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FOREWORD 
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Most of the South African laws and regulations pertaining to environmental, waste and 
water have either been replaced or updated in the last decade. These Sludge Guidelines 
have been developed taking the updated regulatory framework into consideration, as well as 
international trends and local knowledge gathered over the last 5 years. For example, these 
Guidelines adopt the principle of sustainability by offering different options for sludge 
handling. The agricultural use of sludge is presented as the preferred management option. 
However, it is recognised that not all the sludge generated in South Africa can be used in 
agricultural practices. For this reason, guidelines have also been developed for other 
management options such as disposal in landfill facility. 

The Guidelines are now aligned with international best practice with the introduction of a 
new sludge classification system. At the same time, local contributions, including research 
findings from the Water Research Commission (WRC) were used to develop guidelines that 
suit South African environmental and socio-economic challenges. 

The Guidelines were developed so that regulatory authorities, managers, practitioners and 
operators responsible for sludge management can easily understand them. At the same 
time, in the interest of transparency, the scientific basis, assumptions, thought processes 
and the extensive consultation process were also documented as separate documents that 
are available from the WRC. 

The Sludge Guidelines are living publications, and will be reviewed periodically based on 
comments received on the current requirements and approaches. All users are urged to take 
a critical view regarding the Guidelines in terms of usefulness and appropriateness. It is 
believed that valuable feedback will ensure continual improvement. Comments should be 
directed to the Senior Manager: Resource Protection and Waste, Department of Water 
Affairs and Forestry, Private Bag X313, Pretoria, 0001. 
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PURPOSE OF THE SLUDGE GUIDELINES  

These Guidelines deal with the requirements of different options for managing sludge.  

The purpose of the Guideline Volumes is to assist the reader to: 

• Select appropriate management options for the specific sludge streams under 
consideration; 

• Implement the requirements pertaining to the specific management option(s) selected.  
These include the operational and legal requirements; and, 

• Implement the monitoring requirements for the selected option(s). 

Definition: Wastewater sludge 

The term “wastewater sludge” (hereafter referred to as “sludge”) refers to the material 
removed from wastewater treatment plants designed to treat predominately domestic 
wastewater and includes the following products: 

• Raw or primary sludge from a primary clarifier 

• Primary sludge from an elutriation process 

• Anaerobically digested sludge, both heated and cold digestion 

• Oxidation pond sludge 

• Septic tank sludge and other sludge from on-site sanitation units 

• Surplus or waste activated sludge 

• Humus sludge 

• Pasteurised sludge 

• Heat-treated sludge 

• Lime-stabilised sludge 

• Composted sludge 

 

 

Note that these guidelines can also be applied for the management of sludges from 
biological treatment plants designed to treat high COD effluents from industrial operations. 
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WHO SHOULD USE THESE GUIDELINES? 

These Guidelines were developed to ensure the safe use and disposal of sludge.  Any person 
who effectively applies the Guidelines will comply with environmental, social and regulatory 
requirements.  The Guidelines were developed for: 

• Wastewater treatment plant operators – to understand the requirements for 
managing sludge generated at the plant.   

• Wastewater treatment service providers – to implement and manage an 
appropriate sludge management strategy.   

• Local authorities and town/city councils that own and operate wastewater 
treatment plants – to understand what is required to effectively operate and monitor a 
selected sludge management strategy. 

• Wastewater plant planners – to design a scheme that complies with the 
requirements stipulated in the Guidelines, while understanding the long term operational 
and maintenance requirements.  

• Wastewater engineers/scientists – to serve as baseline for the development of 
improved treatment methods, disposal options and monitoring protocols that will assist 
the water industry to improve. 

• Regulatory authorities – to assess compliance in applicable cases. 

• Educators – to use as training material to build capacity. 

 

These Guidelines do not apply to: 

• Screenings and grit removed in the preliminary treatment processes of wastewater 
treatment plants  

• Solids removed from on-site sanitation systems which are mixed or blended with 
domestic refuse and solid waste 

• Inorganic sludge produced by potable water treatment plants 

• Inorganic brine and sludge produced by the treatment of industrial effluents or mine 
water 

• Sludge and solids removed from a treatment plant that treats hazardous waste and 
effluents 
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This section gives an overview of the structure and content of Volume 1 of the Sludge 
Guidelines and its linkage to the other volumes that comprise the Guidelines. 

Background
Approach followed

Motivation

Structure of the Sludge Guidelines
Provides a quick overview of what is contained in each volume (1 - 5)

Selecting an appropriate management option
Determine which management options are appropriate for a specific sludge.

Good sludge management practices
This section contains notes and guidance on :

- Sludge types and stability
- Best management practices 

Legal framework for Sludge use and Disposal
Use this section to familiarise yourself with the relevant sections of the National Water Act

and related environmental legislation 

Comprehensive characterisation of sludge
Use this section to ensure that appropriate sampling and analysis is done to gather sufficient 

information to do a preliminary classification

Determine a Preliminary classification of sludge
Use the results obtained in Part 5 to do a preliminary classification of the sludge.

Assign a   - Microbiological class;
             - Stability class; and

      - Pollutant class

Part 1

Volume 1: Selection of Management options 
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