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SEWAGE AS A SOURCE OF NITROGEN SUPPLY TO THE SOIL.

By V. SUBRAHMANYAN, D.Sc., F.I.C., F.N.I., Department of Biochemistry,
Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore.

(Read at Symposium, August 29-30, 1936.)

Sewage is one of the most potent sources of nitrogen supply to the soil.
Its application to land would be not only an economical method of disposal,
but also an elegant means of returning to the soil the major part of the ferti-
lising ingredients originally removed from it in the form of crops. There
are, no doubt, several problems, agricultural as well as hygienic, connected
with sewage farming, but these do not justify the enormous waste that is going
on. It is, indeed, distressing to find that the major part of the world’s sewage
is either thrown away—discharged into the rivers or the sea—, or, if applied
to land, managed so uneconomically that the maximum benefit is rarely ever
attained. In the latter case, there are the additional dangers of water pol-
lution, soil sickness and the production of unhealthy crops through profuse
application of undiluted sewage. In view of these, it has been considered
desirable to make a critical study of some of the problems relating to sewage
farming, especially in India, and to suggest means of improvement.

In many parts of India, only the kitchen waste passes into the sewers,
while night-soil, which is generally collected by hand, is disposed off separately.
It is only very rarely that industrial wastes (such as those from dye-house,
tannery, or brewery) get admixed with sewage so that the special problems
connected with their application to land do not generally arise.

The composition of raw sewage is variable, depending on the density of
population, the nature of the wastes that find their way to the sewers, the
available water supply, the conditions of the sewers and such other factors.
The following results (Table I) will illustrate the above.

TasBLE I.

Composition of different sewages : parts per 100,000.

Beidn Ammonia- | Albumi- Oxygen
Origin buspggded cal noid absorbed | Chlorine
solids B . 5
nitrogen nitrogen in 4 hrs.
Indian. -
Dacca* o .- 12-5 5-0 0-24 3:6 . 9-6
Bombay (Matunga)* o 31-8 1:08 1:62 L 3-36
Calcutta (Sibpur)* 8 256 0-17 0-02 7.1 17-0
Jamshedpur* o 5 1-88 1-98 11-3 3.5
Madras* 3:3 1-26 7-6 17-5

* Cited from Swaminathan, Jour. Indian Inst. Sci., 1929, 12A, 139.
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