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1. INTRODUCTION 

In project Sustainable Biogas, John Nurminen Foundation and Finnish and Latvian biogas associations and 

environmental authorities cooperate to improve the sustainability of climate-friendly biogas production 

from the point of view of water protection. The project is financed by the Interreg Central Baltic 

programme.  

One of the project aims is to identify sustainable end uses for sewage sludge -based digestates in Finland 

and Latvia. Additionally, another aim is to promote the safe use of nutrient-rich digestates from biogas 

production as recycled fertilisers. Towards these ends, the feasibility of various end-use options for 

sewage sludge -based digestates will be discussed and elaborated with stakeholders in Finland and in 

Latvia.  

The objective of this report is to create an overview of biogas sector stakeholder views on utilization of 

sewage sludge and -based digestate. In total, 20 stakeholders in Latvia were contacted (13 submitted 

responses to the survey during the meeting organised by the Latvian Biogas association and were 

anonymous and 7 submitted written responses to interview question) relating to their attitudes, views 

on barriers and enablers, trust in actors, preference for alternative options and future expectations on 

utilization of sewage sludge (-based digestate) (Table 1). The respondents included representatives from 

processors (biogas/composting), end users in agriculture, research institutions and national authorities. 

Responses to the questionnaires are summarized in this report.  

In addition to the interviews, the public sentiment towards sewage sludge utilisation was analysed 

based on media monitoring (Chapter 3). 

Table 1. Questions for the interviewees and survey 

1. Attitude What is your general position towards sewage sludge (-based digestate) 
utilization? Are you in favour, neutral or against sewage sludge (-based 
digestate) use in a) agriculture b) landscaping c) storage?  

 

2. Barriers  What are the main obstacles to the processing of sewage sludge by 

anaerobic fermentation in biogas plants? 

 

What are, from your perspective, the main concerns related to sewage 

sludge (-based digestate) utilization in a) agriculture b) landscaping?  

 

3. Enablers  Under what conditions would you accept sewage sludge (-based digestate) 

use in a) agriculture b) landscaping?  

 

4. Trust in actors  Do you think political decision-makers/environmental 

authorities/agricultural authorities in Latvia are capable of handling the 

challenges of sewage sludge (-based digestate) use in a) agriculture b) 

landscaping?  

 

5. Preference for 

alternative options  

 

Do you think there are better alternative options to sewage sludge (-based 

digestate) use in Latvia than agriculture and landscaping?  

 

6. Future expectations  

 

What do you think is the future (5 to 10 years) sewage sludge (-based 

digestate) use in Latvia?  

 



4 
 

 

2. RESPONSES BY QUESTION 

2.1. Attitude 

The respondents were asked to describe their general opinion about sewage sludge and -based digestate 

products utilization in agriculture and landscaping.  

In general the attitude towards the sewage sludge and based digestate utilization in agriculture and 

landscaping is rather positive and 85% of respondents indicated that they are in favour of using the 

sewage sludge based digestate in agriculture and 70% indicated that are in favour of using the sewage 

sludge based digestate in landscaping.  

Comparing the respondents' answers by stakeholder groups, it can be concluded that, that there are no 

major differences in their attitude towards the sewage sludge and based digestate utilization in 

agriculture and landscaping and 70% of respondents in the group “Biogas plant operators” and 90% of 

respondents in the group “Policy and decision makers” are in favour of the sewage sludge and based 

digestate utilization in agriculture and landscaping. 

In their responses the respondents commented that in the case of Latvia, there are no major obstacles 

for the sewage sludge -based digestate utilization in agriculture and landscaping, but in the situations it 

is used in the agriculture precautions have to be taken in order to ensure the food safety. 

Several respondents indicated that the storage is unwanted as effective utilisation methods can be 

applied.  

 

2.2. Barriers 

The second interview question related to the main concerns the stakeholders have towards sewage 

sludge/based digestate utilization in agriculture and landscaping and the main obstacles to the 

processing of sewage sludge by anaerobic fermentation in biogas plants.  

Responses to this question were quite varying although the concern mentioned the most was the 

possibility of heavy metals in sewage sludge based digestate. This concern was mentioned in 13 responses 

related to the usage in the agriculture and 7 responses related to the landscaping and this view was 

represented by biogas plant operators, policy makers, organisations representing farmers, as well as 

scientific institutions. 

