Metro Wastewater Reclamation District
(Denver, CO) – NBP EMS Success Story
The Metro Wastewater Reclamation District (Metro District) is
a political subdivision of the State of Colorado, formed in 1961 to
provide wholesale wastewater transmission and treatment services
to local governments in the metro Denver area. The Metro District
serves 56 local governments, who in turn, provide retail wastewater
services to approximately 1.5 million people. Twenty of the 55 local
governments are Metro District members with voting representation
on a Board of Directors, the governing body of the Metro District.
The Metro District currently has sixty-six Director positions, one for
District employees raise the
NBP certification flag.

each 25,000 in population.

Approximately 233 miles of interceptors transport an average of 160 million gallons of
wastewater per day to the highly automated Central Treatment Plant facilities located north and
east of downtown Denver. The Metro District is environmentally conscientious and employs that
philosophy in all of its operations. With a staff of approximately 350 employees, the Metro
District treats the wastewater from its connectors and produces three recycled products: water
clean enough to discharge to the South Platte River; biosolids products, a nutrient-rich, organic
soil amendments and fertilizers; and methane, a by-product gas of the anaerobic digestion
process used to generate electricity and hot water.
The Metro District strives to beneficially recycle 100% of the biosolids produced at the
©

treatment facility under the trade name of METROGRO .

The Metro District transports

biosolids to both privately owned agricultural properties in eastern Colorado and to its 52,000acre METROGRO Farm, located near Deer Trail, Colorado. The Metro District also produces a
compost product, which is sold for use in gardens, landscaping, nurseries, and public parks.

On July 30, 2005, the Metro District, one of the
original 27 charter agencies, became the eighth agency
to receive verification for its Environmental Management
System (EMS) for Biosolids program. Although the Metro
District is recognized by local, state, and federal agencies
as an innovative wastewater treatment facility that
provides consistent and outstanding service to its
customers, the EMS program helped the Metro District
take all of the things that it was already doing right, as
part of it’s biosolids management activities, and do them

Mitch Costanzo, Director of
Resource Recovery and Reuse
(left-center) accepts EMS
certification plaque from NBP (LR) Ken Kirk, Tim Williams, and
Pete Machno.

even better. Some things were added, some updated,
some streamlined.

Public alliances were strengthened and internal communications and

awareness improved, while continual improvement became the main focus.
Although all of the elements of the EMS are combined to create a comprehensive
program

that

addresses

five

major

components:

Policy,

Planning,

Implementation,

Measurement and Corrective Action, and Management Review, there were specific elements
within these categories that were most beneficial to the Metro District during the implementation
process that created a stronger biosolids management program for the Metro District. These
included Element 2 – Policy, Element 5 – Goals & Objectives, Element 6 – Public Participation,
Element 9 – Communication, Element 14 – Nonconformance & Corrective Actions, and Element
16 – Internal Audit.
As part of the implementation of the EMS, the Metro District had to take a look at what
type of policy was in place for biosolids reuse. What we found was that the Metro District had a
Utilization Policy in place for the utilization of all wastewater by-products but this policy did not
sufficiently meet National Biosolids Partnership (NBP) requirements or current operational
practices. On July 20, 2004, a new Biosolids Reuse Policy was adopted by the Board of
Directors and implemented by the Metro District. Each employee was given a pocket card of
the Policy to carry with them to refer to whenever needed. This policy is also posted in each
Metro District building on the Central Treatment Plant facility as well as at the METROGRO
Farm shop facility. The new policy provides employees with a better understanding of the Metro
District’s philosophy related to biosolids reuse.
Every year departments within the Metro District are required to submit goals that they
hope to achieve for the upcoming year. As part of the EMS, departmental goals are now
reviewed more closely to determine the environmental impacts they may have and if they
should be included as EMS goals and objectives. Another part of the process for creating EMS
goals and objectives includes presenting possible goals and objectives to the public and getting
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their feedback. By implementing a more formal process for outlining biosolids-specific goals
and objectives, the Metro District can better ensure that appropriate planning and resources are
dedicated to current and future biosolids operations and issues. Being required to include the
public more actively regarding biosolids-specific goals and objectives gave the Metro District
better direction and insight as to what interested parties’ concerns were and allowed us to
address those concerns in the EMS accordingly.
In 2004 a Citizen Participation Group was formed.
This group meets about every six weeks to discuss biosolidsrelated activities at the Metro District and how those activities
might affect the public. Various issues related to EMS that
are discussed include the Biosolids Reuse Policy, progress
toward goals and objectives, the effectiveness of public
outreach efforts, audit findings and nonconformances, current
The Citizen Participation Group
learns about biosolids management
activities and provides feedback.

biosolids research, and the Metro District’s Biosolids
Management Program/Facility Study that is currently in

progress. The Metro District has had some public opposition in the past over various issues but
has continued to work openly and cooperatively with the community to address concerns and
keep them informed. The EMS has given the Metro District another tool to do that.
Internal communications between departments has also improved. As the Metro District
continues construction of capital improvements to treatment processes, departments must
continue to communication to ensure that what happens
along the biosolids value chain does not adversely affect the
environment or the quality of the biosolids being produced.

The required measurement and corrective action
elements of the EMS have helped the Metro District to
Department Heads and the EMS
Workgroup meet with the third party
auditor. (L-R) Gayle Webb, Steve
Pearlman, Becky Patterson, Steve
Rogowski, and Donna Hull

become even more accountable for doing things right and
completing follow-up on nonconformances found. These are
nonconformances found during day-to-day activities and
those found during internal or third-party audits. While one

nonconformance investigation identified a change in a process that ultimately saved the Metro
District $275,000 by eliminating the need to purchase a new piece of equipment, other
nonconformances revealed that revisions to standard operating procedures and additional
training on processes were needed.
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Although there were many benefits realized by developing and implementing the EMS
for Biosolids program, there were some obstacles as well. This type of a program is resource
intensive. Numerous staff hours were devoted to the development and implementation of the
program. Documentation, evaluation, and follow-up were key to the success of our EMS. And
since this is a program that focuses on continual improvement, (Plan, Do, Check, Act), there will
be an ongoing cycle of internal and external audits where nonconformances are found and
corrective actions must be taken to ensure continual improvement. If an agency can overcome
the resource intensive obstacle, they will see a payoff in the benefits just as the Metro District
has.
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