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Ray Dettmering didn’t think twice after a salesman knocked on his door a decade ago and offered the Will

County farmer as much free fertilizer as he wanted.

Instead of paying for nitrogen and other crop-stimulating nutrients, Dettmering began welcoming

truckloads of sewage sludge — a byproduct of human and industrial waste from Chicago and the Cook

County suburbs.

“It might not smell that great,” said Dettmering, who farms near Crete, Matteson and University Park.

“You don’t get something for nothing very often, though.”

Dozens of other farmers on the edges of suburbia are doing the same thing. They are encouraged to spread

sludge on their fields by local officials, farm bureaus, university extension agents — even the U.S.

Environmental Protection Agency.

But despite assurances the practice is safe and legal, sewage sludge is contaminating thousands of acres of

northeast Illinois farmland with toxic forever chemicals, a Chicago Tribune investigation has found.

Forever chemicals, also known as per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances or PFAS, have been widely used for

decades in firefighting foam and to make products such as nonstick cookware, stain-repellent carpets,

waterproof jackets and fast-food wrappers that repel oil and grease.

When human excrement and industrial waste is flushed into sewers, conventional treatment not only fails

to screen out PFAS, it concentrates the chemicals in sludge.

Most of the fetid muck is dumped on farmland. During the past six years alone, federal records show,

more than 615,000 tons of sludge from the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District of Greater Chicago

has been plowed into 29,000 acres near the nation’s third largest city. (All of that land combined is

roughly the size of west suburban Aurora.)

Sludge from the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District is dumped and spread on land farmed by Ray Dettmering on June 15, 2022, in Will County.
(Erin Hooley / Chicago Tribune)

Only the Greater Los Angeles area distributed more sludge to farmers between 2016 and 2021.

Researchers and public health advocates are increasingly concerned because some PFAS build up in

human blood, take years to leave the body and don’t break down in the environment. Others transform

over time into more hazardous compounds, increasing the risk that grains, beans, hay and produce grown

in sludge-amended soil could be tainted for years to come.

Long-term exposure to tiny concentrations of certain PFAS can trigger testicular and kidney cancer, birth

defects, liver damage, impaired fertility, immune system disorders, high cholesterol and obesity, studies

have found. Links to breast cancer and other diseases are suspected.

Yet forever chemicals remain largely unregulated.

In Illinois and most other states, there is no requirement to test sludge for PFAS before it is spread as

fertilizer. Nor are there limits on concentrations of the chemicals in sludge or soil.

Operators of most of the nation’s sewage treatment plants aren’t even required to warn farmers about the

risks.

“Everybody wants to pretend it’s not happening,” said David Wallinga, a physician and senior health, food

and agriculture officer at the nonprofit Natural Resources Defense Council.

Crops and livestock

The Metropolitan Water Reclamation District or MWRD, an independent, taxpayer-financed agency that

manages sewage from Chicago and the rest of Cook County, has known for more than a decade that its

sludge is contaminated with forever chemicals, according to studies reviewed by the Tribune and records

obtained through Freedom of Information Act requests.

In 2011, a peer-reviewed study of farmland fertilized with the district’s sludge found some of the highest

concentrations of PFAS detected to date in agricultural fields nationwide.

The most contaminated field in the study, south of Peoria in Fulton County, is among 13,500 acres of

strip-mined land the MWRD bought during the early 1970s and reclaimed by covering it in sludge until

2004. Nearly 40% of the land is leased to farmers who graze cattle or grow corn, hay, soybeans and wheat,

according to district records.

Other fields sampled in Fulton, Kankakee and Will counties had been fertilized with less sludge during

shorter periods of time. Each was contaminated with forever chemicals at levels exceeding newly adopted

EPA guidelines intended to protect underground sources of drinking water, data from the study shows.

Sludge from the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District is dumped and spread on land farmed by Ray Dettmering on June 15, 2022, in Will County.
(Erin Hooley / Chicago Tribune)

European researchers concluded in 2018 there is ample evidence in the scientific literature that forever

chemicals end up in plants eaten by people or fed to dairy cows and livestock butchered for meat.

