
Feedback from: European Sustainable P Platform (ESPP) | European Commission

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/initiatives/ares-2017-4989291/feedback/F7579_en[09/11/2017 17:18:57]

Logged in as Christopher THORNTON  Log out

English  EN



Feedback from:
European Sustainable P Platform (ESPP)

Feedback reference
F7579

Submitted on
9 November 2017

Submitted by
Christopher THORNTON

User type
Non-governmental organisation (NGO)

Organisation
European Sustainable P Platform (ESPP)

Organisation size
Micro (1 to 9 employees)

Transparency register number
260483415852-40

Country of origin
Belgium

Initiative
Evaluation of the Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive 91/271/EEC (UWWTD)

Commission and its priorities Policies, information and services

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/ecaslogout
https://ec.europa.eu/info/index_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/splash_en?destination=/info/law/better-regulation/initiatives/ares-2017-4989291/feedback/F7579
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/splash_en?destination=/info/law/better-regulation/initiatives/ares-2017-4989291/feedback/F7579
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/splash_en?destination=/info/law/better-regulation/initiatives/ares-2017-4989291/feedback/F7579
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/splash_en?destination=/info/law/better-regulation/initiatives/ares-2017-4989291/feedback/F7579
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/splash_en?destination=/info/law/better-regulation/initiatives/ares-2017-4989291/feedback/F7579
http://ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister/public/consultation/displaylobbyist.do?id=260483415852-40&locale=en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/initiatives/ares-2017-4989291_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/index_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/index_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/index_en


Feedback from: European Sustainable P Platform (ESPP) | European Commission

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/initiatives/ares-2017-4989291/feedback/F7579_en[09/11/2017 17:18:57]

We consider that the UWWTD is a key piece of EU environment policy,

and has largely contributed to reducing P levels in rivers and lakes,

improving surface water quality, with considerable benefts for

biodiversity and for users. Further work is however needed to reduce P

emissions, both from municipal wastewater and from agricultural losses,

because very many water bodies are still today not achieving P levels

required for WFD Quality. In many ecosystems, eutrophication impacts

occur even with very low P levels, accentuated by climate change and

by the presence of legacy stocks of P in both soils and aquatic

sediments.

We therefore consider that the UWWTD requirements should be fully

maintained, and that – as at present - these should be extended and

reinforced locally by catchment management plans under the WFD

(Water Framework Directive) where this is necessary to achieve status

objectives.

In particular, it should be clarifed that “appropriate” treatment

(agglomerations < 2000 p.e.) should ensure P removal in eutrophication

sensitive areas, subject to catchment permitting (see below).

We note that addressing eutrophication will in many cases require

further reductions in P emissions beyond current UWWTD

requirements, both to reduce water-body P concentrations, and also to

avoid accumulation in sediments. In order to optimize cost-effectiveness

and minimize environmental impacts (energy consumption, chemicals

inputs) catchment permitting or catchment level nutrient emissions

trading should be implemented, subject to ensuring that quality

objectives are achieved at all points in the catchment.

We support the EU Court of Auditors recommendations (special report n

°2, 2015) to tighten discharge limits to take account of technological

progress, and to improve cost-recovery to ensure sustainable fnancing
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of wastewater infrastructure.

Achieving lower P emissions, and P removal in smaller sewage works,

will imply energy consumption, materials and chemicals, and will both

increase and modify the nature of sewage biosolids (dewaterability,

nutrient content, chemical content such as polymers, focculants,

reactants). This should be considered when defning P discharge

consents, in particular implications of valorization of sewage biosolids

(methane production, return of stabilized organic carbon to soil, nutrient

recycling).

P consents for small sewage works may in some places be necessary

(discharge into small, sensitive water courses) but in other cases may

be disproportionately expensive (economic, energy and resource costs)

and catchment nutrient permitting may be preferable.

We support the EU Court of Auditors recommendations (special report n

°2, 2015) call to require appropriate valorization of sewage biosolids,

including energy recovery, return of stabilized organic carbon to

agricultural soils (important for soil productivity, crop drought resistance

and climate resilience, and for the Paris 3/1000 soil carbon objective)

and nutrient recovery and recycling (P and N). This should be included

into the UWWTD and Sewage Sludge Directive objectives, and

implemented through conditionality of EU subsidies (as suggested by

the Court of Auditors).

We emphasise that further data collection and research is necessary

into:

- P and N fows in sewage / sewage treatment / biosolids

- cost-effective and sustainable removal of P down to very low

discharge limits (including reliability in varying sewage works operation

conditions, storm fows) and removal of P in small sewage works, taking

account impacts on biosolids production and valorisation

- levels of, risks, fate in treatment and in soils of organic contaminants in

sewage biosolids valorization (pharmaceuticals, perfuoralkyl

substances, household chemicals …). See the joint position between
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ESPP – EEB – Eureau and others attached.

