Wed. September 22, 2010

History of Environmental Problems in Elmira

Let’s talk about the pattern of events over the past decades. An idea attracts some business people and they want to develop some kind process in Elmira that could generate pollution of one kind or another. On a few occasions they just went ahead and started things in operation, because they didn’t need any approvals or permits. No one knew about what was going on until problems developed. Other times permits were required and the public had to be consulted. Assurances were made to the town and it’s residents that everything would be looked after and there wouldn’t be any disruption of life in the community. At those times approvals had to sought and received from the MOE, so enough information had to be supplied to satisfy the regulators that proper care was being taken to deal with the pollution in all it’s forms.

No matter what the process was at start up, the end result on a number of occasions has been a harmful impact on the community – chemicals in the air or water, odours that make it impossible for residents to use their property, waste left for future generations. This hasn’t happened once or twice, but repeatedly. When these things happen the pattern of events that follows is pretty similar. First the company denies there is a problem, or that it doesn’t originate with them. When faced with irrefutable evidence and reminded of their assurances and promises that these things were not going to happening, they say things like “That’s not exactly what we said” or “ I think you misunderstood what we were telling you” or something like that. Suddenly the definition of what is a problem changes – it’s not really a problem, the residents are exaggerating the situation and making mountains out of mole hills. Or they say things like “What did you expect when you lived near an industrial site”, a phrase I have heard over and over from proponents of Bio-En in the last year and a half.

The MOE is called and they might come here eventually, if there are enough complaints over a long enough period they come to investigate. Then we hear about complain processes, is it really justified, the need to study the problem and decide if there is cause to address it with the company. Then the company has to be given the time to make changes and see if they can correct the problems. A lot of time passes while life in Elmira is disrupted. At Bio-En’s public meeting in the spring of 2009 I watched while an official from the MOE was pressed to answer the question “How long would it take for the MOE to shut this biogas plant down if it was a really problem?” His answer? Two years!

 Some times things do get better. The change that has taken place over the last two decades regarding the chemical plant – whether you want to call in Nagatuk, Uniroyal, Crompton or Chemtura – has been very positive. Let’s not forget though that changes did not happen there until there was a vocal, determined, persistent group of people, supported by the community, that were willing to be involved, and not satisfied until they had been successful in, making change happen. Neither the business involved nor the government would have made those changes without pressure from concerned citizens. 

That was a story with a good outcome, now let’s talk about some other businesses, particularly the bio-waste business. In the past Elmira has been home to four other bio-waste businesses – a rendering plant, a bone meal plant and two different grease and oil rendering plants. All four of these operations caused major problems for Elmira and were eventually closed down and either relocated or just disappeared. They were closed down because the residents of Elmira couldn’t put up with them any more –even though some of them had approval from the MOE. This is troubling for two reasons. One, the residents or Elmira had their lives disrupted by the problems created – they couldn’t use their properties, couldn’t be outside sometimes, were too embarrassed to invite guests from out of town to come, couldn’t make plans to do anything outside because you never know if this would be one of those days when you just wanted to get our of town. 

The second reason this is troubling is because money was invested and lost, which does no one any good. The same investment could have been made in a different endeavor that could have created permanent jobs that would have benefited Elmira. In the case of the proposed bio-gas plant, if it is built in the proposed location and the pattern holds true, and why would we think it would not, the cost to relocate the plant or even just abandon it would be substantial. A lot of investment would be lost and another substantial investment would be required of someone to make that site usable for another purpose. That takes a lot of capital away that could have been used for something better for all those concerned, including the people of Elmira.

It would also be another black mark against Elmira. When we first purchased a house in Elmira we paid a 20% premium over a similar house in the town where we moved from, Paris, Ont., a town that at that time was very similar in size and services to Elmira.  At that time houses in Elmira were running about 10% higher in price over comparable houses in Kitchener. I understand this is no longer the case, as real estate prices in Elmira has slipped comparatively, and according to one realtor consulted recently are slipping more because of the prospect of building a bio-waste disposal facility within the town. I have heard it said recently that these things have a way of settling out after a couple of years and things progress as normal after that. I would have to say I disagree. Because of the number of environmental issues in Elmira over the last 25 years, real estate prices have decreased when compared to the markets around us. Let’s take another example. How about Rothsay Ontario? I understand the real estate is now actually selling in that area, unlike it was in decades past. We’re now 40+ years since the rendering plant was built there and it isn’t as much  of a problem as it was. However when we drove through there a couple of weeks ago they were having one of the bad days and the smell was very strong. I don’t think their real estate market could be summed up righting itself after a year or two. 

I have heard it said that businesses are reluctant to move to Elmira because the residents oppose so many types of endeavors. I would have to agree that the residents of Elmira are particular about the kind of industry that locates here, that could impact their lives in a negative way. The past experience here has left them wary of how they will be effected, knowing how difficult it is to deal with problems after the fact. The collective experience of those who live in Elmira has been one of repeated abuse by business interests who value their profits above their negative impact on the community. As the old cliché goes “Once bitten, twice shy”. After being bitten 6 or 7 or 8 times the people of Elmira are far past shy – more like paranoid and terrified that it will happen again. To put it another way, would you say to a person who has been repeated abused “It’s good for you” or “What’s the matter with you, this time will be different” and expect a positive response? What I’m trying to communicate here is the depth of emotion people in this town have toward this project. 

As we’re heard from the other speakers, there are other problems and concerns that leave us believing that the risk of this plant causing the resident problems with odour and traffic at least are very high. With all the space we’re blessed with in this country would it not seem like a far better idea to build this type of facility where there is no chance that it will negatively impact settled areas?

As we have discussed before, I ask in this meeting. Mr. Martin would you be willing to change the proposed location of this plant if your application were not bumped to the back of the que at the Ontario Power Authority?

