc.), and
General (anyone else). Non-voting, non-dues-paying memberships are available for regulators and
researchers.

MABA dues have been established to reflect the Board’s interest in encouraging broad membership and the
ability to pay. The initial annual fee structure is: for facilities, 1 - 390 dry tons/year, $100; for facilities
391 - 1500 dry tons/year, $250; and above 1500 dry tons, $500. The fee levels are comparable to business
firms, based on employment within the MABA coverage area, and based on 1 - 10 employees, 11 to 50
employees, and over 50 employees.

NEBRA annual dues are similar, ranging from General individual memberships of just $25 to large Public
Sector facility dues of $1,000. Contractor members pay a flat fee of $750.

The NEBRA Board can have up to 15 members, but currently has 9. Representatives from each
membership group, each state, and as many different types of stakeholder groups (e.g. farmers,



conservationists, generators, etc.) are to be included as much as is feasible. NEBRA Officers are elected by
the membership.

The MABA Board has 25 members: 12 from Public Facility membership, 3 each from Private Facility,
Business, and Alliance membership categories, and 4 Appointments. An executive committee is comprised
of the President, Vice-President, Secretary, and Treasurer, all of whom are elected by the Board from
among the Board members.

MABA has several sub-committees, marked by committed chairs and members. These are: Members,
Research, Web-Site, Key Organizations, Conference, Spokesperson, By-laws, and Nominating
Committees.

NEBRA'’s current working committees are: Public Education, Research, Library/Resources, and
Membership. One member of the Board chairs each committee.

In sum, MABA has: a Board of Trustees; Officers: Approved By-laws (which we would be happy to share
with aspiring regional associations); a bank account; a web-site domain name: <mabiosolids.org>; an
address: PO Box 40863, Philadelphia, PA 19107 (a big town); and telephone number -- 215-574-9278.

In sum, NEBRA has: a Board of Directors; Officers; Approved By-laws (which we would be happy to
share with aspiring regional associations); two bank accounts (one separate account for a restricted research
project fund), an address: P. O. Box 422, Tamworth, NH 03886 (a small town); a telephone number (603-
323-SOLIDS (7654)), and a fax number (603-323-SOON (7666)). We’ve had an annual conference. We
mailed our first newsletter and semi-annual report in October. We received a small EPA grant to assess the
obstacles to biosolids recycling in New England and come up with ideas of how to improve the situation.

THE DREAM SCENARIO
So, what is our dream for how we would use MABA or NEBRA?

Every morning, in downtown Philadelphia, Bill turns on his computer. At the same time, in central New
Hampshire, Ned turns on his computer. In Portland, Maine, Ann Bosiak turns on her computer. Carol Park
in Seattle is sleeping--but, in a few hours, she will do the same at the NBMA office. Other NEBRA and
MABA members are doing the same--as are NBMA members and Southern California biosolids
organization members, and more. We review daily biosolids news items, get quick updates on biosolids
events in our regions and, if we want, in other regions. We go to our organization web sites and download
a tailor-made fact sheet for neighbors of a new application site, or a fact sheet on composting, or an abstract
of new research on biosolids use in land reclamation. We zoom in and click on maps that link us into
communications with colleagues elsewhere in our regions. We all send e-mails to the reporters in each of
our states that have just done front-page features on biosolids success stories.

Suddenly, Bill receives an alert--an environmental organization in one of his drainage districts is seeking
information on local pretreatment program effectiveness. Ned is alerted that a legislator is seeking
information on biosolids. As NEBRA Coordinator, he forwards information to the legislator and alerts Ann
and other members of the interest. Bill files, for future reading, the summary of preliminary findings from
Penn State on its monitoring of a long-term application site, a project MABA is helping to fund. Ned
downloads the latest metals data from the national biosolids data base. Bill broadcasts a request to MABA
members in his state for a speaker at an upcoming states Association of Conservation District convention.
Which reminds him that a question was raised by his department's inorganic chemist as to whether methods
of measuring nitrate in biosolids had changed recently. He searches the research files at the national
biosolids library website. Having found what he needs, he is reminded of nitrate monitoring research in
Virginia, and checks the regional MABA information website where regional work is collected. Finally, he
posts a follow-up question to the NEBRA bulletin board. Ned finds it later that day and asks Ann to send a
copy of the nitrate results from New Hampshire research to Bill.

That is our dream. Our work made quicker, more productive, more responsive to local concerns, better



integrated with national and regional events, through the effectiveness of a MABA-NEBRA-NBP-etc.-
mediated information and communication system. Obviously, behind these communications is substantial
cooperative committee work creating, compiling, and preparing these information, research, and public
education services.

And it is all fun, because we all have enough time to devote to it, because these efforts are all well-funded.

SUMMARY

The tremendous breadth of responsibilities we in the biosolids/residuals business assume on technical,
community, and research issues demands that we find better ways of getting these jobs done. NEEBRA and
MABA intend to be the local places to which biosolids technicians and managers--as well as regulators, the
media, and the public--turn for information regarding the recycling of biosolids and other residuals. We
expect much of NEBRA’s and MABA'’s effectiveness will be as information clearinghouses and
communications hubs, assisted by the power of emerging communications and computing technology. But
it will also be people--all of us--working...

“To cooperatively foster public understanding and environmentally sound management of biosolids.”
(MABA’s mission statement)

“To cooperatively promote the environmentally sound recycling of wastewater residuals in New England.”
(NEBRA'’s mission statement).

But wait a minute--can’t we even agree on the language of our mission statements?

Not to worry--we are learning to overlook differences, finding common ground, and “hanging together.”



