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GUIDELINES ON COMPOST SAFETY

(HANDLING AND USE)

1. Background

REAL provides the following guidance in connection with good practice in compost labelling and related requirements in the British Standards Institution’s Publicly Available Specification for Composted Materials (PAS 100).  It is important that those producing and supplying them are aware of law relevant to placement of products on the market in the UK and discharge their responsibilities.

2. Regulations

REAL draws attention to the General Product Safety Regulations 1994[1].  Regulation 7 requires that ‘No producer shall place a product on the market unless the product is a safe product.’  

A definition for “safe product” is provided and those that comply with specific rules of United Kingdom law laying down health and safety requirements are deemed to comply with these regulations.  In the absence of such law(s), conformity of a product to the general safety requirement is assessed by taking into account ‘the safety which consumers may reasonably expect’ and:

· voluntary national standards of the United Kingdom giving effect to a European standard; or

· technical specifications of the European Community; or

· in their absence, standards drawn up in the United Kingdom, or codes of good practice in respect of health and safety in the product sector concerned, or the state of the art technology.

BSI PAS 100 represents ‘standards drawn up in the United Kingdom’.  

3. Hazards

As composts can be derived from a range of biodegradable materials and produced using a variety of systems, they may have one or more of the properties listed in Table 1 that are hazardous to human health.  PAS 100 specifies minimum compost quality and requires that the compost is fit-for-purpose.  Any risks associated with compost handling and use should be ‘acceptable and consistent with a high level of protection for the safety and health of persons..’ as identified in table 1 below.  However, there still remains a duty upon the compost producer, and any other organisations in the supply chain, to provide the consumer with safety advice appropriate to the product.  

Table 1.  Hazards, risks and precautions relevant to composted materials.

	Hazardous property 
	Target
	Hazard
	Risk1)
	Precaution / Advice

	Pathogens
	Humans

Animals

Plants
	Infection
	Low
	A, B

	Physical Contaminants:

      Glass

      Plastic

      Metal

      Other (e.g. sharp plant parts such as thorns)
	Humans

Animals
	Skin abrasion or cuts,

Ingestion (animals, children)


	Low
	A, B, C

A, B, C

A, B, C

A, B, C

	Weed propagules (including seeds)
	Soils or growing situations where selected plant species are grown
	Growth and spread of unwanted plant species
	Low
	E

	Potentially Toxic Elements

Residues of man-made chemicals
	Humans

Animals

Plants

Soils

Aquatic environments
	Acute, possibly chronic toxic effects

Accumulation to toxic concentrations
	Low
	A

	Organic phytotoxins
	Plants
	Impaired plant development
	Low
	E

	Dust
	Humans
	Respiratory discomfort, allergic reaction
	Low
	D


1) Where compost complies with BSI PAS 100

Precaution / advice

A.  Do not ingest 

B.  Keep young children away from compost

C.  Wear gloves when handling

D.  Avoid inhaling

E.  Use product only where low risk of hazard is acceptable

4. Responsibilities of compost producers and supply chain organisations

In terms of information, clause 8 of the regulations requires the compost producer or supply chain organisation to:

‘a) provide consumers with the relevant information to enable them to assess the risks inherent in a product throughout the normal or reasonably foreseeable period of its use, where such risks are not immediately obvious without adequate warnings, and to take precautions against those risks’.

5. Suggested phrases

REAL recommends that phrases the same as, or with similar meaning as, the following are used:

‘Every effort has been made to ensure this product contains no germs, sharp fragments, toxins or regenerative plant parts.  However, the manufacturer cannot guarantee they will never be present.  As with all [insert product type], wear gloves when handling and wash hands after use.  During handling, avoid inhaling any dust from it or ingesting any of it.’
6.
Further information and advice

The Department of Trade and Industry’s Consumer Safety Unit has published guidance[2] on the General Product Safety Regulations 1994.

Further advice should be available from the Trading Standards Service for the area[3].

7. Terms and definitions

Hazard: biological, chemical, or physical agent that is reasonably likely to cause illness or injury in the absence of its control.

Risk:      the possibility of loss, injury or other adverse circumstance.
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