MDE/ WMA Permitting Requirements for Composting Operations
The Department recognizes that composting can be a beneficial management practice for food waste, yard scraps, and natural wood waste. However, based on the Department’s experience with other composters, there are some issues that you should be aware of. In short, improperly managed composting operations can create ground and surface water contamination, and create strong odors. First, depending on what you are composting, there are potential issues with respect to water pollution. Some composting materials contain nutrients or oxygen-demanding chemicals that can act as pollutants if they get into the waters of the State. Secondly, if they are not composted properly, significant odors can be generated, that can create a nuisance. Grinding can generate dust, which can be an air pollutant. Also, if you are not managing the incoming material properly or cannot find a market for it, the incoming compostable materials or the leftover compost may become a waste if they are abandoned or otherwise improperly disposed of.   
The following are guidelines as to when a NPDES Storm Water Permit is required, and when one may be required, along with when a State Groundwater Discharge Permit is required and when one may be required. There is a potentially large category of composting operations where the Department has regulatory discretion to require a permit if a composting operation may be a threat to ground or surface waters. 
Note: The composting of sewage sludge is not covered in these guidelines. Sewage sludge is regulated by MDE’s Waste Management Administration.
1.
STORM WATER DISCHARGE PERMIT REQUIRED:

If a composter uses source materials such as food scraps, natural wood waste, or
leafy materials (human fecally contaminated wastes are prohibited) AND will sell 
or barter the composted product, then it is considered a compost manufacturing 
operation.   A 
NPDES General Discharge Permit for Storm Water Associated 
with Industrial Activities (‘Storm Water Discharge Permit’) IS required for this 
type of operation.

A key provision of this permit is the development and implementation of a 
pollution prevention plan for storm water runoff that may come in contact with 
compostable materials. Below is a link with some basic information on this 
permit.

http://www.mde.state.md.us/assets/document/permit/2008PermitGuide/WMA/3.03.pdf 

2.
STORM WATER DISCHARGE PERMIT MAY BE REQUIRED:

A Storm Water Discharge Permit is NOT required for composting operations in 
which 
composting materials are created and used on the same property UNLESS 
composting operations are conducted in a manner that could contaminate ground 
or surface waters.

While it is the Department’s intent not to regulate any onsite composting and 
onsite compost utilization operations, State and Federal environmental regulations 
authorize and mandate MDE to protect ground and surface waters of the State. 
This authority includes requiring a compost operator to obtain and comply with a 
permit, if composting operations are conducted in a manner that could 
contaminate ground or surface waters.

The following are two examples of composting operations that will be required to 
obtain a Storm Water Discharge Permit only if site specific conditions such as the 
scale of operations cause the potential for composting operations to contaminate 
ground or surface waters. 
 
a.
If a composter brings in source materials such as food scraps, natural 


wood waste, leaf materials from offsite, and then uses the composted 


product in their own onsite farming or gardening activities, then federal 


NPDES regulations do not require a permit. This is considered as similar 


to other farming tasks, such as plowing, fertilizing, or weeding, and a 


Storm Water Permit is not required.  


b.
If a composter brings in source materials such as food scraps, natural 


wood waste, leafy materials from offsite, and then uses the composted 


product as part of a commercial landscaping operation, then federal 


NPDES regulations do not require a permit. The composted material is 


considered as a tool/material for his landscaping operation. The main 


activity of this business is gardening, i.e. SIC 0782, and that activity is not 


targeted for NPDES permitting. 

3.
GROUNDWATER DISCHARGE PERMIT  REQUIRED:

A Groundwater Discharge Permit is required for the following types of 
composting operations. 

a.
Large ‘Wind-Row’ type of composting operations 



b.
If the runoff from composting operations is discharged by spray or 



other land application systems 


This type of permit may require such measures as the installation of monitoring 
wells for the purpose of monitoring groundwater quality.  A plan to manage 
storm water runoff so that nutrients are managed and not a potential threat to 
ground or surface water will be required. Storm water ponds receiving runoff will 
most likely need to be lined in order to prevent percolation of high nutrient water 
into groundwater. In addition, the operator will be required to have a operating 
plan to control the offsite migration of odors.


Note:  If a Groundwater Discharge Permit is required, then the General Storm 
Water Permit conditions can be combined with Groundwater Discharge Permit  
(so that two separate permits would not be required).


Below is a link for some basic information on this permit.
http://www.mde.state.md.us/assets/document/permit/2008PermitGuide/WMA/3.05.pdf 

4.
GROUNDWATER DISCHARGE PERMIT MAY BE REQUIRED:

Whether or not the Storm Water Discharge Permit is required, a Groundwater 
Discharge Permit may be required for other composting operations. This is 
dependant on factors such as the scale and method of composting operations, 
proximity to surface water bodies, and groundwater vulnerability.
***********************************************************************
GENERAL GUIDANCE: 
It is recommended that composting operations be containerized, or operated in a manner to prevent ground or surface water contamination. Conducting composting operations on an impervious ground surface, and with a cover from the rain, will minimize the potential that runoff will contaminate ground or surface waters.
MARYLAND DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE   regulates the sale or public distribution of compost AND the licensing of soil amendments. This is through MDA's Office of the State Chemist.  For contact numbers, links to applications for registration of your compost and soil conditioners, please visit their website. 
http://www.mda.state.md.us/plants-pests/state_chemist/     
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