The amount of PFAS absorbed by plants depends on the specific chemical, plant type and soil properties,

the researchers reported after reviewing dozens of studies published during the previous decade.

One of the studies analyzed field corn, lettuce and tomatoes grown in soil fertilized with MWRD sludge.

Corn kernels had relatively low concentrations of PFAS, the study’s authors found. Higher levels of the

chemicals were detected in corn stalks that are fermented and fed to livestock as silage. Lettuce and

tomatoes absorbed newer versions of PFAS but not much of the compounds that first alarmed scientists.

“We need to consider the fact that these chemicals can get into our food,” Chris Higgins, senior author of

both MWRD sludge studies, said last year during a workshop organized by the nonprofit Institute for

Journalism and Natural Resources.

Higgins, a professor of civil and environmental engineering at the Colorado School of Mines, said more

study is needed to determine how much of the PFAS in people comes from sludge-tainted plants and

livestock.

Drinking water is considered the chief source of exposure. The Tribune’s ongoing investigation revealed

this month that more than 8 million Illinoisans — 6 of every 10 people in the state — get their drinking

water from a utility where at least one forever chemical has been detected.

[ Toxic forever chemicals detected at Illinois utilities that serve more than 8 million people ]

An aerial view shows the Stickney Water Reclamation Plant, operated by the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District, on April 12, 2022, in Cicero. The
MWRD has known for more than a decade that its sludge is contaminated with forever chemicals. (Erin Hooley / Chicago Tribune)

If PFAS are in sludge applied to farmland, the chemicals can leach into public and private wells. There is

effectively no safe level of exposure to the most widely studied PFAS in drinking water, the EPA

announced in June.

Dietary exposure is less understood but has been a concern since at least 2001, when one of the chief

manufacturers of PFAS, Minnesota-based 3M, found elevated levels of the chemicals in apples, bread,

ground beef and milk.

Based on what researchers have discovered since then, Higgins said, “food exposures can be important.”

Downplaying risks

In memos to the MWRD’s elected commissioners, officials at the district’s headquarters in Chicago have

repeatedly downplayed the risks of spreading sludge on farmland.

The district calls its sludge “biosolids,” a euphemism adopted by the nation’s sewage treatment industry

during the early 1990s in an attempt to blunt opposition to using the waste as fertilizer. (Other candidates

included Bioslurp, Black Gold, Geoslime and Humanure.)

One of the contractors hired by the district to bring sludge to farmers promotes the waste as “organic”

fertilizer.

Sludge drying beds next to the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal at the Stickney sewage treatment plant are seen on April 12, 2022, in Cicero. In memos
to elected commissioners of the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District, officials at the district’s headquarters in Chicago have repeatedly downplayed
the risks of spreading sludge on farmland. (Erin Hooley / Chicago Tribune)

Chances are slim that forever chemicals accumulate in vegetables, top MWRD officials wrote in memos

sent during 2016 and 2019. PFAS levels in the district’s sludge are “extremely low,” one of the memos

assured the commissioners.

Other memos show the district’s leaders are worried the MWRD could be held liable by courts, juries and

the federal government if the EPA declares forever chemicals are hazardous under the Superfund law,

which enables the agency to require polluters to clean up contaminated properties.

“The paramount challenge that the district currently faces is how to deal with the negative public

perception and concerns about land application of biosolids containing PFAS,” Brian Perkovich, the

MWRD executive director, wrote in an Oct. 9, 2019, memo stamped “confidential.”

Through a spokesperson, Perkovich and other district officials canceled a scheduled interview with the

Tribune and asked for questions in writing.

Some studies suggest food packaging and household dust from PFAS-laden consumer products are more

significant sources of exposure than crops fertilized with sludge, district officials argued in an email

response to the newspaper’s questions. They also stressed the district’s sludge meets current federal

standards, omitting the fact there are no nationwide limits on forever chemicals in sludge.