In other responses as obstacles were indicated following reasons:  

 there are not enough information and knowledge for the landscape designers and specialists 

about the possibility to use such material for the landscaping purposes 

 for the landscaping there are alternative materials which are less expensive. 

No concerns about the sewage sludge/based digestate utilization in agriculture and landscaping were 

expressed by the organisations and associations responsible for the wastewater management. Their data 

as well the data gathered by the Latvian Biogas association indicates that the level of harmful substances 

is low and in accordance with the requirements set in the national legislation and society. They think 

farmers should change their attitudes by assessing the content of organic matter in digestate and sewage 

sludge, which is significant for soil improvement and at relatively low cost. 
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2.3. Enablers 

The stakeholders were asked to describe their views on the conditions which would make the utilization 

of sewage sludge/digestate products acceptable in agriculture and landscaping. 

Also regarding the circumstances which could enable the utilization of sewage sludge/digestate products 

acceptable in agriculture and landscaping stakeholders expresses various views, but there were two most 

common ones – it would be necessary to introduce changes in the legislation and as well improve the 

understanding of society about the utilization of sewage sludge/digestate products in agriculture and 

landscaping and possible benefits of it. Some respondents commented that landscape architects, 

gardeners, forest owners do not have sufficient knowledge about the sewage sludge/digestate products, 

possibilities for the use and they even do not know if there are in the market the availability of these 

products. 

Some noted that it is important to improve the physical properties of the material, which would improve 

the applying to the soil as well to provide support for setting minimum product requirements. 

 

2.4. Trust in actors  

The fourth question considered the respondents’ trust in decision-makers and authorities’ capabilities 

to handle sewage sludge/digestate based products challenges in Latvia. These actors referred to political 

decision-makers, environmental authorities, and agricultural authorities. 

The majority of the respondents indicated that the decision makers and authorities just partly can handle 

challenges regarding the optimal use of the sewage sludge/digestate based products in agriculture and 

landscaping. This can be explained with the fact that various institutions are responsible for the policy 

related to the soil management, control, fertilizers, environmental protection, food safety and the level 

of understanding of the problem varies in different organisations. Therefore it is also hard to improve 

the legislation, introduce new regulation and provide information to the involved parties and 

stakeholders. 

The answers indicating the agreement or disagreement to the trust in decision-makers and authorities’ 

are divided into equal parts and represent the smallest part of the respondents. 

 

2.5. Preference for alternative options 

Preference for alternative utilization options (other than agriculture and landscaping) for sewage 

sludge/digestate based products was inquired from the respondents. 

The majority of respondents (14 answers) indicted that there are no alternative utilization options for 

sewage sludge/digestate based products. Just in few answers it was indicated that there could be 

possibility to utilize sewage sludge/digestate based products for industrial use, or for the improvement 

of marginal areas and quarry reclamation. Sludge burning was also mentioned as an alternative option. 

 

2.6 Future expectations  

In the last question respondents were asked to predict if there could be changes in next 5-10 years in 

Latvia in the utilization of sewage sludge/digestate based products. In most responses it was admitted 

that there could be changes, but mostly connected to the use for energy and fertilizer production, e.g. 

biogas plants and for fertilizer production, e.g. organomineral fertilizers for production. 
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Also it was noted that it is important to preserve the sludge in the nutrient cycle here in Latvia, ensuring 

the return of nutrients to agriculture so that the import of mineral fertilizers can be reduced.  

Also the view was expressed that in the conditions of Latvia, it is not necessary to change the existing 

use, because it is the most rational, economically justified and the most appropriate type of sewage 

sludge management for the promotion of the circular economy - use in agriculture. The use of alternative 

methods is neither economically nor technically justified, because the total amount of sewage sludge 

and digestate in Latvia is very small to be effective, for example, in incineration or phosphorus recovery. 

 

3. MEDIA FINDINGS 

Attitude towards the sewage sludge utilization in general public was analysed with the media monitoring 

tool (Meltwater). The key words related to sewage sludge utilization returned 7 hits in 2020 and 4 hits 

in 1-9/2021. Some of the news were reposted, but duplicates have been removed from the total numbers. 

