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Sunol compost plan gets noticed

Controversy swirls, even outside California

By Brian Foley, STAFF WRITER

Inside Bay Area

SUNOL — Jerry Bartlett, vice president of Cedar Grove Composting in Maple Valley, Wash., had never heard of Sunol prior to the recent uproar over a proposed compost facility.

"This isn't something that Cedar Grove wanted to be a part of," he said.

But his company found itself within the fray when it was referenced by the Alameda County Waste Management Authority as a facility that effectively mitigated its odor problems.

"I didn't ask to be part of this process," Bartlett said. "We just sort of found ourselves in the middle of it when we were referenced. I want to make sure everyone presents the facts correctly. I don't want Cedar Grove's name to be impacted by what they are proposing."

Bartlett was in attendance for the public hearing held by the ACWMA's board on April 26 that drew hundreds of vocal people. The plan to install an open-air facility on Andrade Road would truck in up to 600 tons of food and yard waste a day, something Sunol residents would rather not fathom. The ACWMA staff has maintained that the use of bio-filters will greatly reduce potential odor emissions. The ACWMA board is expected to vote on it May 24.

Bartlett is one of several people from outside the Bay Area who are either caught up in it or comparing it to similar situations.

Bartlett knows the issue well. Two Sunol residents, Caz Szlendak and Brooks Loeffler, traveled to Bartlett's facility in March to see it for themselves. Several ACWMA staff and board members then visited. Soon, Bartlett figured both sides would use his facility toward their advantage.

"Our grading sizes are different," he said. "Our pile heights, pile widths are different. The way we turn our material is different. The fan velocity is different."

Bartlett refused to share his opinion of the Sunol proposal.

Al Pasternak of Vancouver, Wash., works for Biosa Bokashi Composting, a company that advocates composting through "friendly microorganisms," such as bacteria and fungi.

"It looks like the community doesn't want it at all and the county is saying, 'Too bad, we're building it,'" he said. "In my reading of news reports, it's an issue for every compost facility out there. There is always the issue of smell downwind."

Kendall Christiansen of Gaia Strategies, a environmental consulting firm in Brooklyn, N.Y., cited a similar controversy in Burlington County, N.J., where efforts to shut down a facility loom. That site was taking in 200 tons of food and yard waste a day.

"I track a lot of stories about food waste and composting," he said. "Compost facilities often really struggle to perform and produce quality compost. They often fight constantly to keep their permits."

Susan Sineo of Manorville, N.Y., on Long Island, is one who finds herself in the fight. She began an "odor hotline" and a Web site, http://www.compostalert.com, to keep her neighbors informed on local issues. But she is most concerned about her 5-year old daughter, who has asthma.

"The odors are absolutely atrocious," she said. "We can't have barbecues. We can't take a walk in the morning."

Sandra Smith of Fort Plain, N.Y., began a neighborhood group called GAG, which stands for Good Air Group.

"There's no way you can compost in an open-air facility and not emit odors, not to mention the health risks," she said.

She has bad memories of a nearby facility that was shut down a few years ago. That facility took in sludge from paper mills, vastly different than what is proposed for Sunol. But she said, that doesn't matter.

"Don't let them do it," she said. "Six hundred tons a day? That's massive."
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