“At this point in time, the district has no reason to believe that its biosolids pose a risk to human health,

and, therefore, does not require contractors to notify farmers about the trace levels of PFAS,” the email

said.

‘No deadline’

Others aren’t so sure. Prodded by Congress and the public, the EPA announced last year it is studying

forever chemicals in sludge as part of the Biden administration’s “PFAS Strategic Roadmap.”

“Through this collaboration with other federal agencies, we are working to identify and characterize

routes of PFAS exposure, understand associated health risks and reduce the public’s exposure to PFAS

that may pose a health risk,” the EPA said in a statement emailed to the Tribune. “A critical element of

this work is assisting state and local agencies in their efforts to address issues involving PFAS in

agricultural products including human and animal food.”

The EPA’s inspector general condemned the agency in 2018 for failing to evaluate the hazards of PFAS

and dozens of other unregulated chemicals in sludge. By not being upfront with Americans about the

uncertainty, the agency’s internal watchdog concluded, the EPA’s sludge program “is at risk of not

achieving its goal to protect public health and the environment.”

[ The origin of these highly toxic man-made chemicals ]

Scott Faber, a senior vice president at the nonprofit Environmental Working Group, noted that

Democratic and Republican presidential administrations since the early 2000s have failed to follow

through on promises to address PFAS hazards.

The EPA under President Donald Trump outlined an ambitious research and regulatory campaign at the

same time his administration pushed to cut the agency’s funding and workforce. EPA officials during

Trump’s four years in office continued to approve new PFAS without determining if they are safe.

“There is no shot clock, no deadline, to clean up these chemicals once they’ve been released into the

environment,” Faber said in an interview. “Nor is there a requirement that EPA continue with efforts to

set limits on industrial releases or in drinking water and sludge.”

Some states aren’t willing to wait for national standards that would take years to adopt — or might not be

coming at all.

In April, Maine Gov. Janet T. Mills signed bipartisan legislation banning the spread of sewage sludge on

land within the state. Lawmakers moved to outlaw the practice after state officials found worrisome levels

of PFAS in drinking water, soil, milk, livestock and venison. High levels of the chemicals have been

detected in the blood of Maine farmers and their families.

Before banning sludge spreading outright, Maine enacted standards for three forever chemicals in

sewage-based fertilizer. All but a handful of the state’s treatment plants violated the standards.

Sludge and compost from the Chicago-area sewage district would fail to meet the Maine standards as well.

A field in Will County that once received sludge from the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District is seen on June 7, 2022. Testing in 2019 found toxic
forever chemicals in MWRD sludge at levels exceeding standards adopted by the state of Maine. The MWRD, which handles sewage from Chicago and
Cook County, is not required to warn farmers or the public about the contamination. (Erin Hooley / Chicago Tribune)

Samples collected by the MWRD in 2019 contained up to 53 parts per billion of a forever chemical known

as perfluorooctane sulfonic acid (PFOS) and 27 ppb of a related substance called perfluorooctanoic acid

(PFOA), according to a spreadsheet obtained by the Tribune. The chemicals once were used for

Scotchgard and Teflon branded products.

Levels of the chemicals in sludge and compost from Chicago and Cook County were more than 10 times

higher than what the Maine standards allowed.

An earlier analysis of MWRD sludge spread on farmland found significantly higher levels of PFOS — up to

219 ppb — in samples collected between 2004 and 2007, suggesting some fields in the collar counties

outside Chicago are more contaminated than others.

The scope of the problem remains unknown because the sewage district isn’t required to test every field

that is fertilized with its sludge.

Dettmering, the Will County farmer, said he didn’t know about PFAS prior to a conversation with the

Tribune. Decisions about how much sludge is applied to a particular field are made by the MWRD

contractors that distribute the waste and till it into the ground, he said.

