
I was told that the bagged compost I add to my garden every year is actually municipal sludge- is this 

correct? 

When we think about compost and what goes into it, most of us envision a material that results from 

the decay of plant materials.  That is not what you are getting if you purchase bagged soil amendments 

that are labeled ‘compost’.  According to Mary Schwarz of the Cornell Waste Management Institute, 

“Most bagged products (at the big box stores, etc.) ARE compost from human manure (waste water 

treatment plants) UNLESS it gives the ingredients on the bag, such as ‘cow manure’, etc.”  EPA rules 

allow human manure to be sold as Class A compost as long as it meets certain standards for levels of 

heavy metals, pathogens, and other things.  These products are perfectly safe to use (if you can get past 

the human waste factor!), but studies have shown that nutrient levels in these products can vary greatly 

and they can be high in soluble salts.  For more details on this see the study done by Woods End 

Research Lab in Maine:  https://woodsend.org/pdf-files/survey.pdf 

If you would rather not use these types of products, stick with products that are labeled specifically as 

cow or horse manure.  Look for good quality bagged compost sold at greenhouse operations, farmers 

markets, farms, municipalities and agribusinesses.  Better yet, start your own compost pile!  That way 

you know exactly what the inputs are and if everyone did this, think of the space that would be saved in 

our landfills! 

You can also access Cornell’s compost facility map (http://compost.css.cornell.edu/maps.html) to find 

local sources of compost that are not produced from waste water treatment plants. 

Question answered by Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator for Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson 

County  

I have heard that farmers are applying human waste as a fertilizer for their crops- is this true? 

Let me begin by stating that farmers are not using raw human waste to fertilize their crops.  Some 

farmers do use treated sewer sludge (biosolids) as a fertilizer and soil amendment.  Biosolids are 

basically the byproduct solids of wastewater treatment.  The use of biosolids on agricultural lands is not 

a new concept.  Many decades ago raw sewage was discharged directly into our rivers, lakes and oceans.  

As a result of the Clean Water Act in 1972, the fate of raw sewage was to be turned into biosolids and 

either buried in a landfill, incinerated or treated to be recycled as a fertilizer.  The United States 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) regulates the use of biosolids in agricultural production.  They 

established minimum standards that must be met if biosolids are to be applied to land.  Class A and 

Class B biosolids are the two types used by farmers.  Class A biosolids are treated to eliminate pathogens 

and reduce odors.  Class B biosolids have reduced levels of pathogens and carry more strict rules and 

regulations in regard to how and where they can be used.  I know many people  get grossed out when 

they learn that farmers are allowed to apply treated human waste on fields.  It is interesting that some 

of these same people have no problems with the thought of using raw, untreated animal waste instead. 

Question answered by Mike Hunter, Field Crop Specialist, North Country Regional Ag Team 
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