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Lin Eyer, with her horse Jumping Jack Flash at Freedom Run Farms in Joppa, blames sludge for her illness last summer. — Kristine Buls/Examiner 

Mike Silvestri, The Examiner  2008-04-17 07:00:00.0
 

	Lin Eyer, of Havre de Grace, didn’t know she was riding her horse through a field of freshly spread sewage sludge last summer in Susquehanna State Park along the Susquehanna River in Harford County — one of more than 300 sites around the state where the treated waste is spread.

A week later she was confined to her bed, shaking with chills, worn down by migraines. A dentist pulled out all her teeth in an effort to stop infections, all while she was on antibiotics.

Eyer, 51, already had a compromised immune system. But she insists she had never experienced weakness and chills as severe as the ones in the days after her contact with sludge. Still, doctors could not pinpoint the cause of her illness.

Texas-based Synagro Technologies Inc., which has regional offices in Baltimore City and is the country’s largest sludge-spreading company, had gained a lease from the state Department of Natural Resources to farm hay on the parkland, but the state permit to spread sludge requires people to stay off the land for a year.
For Eyer and her neighbors, restricting them from using public land was too much to ask, and the more they researched sludge, the more it stank.

Jeff Lawson’s family lives less than a quarter-mile from the park. Initially, nobody living near the park even knew what sludge was, and they got no answers from state officials or Synagro, they say.
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“In the beginning it came into our neighborhood like an invasion,” Lawson said.

“It’s been an education, and our kids have learned a lot, too,” Katharine Lawson, Jeff’s wife, said of their children, 13-year-old Troy and 11-year-old Elizabeth. “But if it’s in your community, you want to know.”

Maryland has seven sludge-site inspectors and 314 sludge permits, according to the Maryland Department of the Environment. Last year, those inspectors performed 511 inspections and spot checks at 217 sludge sites during and after sludge spreading. The state’s sludge fund generates about $750,000 each year through permit and generator fees, said Robert Ballinger, a department spokesman.

In their fight against sludge, the Susquehanna neighbors won the support of state and county lawmakers.

Harford County Councilman James McMahan publicly questioned how safe the fertilizer could be if people were barred from the land for a year, as state regulations require. And Sen. Barry Glassman, R-Harford, introduced bills in the General Assembly that would have banned companies from leasing parkland to spread sludge.

“Susquehanna State Park is being used as a pawn,” McMahan wrote in an Aug. 6, 2007, letter to the Department of Natural Resources. “We are taking public land, putting an arbitrary label of agricultural on it ... and denying the public use of the land for hiking, trailing and horseback riding for 12 months from the day the sludge is spread.”

In an interview about state regulation of sewage sludge, McMahan added: “One of the things I noticed right up front was sewage sludge will be treated to reduce disease-causing organisms. Reduce. I would be much more secure with the word ‘eliminate.’”

Glassman’s bills failed, but his concerns about sludge led to DNR’s agreement to conduct an internal investigation to review what companies lease state land and how they use it.
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