Farmer Ray Dettmering checks on a sprayer outside his home in Peotone on July 22, 2022. Dettmering said he didn’t know about toxic forever chemicals
prior to a conversation with the Tribune. (Antonio Perez / Chicago Tribune)

“I don’t have to touch it or even look at it,” Dettmering said. “That’s great because I’m saving on diesel

(fuel) and avoiding wear and tear on my equipment.”

‘Chasing a ghost’

During the past six years, Illinois ranked second among the states for the amount of sludge dumped on

farmland, according to federal records. Only California, where sewage districts sent 3.7 million tons to

farmers, topped the 1.1 million tons spread on Illinois farms.

The Illinois EPA told the Tribune it is up to the U.S. EPA to determine if the practice endangers the state’s

residents. By contrast, two other Midwest states, Michigan and Minnesota, decided years ago not to wait

for the federal government to act.

Based on what Michigan officials have learned since 2017, the state bans sludge spreading if PFOS levels

exceed 125 parts per billion. At treatment plants with levels above 50 ppb, operators are required to notify

farmers, test annually for the chemical and take steps to reduce concentrations in their sludge.
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Listen to this article

ADVERTISEMENT

If you have a MET prepaidMET prepaid
education savingseducation savings
programprogram and your child
chooses a different path,
who can use the money?

All of
the above

Your niece or
nephew

Your other
children

You or
your spouse

ADVERTISEMENT

ADVERTISEMENT

Sponsored Video

S P O N S O R E D  B Y  S P O N S O R E D  B Y  A D V E R T I S I N G  P A R T N E RA D V E R T I S I N G  P A R T N E R

ADVERTISEMENT

ONOFF

(855) 319-0164

GET IT NOW

ADVERTISEMENT

ADVERTISEMENT

Open

You May Like

Jurors in R. Kelly trial
dismissed for the day after
one is replaced; defense…
argument to resume

A twist to Bears-Packers
week: As Chicago celebrates
a win, Aaron Rodgers [gure…
to be ‘a little bit pissed o]’

QB Justin Fields gets the
Chicago Bears rolling with a
special, o]-script play: Brad…
Biggs’ 10 thoughts on the