- Catchment permitting / nutrient emissions trading, including both point

and diffuse emissions

ESPP: 

The views and opinions expressed here are entirely those of the

author(s) and do not refect the offcial opinion of the European

Commission. The Commission cannot guarantee the accuracy of the

information contained in them. Neither the Commission, nor any person

acting on the Commission’s behalf, may be held responsible for the

content or the information posted here. Views and opinions that violate

the Commission’s feedback rules will be removed from the site.
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Joint position for the attention of Member State representatives on the R&D programming committee 
for the preparation of EU 9th Framework Programme: 

- European Sustainable Phosphorus Platform 
- Eureau – Europe’s drinking water and waste water service operators 

- EBA – European Biogas Association 
- ECN European Compost Network 

- European Environment Bureau 
- Growing Media Europe 

The need for research into organic contaminants in sewage biosolids and in manure, 
to support the bio- and nutrient circular economy 

Recycling of organic wastes (treated sewage biosolids, manures, non-avoidable food wastes, green 
wastes, food processing by-products …) back to agricultural soil is under pressure because of real or 
perceived concerns about organic contaminants (pharmaceuticals, organic chemicals …) and their 
possible impacts on crops, human health, soils and the environment.  

Actions are engaged in different countries to improve quality and ensure dialogue with end-users 
(farmers, agri-food companies, supermarkets and retailers, consumers) and to address upstream 
source reduction, e.g. REVAQ Sweden.  

However there is a lack of information (data, risk assessment), both because these contaminants are 
“emerging” (most past data addressed heavy metals and pathogens) and because pharmaceuticals 
are studied more in water (surface waters, sewage works discharge) than in solids (sludges, soils). 

Also, sewage-related research and dialogue is generally organised at a national or regional level, and 
there is a need to improve exchange and synergy between national actions, and to enable European 
level dialogue with agri-food companies and retailers which are in many cases global operators. 

Why recycling of biosolids to agricultural soil is important 

- The EU currently returns around 50% of sewage biosolids and nearly all manure to farmland. 
Preserving this recycling is a priority of the nutrient Circular Economy 

- Return of stable organic carbon to soils: 4/1000 soil carbon climate change commitment, 
improving soil quality (water retention and drought resistance, nutrient retention, soil erosion 
prevention …) 

- Synergy with renewable energy production (biogas) and agronomic value of digestate 
- Economic benefits for farmers (nutrient input, manure disposal) and for local taxpayers 

(sludge management costs are a major operating cost for sewage works) 
- Reduce EU dependency on phosphorus and nitrogen fertilisers (imported phosphate rock and 

natural gas) 
- Ensure both food security (nutrients, soil quality) and food safety (risk from contaminants) 

Regulatory drivers 

- Phosphate rock is on EU list of critical raw materials 
- Synergy with reducing phosphorus and nitrate losses (Water Framework Directive) and 

ammonia emissions (National Emissions Ceilings Directive) 
- Reducing toxicity of recycled products is included in EU Circular Economy Package , based 

on a 7th Environment Action Programme priority 
- EU Fertilisers Regulation revision (underway) : will already CE label certain biosolids or 

manure based products and probably others in the future, a lack of data concerning organic 
contaminants has already been identified 
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- Circular Economy: in the EU public consultation on the Circular Economy  Package 2015, 
30% of respondents identified bio-nutrients as “materials the EU should target first” and overall 
54% cited bio-nutrients or phosphorus 

- EU objectives on food waste valorisation 
- EU renewable energy targets (anaerobic digestion of biowastes) 

Lack of information 

- Organic contaminants in biosolids are highly complex: very many different substances 
(pharmaceuticals, consumer chemicals), partial breakdown metabolites generated during 
treatments 

- Most past knowledge (and regulation, spreading plans) were based on heavy metals (e.g. EU 
7th FP project ROUTES on sewage sludge contaminants, looked mainly at heavy metals) 

- Considerably more data and research is available on pharmaceuticals in water (surface and 
ground water, sewage works treated discharge) than in biosolids and soils. Although most 
pharmaceuticals are by design water soluble, some are found in biosolds (both in the solid 
fraction and in the water content) 

- Knowledge is lacking concerning the breakdown of pharmaceuticals in treatment processes, 
their biodegradability and fate in soil and the risk, their impacts in soils and their possible 
uptake by crops 

Need for European applied research 

- Collate data on organic contaminants in biosolids (differently treated sewage sludges, 
manures, food wastes, digestates …) which are developed by national programmes, water 
industry, etc (c.f. US National Sewage Sludge Repository and Human Health Observatory) 
and in other food-chain by-products which are recycled to land (e.g. animal by-products, such 
as feathers, green waste, industrial vegetal by-products such as wine cake, stillage …) 

- Collate and develop data on fate in soil, impact on soil organisms, possible development of 
antibiotic resistance in soil, uptake by crops. 

- Risk assessments for farmers, public health, soil ecosystems 
- Collate data and develop research into the effectiveness of different wastewater plant 

configurations and biosolids treatment processes in reducing organic contaminant risks 
- Provide science base (data, analysis, accessible presentation summaries) for dialogue with 

stakeholders and end-users, and to develop upstream prevention policies 
- Transfer of experience concerning successful upstream source reduction actions or treatment 

mitigation technologies 

Need for European dialogue 

- Concerns about pharmaceuticals and organic contaminants in biosolids may be based on 
perception and image rather than data 

- Influencing public opinion is not the objective of research. However, dialogue with the 
stakeholders which can lead public opinion is important (farmers organisations, retailers, agri-
food sector, environmental NGOs …), in order to ensure that research responds to their 
concerns.  

- This dialogue is needed at the EU level, because retailers and agri-food companies are global 
operators, as are pharmaceuticals companies, and in order to enable input to EU policies 
(Fertilisers Regulations, standards, chemicals policy …) 
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