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Background information 

Nutrients, in particular phosphorus, are needed for effective husbandry. They are applied in agriculture, 

horticulture as well as in many cases in forestry. The sewage sludge from the waste water treatment plants 

contains nutrients, micronutrients and particles that increases the content of humus in the soil. At the same 

time sewage sludge can be contaminated with heavy metals and many other unwanted or even harmful 

organic and inorganic substances as well as possible bacteriological contamination. Nevertheless, in case of 

proper sewage sludge treatment and application unwanted factors can be eliminated or minimized up to 

acceptable level. 

The development of the draft HELCOM recommendation on sustainable handling of sewage sludge was 

launched by the decision of the 17th Land-based Pollution Group meeting (May 2012) to support the idea of 

revising HELCOM Recommendation 28E/5 “Municipal wastewater treatment” with a view to either include 

into it a sewage sludge handling component or developing a separate HELCOM Recommendation on sewage 

sludge handling. Further the draft new Recommendation on sewage sludge handling was considered by the 

18th and 19th Meetings of the Land group, being presented by Germany and Sweden which shared a 

leadership in writing new recommendation. The last written comments were submitted to the Secretariat by 

Finland and EurEau in August 2014. The comments submitted in the August 2014 as well as expressed at the 

HELCOM Land group meetings mainly concern the limit values and pinpointing the different legal regulations 

in the countries which are the obstacles for the sewage sledge handling. Despite the Contracting Parties 

emphasise the importance of the Recommendation, they do not suggest any compromises facilitating further 

development of the document.  

HOD 47-2014 supported organizing an expert workshop on further development of the draft HELCOM 

recommendation on sustainable handling of sewage sludge in spring 2015. A roundtable on sewage sludge 

handling was organized in the frame of the Baltic Sea Days in St. Petersburg on 19-20 March 2015, in 

coordination with lead country Germany. The round table was attended by 57 people representing state 

authorities, business and scientific society from Finland, Germany, Russia and Sweden.  

The document contains the topics which were discussed at the round table and the outcome of the Round 

table. 

 

Action required 
The Meeting is invited to consider of the outcome of the roundtable, discuss the structure of the document 

and plan next steps for finalizing of the draft HELCOM Recommendation on sustainable handling of sewage 

sludge. The Contracting Parties are invited to consider co-leadership of the further work. 
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XVI International environmental forum 

“Baltic Sea Day” 

19-20 March 2015 

Saint-Petersburg, Russia 

Outcome of the roundtable discussion on  

Sustainable sewage sludge handling 

Moderators: 

 Ms. Andrea Roskosch, Federal Environment Agency (UBA), Germany 

 Ms. Olga Rublevskaya, deputy director of the “Engineering and innovation center” of 
Vodokanal SPb. 

57 participants representing Germany, Finland, Russia and Sweden were registered. 

The focus of the round table was laid on the elaboration of recommendations for the Regional document 

on sustainable sewage sludge handling and promotion of P recycling. 

The themes for discussion: 

1. Practises of sewage sludge handling in Russian Federation and the EU member states. 

2. Legislation regulating sewage sludge handling in Russian Federation and the EU member states. 

3. Regulation for application of the sewage sludge in agriculture, horticulture and forestry. 

3.1. Information on existing limit values for harmful substances concentrations in sewage sludge, 

soils as well as bacteriological restrictions and application scenarios. 

3.2. Practices of treated sewage sludge application for fertilization and production of technogenic 

grounds. 

4. Requirements and restrictions for incineration of sewage sludge. 

4.1. Practices of application of the ashes after sewage sludge incineration in construction work. 

5. Methods of phosphorus recovery from sewage sludge for and its further application in fertilization. 

6. Practises of utilization of sewage sludge for energy production. 

The participants were invited to answer the following questions. 

Is the Regional approach for sustainable handling of sewage sludge needed? 

The participants of the round table highly appreciated the development of the HELCOM Recommendation 

on sustainable handling of sewage sludge including P recovery, utilization of its energetic potential and 

minimization of the negative impact on the environment. 

The participants indicated similarity of basic principles stipulated by the legal acts regulating sewage sludge 

handling in the Russian Federation and Germany. Furthermore, common approaches to technical solutions 

for sewage sludge handling in the countries being EU members and Russia create the platform for the 

development of the regional approach to sustainable sewage sludge handling. 

Experts indicated that the experience of SPb Vodokanal should be taken into account in development of the 

regional document. SPb Vodokanal is ready to contribute to the development of the HELCOM 

Recommendation.  

What are the most sustainable ways of sewage sludge handling? 
The waste water quality has to be carefully controlled at the sources in order to prevent the unwanted 

substances to enter the WWTP based on national regulation. For example, the requirement of the Federal 
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Law 416 of Russian Federation stipulates mandatory pre treatment of the waste water released by the clients 

to the sewage system in case of presence of the unwanted substance i.e. heavy metals and POPs.  

The waste water treatment and subsequent treatment of the sewage sludge should be carried out using the 

best available techniques intended to get the best possible sludge quality for further use of the sludge. 

Design of new WWTPs or reconstruction work should take into account that waste water treatment 

technology should be chosen to facilitate reuse or recycling of nutrients, especially Phosphorus, from the 

sewage sludge as well as utilization of its energetic potential. 

Different economic drivers which in different countries should be taken into account when developing the 

regional approach to sustainable sewage sludge handling. For example, price levels for energy and fertilizers 

in different countries vary in wide range. The round table declared that governmental stimulation for the 

introduction of green technologies should be implemented.  

What are the perspectives for reuse P from sewage sludge? 

Ashes from sewage sludge incineration usually have the highest P recovery potential compared to sewage 

sludge or waste water, but are usually more complex. Production of fertilizers from ashes requires specific 

treatment removing heavy metals and making P available for plants. Treated products from sewage sludge, 

sewage sludge water and sewage sludge ashes can be applied for fertilization of agricultural land or 

production of ground mixes for landscaping. If the P content is reduced, sewage sludge can be used for 

construction work or cement plants. 

What are the major restrictions for sewage sludge application which should be reflected in the 

Regional document? 

Before sewage sludge is applied concentrations of heavy metals, POPs, nutrients and other substances in 

soil have to be analysed [limit or suggested values].  

The application of sewage sludge on/in soil has to be considered critically if concentration of unwanted 

substances in the sludge is evaluated as exceeding the acceptable values. [limit or suggested values].  

Specific requirements for sewage sludge application on land during the cultivation of fruits and vegetables 

should be introduced and sewage sludge should not be applied in certain cases. 

Sewage sludge should not be applied: on permanent grassland, for forestry (possibly with special permits for 

special reasons), in nature reserves, nature benchmarks, national parks, protected parts of the landscape and 

other areas of special interest, in wetlands, potential flooded areas, water protection zones, zones 

designated for the purposes of nature protection and other vulnerable areas. 

In case of mixing sewage sludge with other organic compounds for further use concentrations of unwanted 

substances in the mixed product should be analysed. 

Reporting is an essential part of sustainable sewage sludge handling. As far as the sewage sludge handling is 

regulated by the waste management legal base an effective and transparent system of licensing and 

reporting has to be established. 

National regulations regarding application of treated sewage sludge and its products should be harmonized 

in order to facilitate transfer of the best available techniques and practises taking into account local 

peculiarities of soil compositions.  