Ask Amy: DNA testing shows
my youngest isn’t my
biological child

Amtrak begins canceling
trips as a freight railroad
strike deadline approaches

Jim Durkin: The SAFE-T Act
gives drug cartels free rein in
Illinois

Jumble Daily & Crossword
Play Now

https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/environment/#nt=taxonomy-article
https://www.chicagotribune.com/chi-michael-hawthorne-staff.html#nt=byline
https://www.epa.gov/pfas
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22111494-acres-of-farmland-fertilized-with-mwrd-sludge-by-county-2016-21
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/toxic-drinking-water-pfas-contamination-fs.pdf
https://mwrd.org/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/21581523-2011-3-29-sepulvado-et-al-mwrd-paper-on-pfas-in-fulton-county-sludge-fields
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22122301-2021-summary-of-literature-about-pfas-in-soil
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22122810-1977-7-26-bill-sluis-story-about-fulton-co-folks-upset-about-chicago-sludge
https://www.epa.gov/risk/regional-screening-levels-rsls
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0013935118305577
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22122302-2013-11-8-uptake-of-pfas-into-edible-crops-via-sludge-applications-mwrd-sludge
http://www.ijnr.org/pfas-workshop
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/environment/ct-pfas-illinois-drinking-water-20220710-lcql5pgfjjcqrm2libb3gej5ty-htmlstory.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/environment/ct-pfas-illinois-drinking-water-20220710-lcql5pgfjjcqrm2libb3gej5ty-htmlstory.html#nt=interstitial-manual
https://www.epa.gov/sdwa/drinking-water-health-advisories-pfoa-and-pfos
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22066719-2001-3m-study-finds-elevated-levels-of-pfas-in-us-food-supply
https://www.ejnet.org/sludge/sludge.html
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22122303-2016-8-2-st-pierre-memo-to-mwrd-board-says-chance-of-pfas-in-plants-is-low
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22122304-2019-3-6-memo-to-mwrd-board-on-current-knowledge-about-pfas-key
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22122305-2019-10-9-memo-to-mwrd-says-iepa-not-doing-regs-until-usepa-steps-in-19-243e-confidential-pfas-challenges-comm-spyropoulos-response-bap-boc-100919
https://www.consumerreports.org/pfas-food-packaging/dangerous-pfas-chemicals-are-in-your-food-packaging-a3786252074/
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es7032058
https://www.epa.gov/biosolids/biosolids-laws-and-regulations
https://www.epa.gov/pfas/pfas-strategic-roadmap-epas-commitments-action-2021-2024
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22122306-2018-11-15-epa-ig-report-on-sewage-sludge
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/environment/ct-pfas-timeline-20220710-aquj6npnkrboxb77ewsvvlttve-story.html#nt=interstitial-manual
https://www.ewg.org/areas-focus/toxic-chemicals/pfas-chemicals
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2019-02/documents/pfas_action_plan_021319_508compliant_1.pdf
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22122313-2020-3-18-edf-nrdc-sierra-club-et-al-sue-epa-for-continuing-to-approve-pfas
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22122314-2022-4-20-law-that-bans-sludge-spreading-in-maine
https://www.maine.gov/dep/spills/topics/pfas/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22122319-2021-6-28-maine-pfas-screening-levels
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22122321-2019-pfas-in-mwrd-sludge
https://www.epa.gov/pfas/pfas-explained
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/21581523-2011-3-29-sepulvado-et-al-mwrd-paper-on-pfas-in-fulton-county-sludge-fields
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22122322-total-sludge-to-farmland-by-state-2016-2021
https://www.chicagotribune.com/entertainment/#nt=taxonomy-article
https://www.chicagotribune.com/entertainment/ny-top-show-moments-2022-emmy-awards-20220913-tzkjea64obaolotmag4y2lq6hm-photogallery.html#nt=related-content
https://www.chicagotribune.com/entertainment/ny-top-show-moments-2022-emmy-awards-20220913-tzkjea64obaolotmag4y2lq6hm-photogallery.html#nt=related-content
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/criminal-justice/#nt=taxonomy-article
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/criminal-justice/ct-r-kelly-chicago-federal-trial-day-18-closing-arguments-20220912-aaqc4ybpkbhytmmyxxygh6es6a-story.html#nt=related-content
