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SANTA ROSA - County officials this week promised that a controversial plan to sell the county’s landfill sites to a private operator will be an open and public process.

“The board will not be voting on divestiture until this process is hammered out,” said 5th District Supervisor Efren Carrillo, who took office just last month but is now dealing with a humongous waste-hauling snafu that’s been brewing since at least 2003.

“We’re not going to do anything before there’s been public input and review,” said Carrillo.

A group concerned about county plans to sell the landfills has scheduled a public workshop next month, March 30, in the Santa Rosa City Council chambers from 8 to 11 a.m.

Carrillo said county officials will also schedule a public forum possibly as early as May regarding the divestiture proposal that so far has been largely discussed in closed-door sessions when county supervisors have addressed the divestiture plan on their Tuesday morning agendas. The deal would include the county’s main 400-acre landfill operation on Mecham Road near Petaluma plus transfer stations in  Annapolis, Healdsburg, Guerneville and the city of Sonoma.

Critics say the county’s proposed divestiture will have a major impact on the long-term  future of trash disposal in Sonoma County and raises larger environmental issues regarding recycling goals, reduction of green house gas emissions and the cost of waste disposal.

“The county has tried to keep this quiet,” said former 5th District  Supervisor Ernie Carpenter, one of the more vocal critics of the divestiture process which he says has been conducted in violation of state law requiring government business to be conducted in public.

“Our goal is to daylight this issue,” said Carpenter, now a consultant for Dennis Hunter, one of the owners of the North Bay Corporation that owns trash hauling and landfill operations and hopes to build a garbage recycling facility in Santa Rosa.

County officials say Carpenter has a vested interest in seeing the county’s proposed divestiture fail.  

The March 30 forum has several sponsors including the Women Voters of Sonoma County, the Sierra Club, state Senator Pat Wiggins and state Assemblyman Wes Chesbro, who is one of the speakers on a panel that will include Sonoma County Department of Transportation and Public Works  Director Phil Demery.

Demery has defended the divestiture plan as the county’s best feasible option for dealing with its landfill responsibilities that include eventually closing the dumps at a cost that has been estimated at $50 million for cleanup and monitoring.

Potential buyers include corporate conglomerates such as Waste Management Inc. or Allied Services, the two largest trash disposal companies in the United States.

The nearly 400-acre central landfill on Mecham Road has been closed to commercial waste haulers since 2005 because leachate was leaking through a damaged liner and threatened to pollute groundwater.

Private buyers are interested in the landfills if the deal includes long-term commitments from the county’s cities to send their waste streams to the new owner.

County officials say commercial haulers deliver nearly 1,000 tons of trash per day to the county landfill system where it is then trucked out of Sonoma County for disposal in landfills elsewhere.

Haulers pay $93 per ton to dump their loads at the county transfer stations, so the larger value in owning the landfill is in the potential long-term contracts that could guarantee the new private owners would get a steady trash stream from all nine of Sonoma County’s cities plus the county’s unincorporated areas.

“The value is in the waste flow, not the real estate,” said Carpenter, regarding the way the county is trying to structure the divestiture deal. 

Better recycling will reduce waste flow to the dump, which would “dramatically reduce the cash vale of the landfill” said Carpenter.

“Committing all of the cities to bury as much garbage as possible over the coming decades is irresponsible,” said Carpenter. “We’re going to try to get an alternative on the table.”

