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BUSINESS

Short-listed for the upcoming Northwest Business 
Environment Awards, an innovative sludge 
treatment technology is helping to ease the strain 
on the region’s environment.

WORDS JOANNE BIRTWISTLE

In the Northwest 53,000 people are employed in the 
environmental technologies sector, with businesses yielding 
an annual turnover of £2.3 billion by restoring the region’s 
damaged environment. Now in its third year, the Northwest 
Business Environment Awards will again be celebrating good 
business and environmental practice in the region on June 3rd 
at the Old Trafford Football Stadium.

United Utilities (UU) and its partner Monsal, short-listed 
for the Best Environmental Technology Award, have developed 
a groundbreaking process for the treatment of wastewater 
sludge. It might not sound glamorous, but after rapid 
development it’s already cutting costs, opening up new 
business opportunities and helping the environment.

Current wastewater treatment methods put the sludge 
straight into a large digester tank, which works like an artificial 
stomach to stabilise the waste. But this means that different 
specialised bacteria are competing against each other.

“Normally we don’t just take food and swallow it,” 
says UU biosolids programme manager Shanthi Rasaratnam. 
“We chew it first, releasing saliva which has enzymes. 
They start to break down the food and condition it before it 
even gets to our stomachs. That is exactly what we have 
done here by separating the first stage of the process.”

During the process developed by UU, called High Rate 
Enzyme Hydrolysis (HREH), a ‘mouth’ or front digester 
manipulates key parameters including temperature, nutrient 
supply, hydraulic conditions and pH levels to raise the 
concentration of enzymes that digest pathogens. Killing 
almost 100% of pathogens, the HREH digester is up to eight 
times more effective than conventional systems.

The HREH system is set up in front of the main digesters 
in a series of steel tanks. “The beauty of this is you don’t have 
to take existing plants and replace them. This is a front end 
process to the existing digester,” says Rasaratnam.

Because HREH greatly improves digestion, process time 
is reduced; meaning capacity and throughput can be raised. 
The amount of methane gas given out is also increased, 
which can be burned to produce more electricity. The original 
process was already self-powering, explains Rasaratnam, 
“but the excess energy now being produced (25% to 40% 
more than with conventional plants) means that we can 
produce electricity for the rest of the plant.”

“Also, as you are able to convert more of the sludge into 
gas, the amount of solid that is left to be recycled for use in 
agriculture is reduced. So transport costs come down too.”

 And although the quality of the end product from existing 
digesters was acceptable, the massively reduced pathogen 
levels means the treated, nutrient-rich sludge is even safer, 
improving public perception of its use in agriculture.

“Behind the scenes we are spending millions and millions 
of pounds managing this process,” says Rasaratnam. 
“Environmental technology to deal with sludge treatment is a 
big area. In fact, half of the total operating costs of the 
wastewater business are associated with dealing with the by-
product of sludge. It’s a massive area for us and for all water 
companies so any new technology innovation makes a huge 
difference to us and the rest of the industry.”

The HREH process was discovered back in 2000 when Dr 
Son Le, UU biosolids project manager, was carrying out routine 
laboratory testing of the sludge digestion process and found 
that warming the sludge hugely reduced its pathogen levels. 
The team at UU developed this discovery and worked with 
specialist environmental technology company Monsal to 
engineer a new HREH digester tank.

With the help of Monsal, UU has already adapted two of 
its digester plants, the first being the Macclesfield plant in 
2003. Having proved successful, UU went on to convert the 
Bromborough plant in 2004. “We made improvements after 
the first plant and that was even better,” says Rasaratnam. 
Two more plants in Blackburn and Crewe are due be 
completed by the end of this year. Says Rasaratnam: “It is 
quite remarkable to go from concept to building multi-million 
pound plants within a five year period.

“People are normally very reluctant to put lots of money 
into a new idea because they are not sure if it will work. So to  
have given the confidence to the directors of the company to 
take that risk, to have been successful, and now to be finding 
interest from elsewhere, all that is down to the work within our 
team and I feel very proud.”

Jackie Seddon is the chief executive of Envirolink 
Northwest, an industry-led, not-for-profit organisation formed 
in 2000 to develop the Northwest’s environmental technology 
and services sector. A member of the panel judging the 
Business Environment awards, she comments: “UU has 
demonstrated a smart adaptation of existing technologies 
to improve quality and comply with stringent EU regulations; 
it is safe, cost effective and environmentally friendly. 
They have developed a truly sustainable solution to a major 
business problem.”

