How the NBP EMS Program
Benefited East Bay Municipal
Utility District – Oakland, CA

Overview
The East Bay Municipal Utility District (EBMUD) treats domestic, commercial, and
industrial wastewater for nine communities in the east San Francisco Bay Area. Each
of these communities operate sewer collection systems that discharge into one of five
EBMUD intercepting sewers that bring the wastewater to our Main Wastewater
Treatment Plant located in Oakland, CA.
EBMUD has an average daily flow of 75 MGD and produces approximately 75,000 wet
tons of biosolids annually. EBMUD strives to use its biosolids in a beneficial,
environmentally sound, socially acceptable, and cost-effective manner. Currently,
EBMUD’s biosolids are recycled through land application and alternative daily cover
(ADC) at landfills.
Biosolids EMS Development
EBMUD embarked on developing an Environmental Management System (EMS) for its
Biosolids Management Program in 2003. EBMUD recognized the challenges that face
biosolids management, particularly as it pertains to our relationship with the public.
EBMUD believes that applying an EMS will allow EBMUD to focus on continuous
improvement of its Biosolids Management Program to achieve the following key
outcomes:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Regulatory compliance
Environmental performance
Improved relations with the public, including public
understanding/acceptance of our program
Quality Management Practices for the Biosolids Program
Product quality
Sustainability of our biosolids management options
Increased energy production
Program integrity

The EMS program applies not only to the activities associated with the Biosolids
Management Program, but also to the Contractor’s activities.
EBMUD officially began implementing the Biosolids EMS on July 1, 2005. On
September 19, 2006, EBMUD became the thirteenth agency in the nation to receive the
National Biosolids Partnership (NBP) EMS Certification.
EBMUD staff developed the Biosolids EMS without the use of consultants. The cost of
development and implementation was approximately $250,000. The cost of the
independent third-party audit was approximately $24,000. EBMUD has already realized
cost-saving benefits from the program and the inherent commitment to continuous
improvement will lead to more cost savings as the program continues to develop and
strengthen. EBMUD recognizes that the EMS is a change in management approach
that has taken time to permeate the organization. This is a key point that needs to be
understood by management of agencies involved with an EMS program, especially
those that believe that their biosolids management program is already sound.
Benefits
Following are some of the key benefits that EBMUD has realized through developing
and implementing the NBP’s framework for its Biosolids EMS:
•

Increased quality assurance – During the development of the EMS it was
recognized that a rigorous procedure needed to be established for operations to
ensure that Part 503 time and temperature requirements for Class B biosolids
were being met at all times. This was particularly important since there were
major digester upgrades that were planned over the next several years that would
reduce available capacity during the construction activities. EBMUD developed a
Biosolids Data Quality Objective (DQO) to codify this new procedure. Having the
DQO in place has already resulted in a one-time cost avoidance of $20,000
during a recent plant upset. Utilizing the DQO process, we were able to
definitively say that we met Class B requirements, thereby beneficially using the
material in lieu of disposal.

•

Improved communications and relations between EBMUD staff and
contractor staff – Through the process of developing the EMS, EBMUD staff and
the contractors responsible for transporting and applying biosolids have worked
more closely together resulting in improved communications and understanding of
issues that impact the operators at the Main Plant as well as the hauling
contractors. This improved rapport has made it easier for EBMUD staff to work
with the contractors to correct any problems found and improved the contractors’
response time in addressing issues that arise.

•

Improved relations with the public – During the initial development of the EMS,
EBMUD staff applied the concept of proactive public participation in a nearby
county where the existing land application program was being threatened by
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community activists. Through multiple meetings with the various stakeholders,
including regulators, local citizens, and politicians, staff learned the value of
educating the public on biosolids and separating the science from the emotional
side of the issue, while effectively dealing with both. This proactive approach has
become a cornerstone of EBMUD’s program. By demonstrating to the
stakeholders our commitment to environmental performance and continuous
improvement through the development of our EMS, we were able to build
credibility and trust in the community. One of our interested parties – who is not
in favor of land application – stated in an interview conducted during the
independent third-party audit that she believes EBMUD has a good biosolids
program and a strong commitment to the environment.
•

Better document management – Before the EMS, documents pertaining to
biosolids were in various locations under the control of many different people and
organizational work units. Unless staff knew the correct person to talk to, they
would never find the document. Through the EMS, staff was able to compile a list
of all pertinent documents, identify who controlled each of them, and where the
controlled documents and/or copies were located. Wherever possible, staff
scanned the documents and uploaded them into our online document storage
system where copies are stored and easily accessible to all EBMUD staff with
access to the intranet.

•

Launching of internal and external EMS websites – Prior to the development
of the biosolids EMS, EBMUD’s internet sites did not contain information on
biosolids. Recognizing the importance of providing opportunities for meaningful
dialogue with interested parties regarding biosolids issues, we developed pages
on the site that provide information on biosolids and EBMUD’s Biosolids
Management Program – including our EMS. Although no substitute for face-toface meetings, the website is a useful tool to educate the public and provide a
forum for people to become engaged in the issue.

Lessons Learned
Here are our suggestions for those developing an EMS:
•

•

•

Do not underestimate the level of effort needed. Development and
implementation was a two year process and with the concept of continual
improvement – it is never complete! Much help is needed from staff throughout
the organization to develop and implement such a comprehensive program.
Take it one element at a time. Many of the EMS elements have areas that
overlap. Do not worry about trying to separate everything out in the beginning. It
is easier to edit, combine, cross-reference, and trim once you have something to
work with.
Keep it simple! Focus on the core ideas and have your manual reflect them. It
is not necessary to have a manual that is inches thick!
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•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Do not try to reinvent the wheel. If your agency has a system that works, do
not feel compelled to mold and shape it into something new. Instead, look at
these systems and identify where there are opportunities to improve and
strengthen the program you have.
Request direction from the NBP on their requirements when things are
unclear or not making sense. Requirements can be interpreted in different
ways. You may already meet their requirements for various components of your
program and not realize it.
Get key people involved during the development and implementation. “Key
people” do not necessarily mean only managers! Getting the support of
operators, maintenance staff, inspectors, engineers, etc., who are respected by
their peers, can help create credibility for the EMS throughout the organization.
You need to recognize that management support for the program is important,
and that a “bottom-up” approach is fundamental to the success of the program.
Establish a Biosolids Coordinator who is trusted by all organizational units
in your agency and has strong communication skills. This level of trust is
essential in building a solid program where every person sees themselves as part
of the overall effort through extensive communication and outreach.
Make sure the contractors are involved throughout the process. The end
use of the product is one of the most publicly visible aspects of your program.
The EMS is not complete without involving people who are essentially your
agency’s face in the community.
Keep the EMS visible. The EMS is truly a living program. It involves a much
more different management systems approach than many agencies are used to.
It is important to promote the EMS as much as possible through meetings, oneon-one dialogues, flyers, presentations, etc., so that it can become an integral
part of the organization.
As hard as it may seem, do not dread the independent third-party audit. In
fact, get the auditor in sooner rather than later. Because we wanted to be sure
everything was perfect before the audit, the audit kept getting delayed. However,
once the audit was underway, the program took on a whole new perspective.
What was before a segmented view of the program became cohesive and we
realized more fully the power that is inherent in an EMS. The auditor brought
fresh ideas for us to consider in strengthening and improving our program and,
believe it or not, we look forward to our next audit!
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