In 2020 the news was mainly related to the State Control report on the situation in local governments in 

Latvia in collecting, discharging and treating wastewaters and challenges in the future. In the report, 

the State Control made the conclusion that sewage sludge is simply collected and stored and there is no 

sustainable way of treating it for future use.  

In overall the tone of the publications in 2020 is rather negative due to the fact that most of them are 

connected to the State Control report. One publication is rather positive as it encourages to search 

solutions for the effective sewage sludge utilization and use in the compost. 

In 2021 just 4 news were published in the media about sewage sludge utilization and most of them are 

related to the Riga Water sewage sludge storage. The tone of the publications is neutral and informative. 

Just in one publication it was noted that sewage sludge can be utilised in agriculture if safety 

requirements are met. 

 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

Utilization of sewage sludge and -based digestate in Latvia is an ambiguous issue and the involved 

stakeholders have various views on safe utilisation and usage in the agriculture, landscaping and even 

forestry. The differences of opinion was seen not only in the stakeholder interviews which were carried 

out in the “Sustainable biogas” project framework, but they can be observed also in the policy and 

decision-making process in Latvia.  

Survey results about the sewage sludge utilization in agriculture and landscaping showed that 

stakeholders share common positive view about the using the sewage sludge based digestate, what can 

be assessed as a positive sign. In Latvia there is need for solutions for increasing the usage of the sewage 

sludge in a safe way, as at present just about 30-35% of the total amount of sewage sludge is used in 

Latvia1, but increase in the use of sewage sludge based digestate could improve the quality of soil, 

decrease the use of mineral fertilizers and would be a step towards the circular economy. 

 
 

1 Informative report on the Sewage sludge management in Latvia. Ministry of the Environmental Protection 
and Regional Development of Latvia, http://polsis.mk.gov.lv/documents/7058 
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Responses to other questions showed more disagreements among stakeholders and for example there is 

disagreement in views about the safety of the sewage sludge base digestate and its use in the agriculture 

and landscaping. Organisations involved in the direct sewage sludge management commented that in 

Latvia there should be no doubts about the safety issue and presence of heavy metals. On the other 

hand, controlling bodies and scientific institutions are more precautious in their views.  

Results of the survey also showed that the responsible and involved institutions in the sewage sludge 

management process in the future must think about two important questions: 

1) knowledge of the society, stakeholders and potential users about the sewage sludge/digestate 

products, benefits, usage, and potential risks. Not just responses to the survey questions showed 

that there is lack of knowledge on the issue, but also media monitoring results showed that there 

is lack of information about sewage sludge management process, and if such information appears 

in media it is mostly with the negative or neutral tone.  

2) cooperation among involved actors has to be improved. In Latvia several state institutions are 

involved in the sewage sludge management and utilisation control process and the level of 

understanding of the problem varies among them. This encumbers the introduction and 

improvement of the legislation and regulations, and circulation of information.  

By 1 June 2022, the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Regional Development has to develop and 

submit to the Cabinet of Ministers of Latvia the sewage sludge management strategy and also the Latvian 

Association of Water Supply and Sewerage Companies is involved in the strategy development. This gives 

hope that in near future there will be a national level strategy on sewage sludge management, and it 

will also include the issues related to the sewage sludge and -based digestate usage in agriculture, 

landscaping, and forestry, and in overall the planned activities regarding sewage sludge management 

will be sustainable and according to the circular economy basic principles.  
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ANNEX 1 

List of respondents 

 Representatives of biogas plants – in total 13 

 Ministry of Agriculture 

 Farmer’s Parliament 

 Latvian State Forest Research Institute "Silava" 

 Riga Water 

 Latvian Association of Water Supply and Sewerage Companies 

 University of Agriculture 
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Climate-friendly biogas may lead to nutrients entering the watercourses if the treatment of 

digestates and wastewater from biogas plants is not carefully planned. The goal of the Sustainable 

Biogas project, funded by the EU’s Interreg Central Baltic programme, is to promote the sustainability 

of biogas from a water protection perspective. The project is implemented by the John Nurminen 

Foundation, the ELY Centre for Southwest Finland, the Finnish Biocycle and Biogas Association, 

Latvian State Environmental Services, and the Latvian Biogas Association. 

 