“Half of the total operating costs of the wastewater business are associated with dealing with the by-product of sludge.”
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Before Heligan was finished, the germ of an idea for another, much grander project had 
already taken root in Smit’s imagination. Long fascinated by the lost civilisations of science 
fiction and the Lost World of Arthur Conan Doyle, he felt sure something akin to Heligan could 
be created within the vast open pits left by the Cornish clay industry.

The story of how Smit and his cohorts gathered around themselves a team of enviable 
drive and ability and ultimately turned a disused scar in the land into arguably the most 
successful of all the millennium projects is an epic tale.

As Smit says: “We always set out to build a place that whether you were in Beijing or 
Calcutta or Rio, you see one picture of it and you say ‘Eden Project UK’.” 

Smit has always been attracted to big ideas. “The reason I like big is because I have a 
fundamental belief that humans are really, really clever little creatures, but the way to get the 
best out of people is to get all the talents around the table and then light the blue touch paper. 
The greatest skill is making a big group of people believe in something big and fantastic 
because it excites them.”

The reason Eden has been a success, says Smit, is precisely because it excites people.
“The problem is that most people who are interested in the environment are not very good 

communicators and most of the big environmental projects that have been opened as tourist 
projects have gone bust. And the reason is actually quite simple. They’re boring, they’re badly 
put together and they make people feel very negative about themselves and the world.”

By contrast, the Eden Project, with its huge geodesic domes, exotic plants, imaginative 
artworks and summer concerts, hits the wow factor hard and creates a kind of theatre of the 
environment. At the same time, however, Eden is serious about its scientific work – but in 
typically Smit style, “we are a bona fide scientific foundation but we’re not embarrassed to be 
rock and roll about it.”

So why is the Eden Project the exception and not the rule?
“I think Britain does celebrate its own mediocrity. I think we’ve got a muggins culture where 

money is spread around equally in some sort of misguided sense that this is democratic or fair. 
When in fact, economics shows that if you do one great thing, it will yield far more to everybody 
than ten crap things.”

Smit argues that what’s needed is even bigger thinking. “I think we should invest in 
something really monstrous, like building the Severn barrage to get wave power. Something 
which is a new statement for a new generation. And Britain has a tradition of leading that sort 
of stuff.

“What would be tragic is if Britain has a loss of courage and feels that that was its past but 
not its future.”

Tim Smit must be one of the most popular men in Britain, 
statistically speaking. Smit is the Dutch-born former music 
producer who turned out to be the visionary behind both the 
wildly popular Eden Project and the Lost Gardens of Heligan in 
Cornwall. Between them the two attractions draw in over two 
million visitors a year. Eden alone has generated almost half a 
billion pounds for the Southwest economy since it opened in 
March 2001.

Smit is in the Northwest to talk about the success of Eden 
to a group of regeneration professionals at the City of 
Manchester stadium, having spent the day meeting various 
dignitaries who no doubt hope some of his Midas touch will 
rub off on them.

On stage that evening though, there’s the sense that Smit 
is the charismatic outsider. While he is relaxed in jeans and a 
sweatshirt, the professionals in the audience are in their suits 
and business clothes.

It’s unlikely Smit has ever been one to wear a suit. At 
university in the 70s he joined a band and later rode the punk 
boom. By 1978 he was living in London and playing with a new 
band on a tour that he describes as “stunningly 
unsuccessful.” Soon, however, he was writing and producing 
for other artists and in 1981 he released a record called 
Midnight Blue by opera singer Louise Tucker. It sold seven 
million copies, reached number one in thirteen countries and 
spawned two platinum selling albums. Twiggy, the Nolan 
Sisters, Alvin Stardust and – perhaps the pinnacle – Barry 
Manilow were soon beating a path to his studio.

It couldn’t last though. Not least because Smit hated 
flying and loathed his regular trips to Heathrow. So in 1987, 
having made a small fortune, he moved to Cornwall, entered 
semi-retirement and started building his own recording studio, 
intending to concentrate on film music.

In one of those apparently innocent moments around 
which lives pivot, however, he met a neighbour who had 
inherited a dilapidated estate. Smit recalls: “It was so 
overgrown we cut our way in and it was basically as it had 
been for seventy years … I’d been there for forty minutes and 
I decided I was going to give up the music industry and restore 
this place.” After much hard work, the estate became the Lost 
Gardens of Heligan. 
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“Economics shows that if you do one great thing, 
it will yield far more to everybody than ten crap things.”