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/criminal-justice/ct-r-kelly-chicago-federal-trial-day-18-closing-arguments-20220912-aaqc4ybpkbhytmmyxxygh6es6a-story.html#nt=related-content
https://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/lake-county-news-sun/#nt=taxonomy-article
https://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/lake-county-news-sun/ct-lns-grayslake-world-war-veteran-buried-arlington-st-0913-20220912-vyka4oityzc6jgm6s7mcisduce-story.html#nt=related-content
https://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/lake-county-news-sun/ct-lns-grayslake-world-war-veteran-buried-arlington-st-0913-20220912-vyka4oityzc6jgm6s7mcisduce-story.html#nt=related-content
https://stuffanswered.com/results/?utm_medium=paid&utm_source=taboola&utm_campaign=us-tb2clkctaopshop-yg-meal_offhrs-smrt-q53-web&campaign_id=13204685&adid=3042202716&utm_term=tribunedigital-chicagotribune&placement=tribunedigital-chicagotribune&imp=49037&campaign_id=13204685&utm_term=tribunedigital-chicagotribune&ts=2022-09-13+00%3A31%3A20#tblciGiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDjkE8ohIbBnvmNq8Z9
https://stuffanswered.com/results/?utm_medium=paid&utm_source=taboola&utm_campaign=us-tb2clkctaopshop-yg-meal_offhrs-smrt-q53-web&campaign_id=13204685&adid=3042202716&utm_term=tribunedigital-chicagotribune&placement=tribunedigital-chicagotribune&imp=49037&campaign_id=13204685&utm_term=tribunedigital-chicagotribune&ts=2022-09-13+00%3A31%3A20#tblciGiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDjkE8ohIbBnvmNq8Z9
https://www2.bevhillsmd.com/cid/7013w000001vKQdAAM?subid1=GiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDF1EMosN7f5v_8qvBi&utm_content=site_tribunedigital-chicagotribune_campaign_id_3434226843_&utm_source=taboola&tblci=GiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDF1EMosN7f5v_8qvBi#tblciGiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDF1EMosN7f5v_8qvBi
https://www2.bevhillsmd.com/cid/7013w000001vKQdAAM?subid1=GiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDF1EMosN7f5v_8qvBi&utm_content=site_tribunedigital-chicagotribune_campaign_id_3434226843_&utm_source=taboola&tblci=GiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDF1EMosN7f5v_8qvBi#tblciGiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDF1EMosN7f5v_8qvBi
https://news.doctors-perspective.com/232a2ade-dc51-46b8-b0c6-fa8763b1c2aa?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral&site=tribunedigital-chicagotribune&click_id=GiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDg01komIbupuvWv5iBAQ&tblci=GiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDg01komIbupuvWv5iBAQ#tblciGiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDg01komIbupuvWv5iBAQ
https://news.doctors-perspective.com/232a2ade-dc51-46b8-b0c6-fa8763b1c2aa?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral&site=tribunedigital-chicagotribune&click_id=GiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDg01komIbupuvWv5iBAQ&tblci=GiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDg01komIbupuvWv5iBAQ#tblciGiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiDg01komIbupuvWv5iBAQ
https://popularsearches.net/index.php?rgid=169264&gclid=GiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiC8qVYo7pb58fyV-vJK#tblciGiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiC8qVYo7pb58fyV-vJK
https://popularsearches.net/index.php?rgid=169264&gclid=GiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiC8qVYo7pb58fyV-vJK#tblciGiBMTOMT6leOL8e4-W9wNh4z5NV5-Gn4_3LED2GT-bYLqiC8qVYo7pb58fyV-vJK
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/criminal-justice/ct-r-kelly-chicago-federal-trial-day-18-closing-arguments-20220912-aaqc4ybpkbhytmmyxxygh6es6a-story.html#nt=ticker
https://www.chicagotribune.com/sports/bears/ct-chicago-bears-green-bay-packers-aaron-rodgers-20220912-uxnwkqfhkjbs7e26vczutvvgme-story.html#nt=ticker
https://www.chicagotribune.com/sports/bears/ct-cb-chicago-bears-brad-biggs-10-thoughts-week-1-20220912-rwhu3ybjq5guhgwybu6oemh7pm-story.html#nt=ticker
https://www.chicagotribune.com/lifestyles/ask-amy/ct-aud-ask-amy-dna-testing-20220908-6q54azambjg7dm42i7awqrdy6q-story.html#nt=ticker
https://www.chicagotribune.com/business/ct-biz-amtrak-service-railroad-strike-metra-20220912-tatygcal3refxdyrnpxqlbpc5m-story.html#nt=ticker
https://www.chicagotribune.com/#nt=mastheadnavbar
https://fun.chicagotribune.com/#int=button_digital_games_landing_
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/environment/ct-pfas-sludge-illinois-farmland-20220731-7xqijchadfhilbvkut3ndw5uja-story.html#


