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Trash clash gets messy as waste disposal accusations fly
Critics say county dump divestiture plan needs greater public scrutiny
by Frank Robertson
Sonoma West Staff Writer
Wednesday, February 11, 2009 1:03 PM PST
SANTA ROSA  - Plans to sell Sonoma County’s public garbage dumps to private operators has raised a stink over the secrecy of the proceedings and the question of whether re-opening a polluting landfill operation conflicts with modern recycling goals of reducing waste production and greenhouse gas emissions.

“It’s totally irresponsible,” says former West County Supervisor Ernie Carpenter regarding the closed-door efforts now under way to sell the county’s landfill operations that include the central landfill and transfer site on Mecham Road near Petaluma plus transfer stations in Annapolis, Guerneville, Occidental, Healdsburg and the city of Sonoma.  

The deal may hinge on a long-term commitment from most or all of the county’s cities, including Sebastopol, Healdsburg and Windsor, to keep sending their household waste to the county dump.

“Our goal is to daylight this issue,” said Carpenter, who is trying to organize a public forum in two weeks (Feb. 27) at Santa Rosa’s City Council chambers to air out the garbage issues.

Carpenter says the county landfill plans run counter to the need for greater waste diversion through recycling, and that the Board of Supervisors is in violation of the state’s Brown Act that requires public business to be conducted openly in public.

“This thing has got to be held up to public scrutiny,” said Carpenter, who is also a consultant for Dennis Hunter, one of the owners of the North Bay Corp. that has waste hauling contracts with seven of Sonoma County’s nine cities.

California’s Ralph M. Brown Act, which mandates how public agencies conduct  business, says public officials may discuss real estate deals in closed session.

The divestiture project was on the Supervisors’ weekly agenda in closed session as a real estate deal for most of last year, but Carpenter and others say the environmental and economic issues surrounding the project have ramifications that go beyond a real estate transaction.

“They’re doing it wrong,” said Carpenter, who was the elected 5th District Sonoma County Supervisor for four terms from 1980 to 1996.

“If they’re challenged on the Brown Act I think they’ve got a dead-bang loser,” said Carpenter.

“They’ve totally revised the waste system in closed session,” said Carpenter. “That is a no-no.”  

County officials defend the divestiture process and say Carpenter has a conflict of interest because he represents a competing recycling project sponsored by  North Bay Corp. which is in the process of trying to build a state-of-the-art Santa Rosa materials recycling facility that promises to recycle 90 percent of its incoming waste stream. North Bay and its Redwood Empire Disposal operation collect refuse from approximately 100,000 residential and commercial customers in Sonoma, Lake, Mendocino and Marin counties.

The county divestiture effort and North Bay’s proposed recycling facility “are in direct competition with each other,” said Susan Klassen, deputy director of the Sonoma County Department of Transportation and Public Works.

“For divestiture to go forward the county would be looking for all of the cities in Sonoma County to be dedicated to the divestiture project so a new operator would have a steady flow of waste,”  said Klassen.

Meanwhile North Bay’s proposed Center for the Environment “is looking to do the same.”  

Without a steady waste stream guaranteed from the cities and the county neither project may be feasible, said Klassen.

“The two projects could be looked at as competing for the same waste stream,” said Klassen.

Klassen and other county officials insist the divestiture process has been open, legal and committed to meeting community goals of recycling and reducing greenhouse gasses to fight global warming.

Selling to a private operator is also considered the county’s best option to re-open the central landfill that has been closed since 2005 as a result of pollution problems, said Sonoma County Department of Transportation and Public Works Director Phil Demery.

“While all of us would prefer to reduce, re-use and recycle all of our waste, and the county has a current diversion rate of 64 percent, we still landfill upwards of 300,000 tons of waste annually,” said Demery in a written response to Carpenter’s  criticisms.

“This waste is currently hauled to landfills scattered throughout the north and east Bay Area. This waste is hauled by diesel trucks, which contribute greenhouse gas emission to the environment,” said Demery. “Per the analysis of environmental experts, in-county landfill disposal is the superior alternative over truck hauling, due to a net reduction of total greenhouse gas emissions in Sonoma County. The fundamental ethic of our citizens and our cities … has always been to be responsible stewards of the environment and take care of our town trash in our own county,” said Demery. “A successfully re-opened central landfill will meet this goal and help us to meet our climate protection goals.”

Carpenter’s remarks, he added, “are what one might expect from someone who has a vested competing financial interest in seeing this process fail.”

Carpenter this week said he ’s not backing off. Regardless of his association with the North Bay Corp., the bottom line is that recycling is the right thing to do.

“Maximum recycling is vastly superior to burying garbage,” as the county advocates, said Carpenter. “The time for mass dumping of solid waste into landfills is past.”

