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WINNEMUCCA — California often takes the lead on environmental issues, but the state's lawmakers don't 
always consider the effects their far- reaching decisions could have on Nevada and other neighbors. 

     As a case in point, the Golden State's laws regulating wastewater treatment operations are driving 
plans to dump up to 5,000 metric tons of sewage sludge annually near the Black Rock Desert, 

     The Tahoe-Truckee Sanitation Agency (TTSA) has been diverting its treated waste to the privately 
owned Hualapai Valley site since 2005, and it's hoping to do so for another five years. 

     If the Nevada Division of Environmental Protection (NDEP) renews the landowner's operating permit, 
the TTSA would be joined by a second California entity — the City of Eureka. 

     The permit would give the two entities the right to dump more than 11 million pounds of waste-
activated sludge and treated "biosolids" each year at Orient Farms. (The site is located in Pershing and 
Washoe counties just South of the Humboldt County line.) 

     Owner San Emidio Agrigate (sic) plans to compost the waste on its farmland, and it eventually hopes 
to sell the final product to the public. But it will have to obtain other permits from the state before it can 
do so, according to NDEP public information officer Vinson Guthreau. 

     However, the Summit Lake Tribe is hoping the proposal never reaches that stage. 

     Ron Johnny, the tribe's environmental coordinator and its acting administrator, is calling on local 
residents to protest the planned shipments of more than 700 truckloads per year to traditional Paiute 
lands. 

     From Johnny's perspective, the proposal reeks of hypocrisy. 

     "California has been touting itself as a green state that has been environmentally friendly, but that's 
not true when they're dumping their waste in our area," he said. 

     On the other hand.. California's sewage treatment plant operators see land disposals in Nevada as a 
relatively benign alternative to dumping the waste in their state. 

     "There are fewer environmental concerns threatening the viability of Class B land applications in this 
area (Nevada) than in most California locales," according to a 2007 study commissioned by seven local 
government entities in the San Francisco Bay Area. 

     While the merits of that strategy are in dispute, some basic facts about sewage sludge are not. 

     Every year, California generates an estimated 750,000 dry tons of the stuff, which is a byproduct of an 
extensive treatment process. 

     More than half of that treated sludge ends up on farmers' fields, where it's used to enrich nutrient-
depleted or barren soils. Another16 percent is composted, while 8 percent is incinerated or stored. 

     (In contrast, nearly all of Nevada's excess sludge is buried at in-state landfills, according to the most 
recent report from the National Biosolids Partnership.) 

     The City of Eureka currently stores its sludge in lagoons for up to two years at a time. During the 
summer months, the treated waste is dredged from the lagoons and then applied to a city-owned field, 
which is used as a cattle pasture. 

     But the 85-acre site can only hold so much sludge. 

     Eureka officials expect the city's wastewater treatment operations could grow by at least 12 percent 
over the next 20 years, and one projection' shows that those operations could increase by 50 percent 
during the same timeframe, according to a 2009 report. 

     The California Association of Sanitation Agencies predicts that Eureka's move to dispose of its sludge in 
Nevada could be a sign of things to come. 

     Since late 2002, California has increasingly come to rely on out-of-state options, the association 



reported. 

     Why, exactly? 

     As California passes strict new laws to protect its lands, waterways and skies, private businesses and 
government entities affected by the changes are looking to other states. More often than not, their 
searches end at the Nevada state line, where the costs of doing business are cheaper and the regulations 
are less burdensome. 

     The Tahoe-Truckee Sanitation District first discovered that fact years ago. 

     By 1965, wastewater in the surrounding Lake Tahoe Basin was already being treated to drinking water 
standards, but it still wasn't clean enough to satisfy California's lawmakers. 

     In 1969, the state's legislature made it illegal for the area's government entities, homeowners and 
others to treat or hold sewage within the basin. Three years later, the TTSA was formed to carry out the 
legislature's mandates. 

     The five-member agency subsequently built a series of pump stations and sewer mains that piped the 
waste out of the basin to a treatment facility near Truckee. 

     Today, the agency is required to meet some of the most stringent discharge requirements in the entire 
country. 

     The rest of the state is not far behind. 

     In 1992, for instance, California lawmakers outlawed the once-common practice of disposing 
wastewater "residuals" into the Pacific Ocean. 

     But the state's growing cities had to do something with their excess waste, and many of them began 
to refine their sewage sludge into fertilizers and compost ingredients. 

     The San Francisco Public Utilities Commission, for one, has actively promoted the use of treated 
biosolids as soil amendments. But it has struggled to give away its free product to a skeptical public, and 
today, just 1percent of its waste is composted. 

     The city's PUC says its biosolids contain lower concentrations of metals than you'd find in a daily multi-
vitamin tablet, and notes they're on par with levels found in store-bought compost or chicken manure. But 
community activists have alleged the waste contains dangerous levels of heavy metals like lead, along 
with industrial solvents and chemical compounds. 

     Whether their fears are justified or overblown, the activists have put a dent in the PUC's marketing 
strategy, which promotes the waste as a safe and nutrient- rich product for gardeners. As a result, almost 
all of San Francisco's leftover sludge is trucked out of the city limits, where it's either diverted to landfills, 
or disposed of on farms. 

     The practice of "land disposal" has been widely utilized in recent decades, but it too is coming under 
greater scrutiny in California. 

     At least 22 counties have passed strict local ordinances that have either outlawed the practice, or 
severely restricted it, according to the California Association of Sanitation Agencies. 

     No such laws are on the books in Nevada, though. 

     Under the Orient Farms permit, the TTSA and the City of Eureka would be allowed to dispose of Class 
B biosolids, which still contain detectible levels of pathogens, according to the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency. 

     The permitee would be required to protect the public and wildlife from any pathogens in the biosolids, 
and to prevent any degradation of the state's waters. 

     In addition, it would be limited to growing only non- food crops on lands that have been treated within 
the previous five years, and livestock could not graze on the land for at least 30 days after each 
application. 

     The NDEP is proposing to renew the permit for five years, subject to those limitations and other 
conditions. 

     But Johnny is hoping that everyone from Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid to members of the 
Humboldt County Commission will succeed in shooting it down. He's also encouraging area residents to 
contact the City of Eureka with their concerns about its involvement in the project. 

     "I'm kind of hoping that they'll flood them with comments," he said, directing people to the city's 
official Web site at: http://www.ci.eureka.ca.gov/. 

http://www.ci.eureka.ca.gov/


     For more information about the proposed permit, go to: http://www.ndep.nv.gov/admin/public.htm. 
You can also call NDEP biosolids coordinator Janine Hartley at (775) 6879458. 

     Written comments on the proposed permit renewal should'be sent to: Nevada Division of Envi-
ronmental Protection, Bureau of Water Pollution Control, 901 S. Stewart St. Suite 4001, Carson City NV 
89701. All comments must be submitted to the NDEP by 5 p.m. on May 3.  

http://www.ndep.nv.gov/admin/public.htm
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