An illustration shows how PFAS get into wastewater and eventually to farms, gardens and people. (Ecology Center/Sierra Club)

Michigan treatment plants with the highest levels of PFOS, the former Scotchgard chemical made by 3M,

have reduced concentrations in sludge by up to 98% since the state ordered operators to trace industrial

discharges into sewer systems and clamp down on the pollution, according to a report released in April.

“We are striving for the lowest possible PFOS levels,” said Abigail Hendershott, executive director of the

Michigan PFAS Action Response Team, organized by former Gov. Rick Snyder in 2017 to coordinate the

efforts of seven state agencies.

Minnesota last sampled sludge during 2010. Like their counterparts in Michigan, officials at the

Minnesota Pollution Control Agency had early successes reducing PFAS concentrations in some of the

most contaminated cities.

“Chasing PFAS can sometimes feel like chasing a ghost,” the Minnesota agency says on its website. “We

have learned that much more work would be needed to get to the necessary levels of prevention and

protection.”

[ Persistent farmer whose cows died from a mysterious disease helped unravel the origin of chemicals ]

Michigan and Minnesota reduced PFAS concentrations by adding the chemicals to a program that

requires industry to filter and safely dispose of heavy metals before discharging waste into sewers. The

MWRD has its own pretreatment program for metals. But Perkovich, the district’s executive director, told

elected commissioners in 2020 there is “no sound basis” to include PFAS.

The district is just now attempting to figure out where forever chemicals are coming from in Chicago and

Cook County, emails and memos show.

In Maine, the state’s Center for Disease Control and Prevention concluded that merely reducing PFAS in

sludge might not protect people from health risks.

Maine adopted screening levels that trigger more investigation when PFAS testing detects certain

concentrations in beef, fish, hay, milk, silage and soil. Each screening level is based in part on a now-

defunct EPA health advisory of 70 parts per trillion of PFOS and PFOA combined in drinking water.

Trade organizations representing sewage treatment operators contend the Maine standards are far too

stringent, calling them “inappropriately low” and “nonscientific.”

“The mere presence of PFAS in biosolids, even at trace levels, is causing some state regulators and, at

times, the public to react in fear and prematurely limit local options,” the National Association of Clean

Water Agencies said in a June policy statement.

Yet the U.S. EPA’s announcement last month that PFOA and PFOS are unsafe at practically any level

suggests the agency’s failure to regulate forever chemicals in sludge could be endangering millions of

Americans.

“It’s probably going to cost more money to landfill sludge instead of spreading it on farmland,” said

Patrick MacRoy, deputy director of the Maine nonprofit group Defend Our Health. “But there are a hell of

a lot of benefits to not having contaminated milk and crops.”

‘A national solution’

The MWRD once dumped most of its sludge in landfills on Chicago’s Southeast Side. Disposal became

more expensive for all of the nation’s sewage treatment plants during the late 1970s after Congress

ordered more stringent regulation of landfills, and costs increased again during the early 1990s when

federal lawmakers outlawed the dumping of sludge into oceans.

Giving away sludge to farmers became the cheapest option for many cities.

Promotional materials from public works agencies, industry lobbyists and the EPA highlight the plant-

friendly qualities of sludge. Some researchers also have become champions of spreading the waste on

farmland.

“I can show you fields where plants love biosolids,” said Linda Lee, an environmental chemistry professor

at Purdue University who leads or is involved in several sludge studies funded by the EPA and the sewage

treatment industry. “Banning biosolids is not a sustainable alternative.”

Sludge from the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District is dumped and spread on a field farmed by Ray Dettmering on June 15, 2022, in Will County.
(Erin Hooley / Chicago Tribune)

Echoing statements from industry lobbyists, Lee said the solution is to keep forever chemicals out of

sewers in the first place. “What we should be doing right now is getting rid of sources and then regulating

nonessential uses of PFAS out of the marketplace,” she said.

In December, a University of Arizona researcher sent an email to sewage districts across the country

urging them to contribute tax dollars for a broad study of PFAS in sludge.

“We need a national solution,” wrote Ian Pepper, a professor of environmental science and public health.

“I hope you will consider this proposal as a national ban of land application is a real threat.”

An MWRD researcher serves on an advisory committee organized by Pepper. At the local official’s

request, an association of Illinois sewage treatment agencies chipped in $5,000 for the professor’s study.

“If you don’t get to land-apply biosolids, what are your other two options? Incineration or landfilling,”

Pepper said in an interview. “Neither is a really good idea.”

That said, Pepper and Lee agreed that sludge contaminated with certain, but still undefined, levels of

PFAS should not be spread on farmland.

Cameron Davis, one of the MWRD’s elected commissioners, has been pressing the district’s staff to

address the PFAS dilemma.

“Public utilities across the country didn’t create this problem, but they’re forced to deal with it in ways

that put the screws to all of us,” said Davis, who coordinated efforts to restore and protect the Great Lakes

during the Obama administration. “I know two things for sure: Protecting public health comes first, and

manufacturers need to be held accountable instead of taxpayers.””

‘Still out there’

Without more widespread testing, it remains unclear if horrifying scenarios documented in recent years

are unusual, as the sewage treatment industry insists, or more common than anyone realizes.

At the end of January, Michigan ordered a farmer outside Detroit to stop selling beef to schools and other

customers after state officials found alarming levels of PFOS in hay, silage and water fed to his cattle. The

farmer had fertilized some of his land with sludge from a nearby treatment plant where the state detected

high levels of the forever chemical during 2018.

Michigan officials told the Tribune that PFOS concentrations in the farm’s beef weren’t as high as what

the federal government has found in other parts of the country but were still concerning because

“prolonged exposure to PFOS may be a public health risk.”

In Maine, at least a dozen farmers have been sidelined because their milk or vegetables or crops are

contaminated.

Adam Nordell and Johanna Davis grew organic vegetables and grains on land the couple owned or leased

about 20 miles from the Atlantic coast.

Adam Nordell, Johanna Davis and their son at Songbird Farm in Unity, Maine, on March 22, 2022. The couple bought their farm seven years ago, but
suspended operations in late 2021 after discovering their land and water is contaminated with high levels of forever chemicals, also known as per- and
polyfluoroalkyl substances or PFAS. (Brianna Soukup/For The Washington Post)

They called their venture Songbird Farm. The first parcel Nordell and Davis bought in 2014 already was

an organic farm. By last year their sales to markets on the coast were robust enough they decided to drill a

new irrigation well and made plans to open a bakery with goods made from the farm’s grains.

But after a customer told Nordell last fall about the state’s emerging PFAS problems, he found an online

map that showed Songbird Farm had been fertilized with sewage sludge during the early 1990s, years

before Nordell, Davis and the previous owner had tilled the land.

Unwilling to wait for the state to collect and analyze samples, Nordell and Davis paid to have their soil,

spinach and water tested. A contract laboratory detected PFAS in every sample; levels in the farm’s water

were 400 times higher than state standards.

“We had been growing heritage, or niche, varieties of wheat, rye, oats and corn, some dry beans as well,”

Nordell said in an interview. “We had 10 or 15 different vegetable crops ranging from lettuce, kale and

spinach to fruiting crops like tomatoes and peppers.”

Adam Nordell, co-owner of Songbird Farm in Unity, Maine, inside a greenhouse where overwintered spinach is unsellable because the plants are
contaminated with toxic forever chemicals, March 22, 2022. (Brianna Soukup/For The Washington Post)

All of the couple’s efforts ground to a halt at the end of 2021.

Nordell and Davis told customers what the PFAS testing had found on the farm and suspended

operations. Then they had themselves tested.
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Levels of PFAS in the couple’s blood were 250 times higher than the average American, Nordell said,

noting that workers in some industrial settings are less contaminated than he and his wife.

The Maine couple’s experience is a cautionary tale about modern farming in the United States.

“What is a corn field today could be housing at some point, with PFAS in the ground where children play

and in the drinking water wells poking into contaminated groundwater,” said Nordell, who in June joined

the Maine nonprofit Defend Our Health as an advocate for the state’s farmers. “These chemicals don’t go

away. They are still out there, waiting for us.”

Nordell, 39, lamented that based on what scientists know about the chemicals, he will be in his 70s by the

time the PFAS coursing in his blood leaves his body.

Asked if he and Davis want to return to farming, Nordell paused for several seconds.

“My heart is broken,” he said haltingly. “The things that motivated me to farm feel meaningless in light of

the contamination. It’s difficult to justify all of our hard work when this is the outcome.”
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