Minutes of the EMC General Meeting

May 14, 2003

Present:
Christian Boissonnas, Kenny Christianson, John Dennis, Barbara Ebert, Karen Edelstein, Joyce Gerbasi, Dan Lamb, Stephen Nicholson, Danny Pearlstein, Bob Roe, Carolyn Shapiro, Barney Unsworth, Steve Uzmann, Dave Woodard 

Absent:
Susan Brock, Donna Jean Darling, Herb Engman, Christian Nielsen, Larry Sharpsteen, Roger Yonkin

Associates:
Dooley Kiefer (County Legislature Liaison)

Staff:
Ed Marx (TC Planning Commissioner), Heather McDaniel (TCPD), Kathy Wilsea (TCPD)

Guests:
Gary Evans (Cornell University)

Call to Order – The meeting was called to order by Steve Nicholson at approximately 7:10 p.m.   
Privilege of the Floor –  There were no visitors who wished to speak.

The Influence of the Physical Environment on Psychological Health – Professor Gary Evans was present to address this topic.  Prof. Evans has a PhD in psychology and teaches at Cornell University in the College of Human Ecology.  He said he is a psychologist with an interest in how the environment affects children and families.  He feels it is important to recognize the impact of the environment on human behavior, not only on technical and health issues.  Poor physical environment relates to humans in terms of stress, and this shows up in the balance of human endocrine systems, which we have for handling acute situations.  Chronic demands on the endocrine system hampers responses and ability to handle emergencies.

Noise was studied in four elementary schools near the Los Angeles airport and compared with schools away from airports.  Even though tested under quiet conditions, blood pressure increased over a period of years in correlation with noise exposure.  Steve Uzmann commented on the location of multiple schools on the flight path, and Prof. Evans said that was probably because the land was cheaper.  John Dennis noted that blood pressure also rises in children in relation to their body mass as they grow, so the comparison group of children from quiet areas shows a normal increase.  Prof. Evans agreed.  In a study in Munich, Germany, stress hormones were also elevated in urine samples for noisy periods compared to quiet periods.  For this study, children’s records were compared to their own baseline records prior to construction, and blood pressure correlated with the urine samples.  Dan Lamb asked how large the airports were, or if decibel levels were known.  Prof. Evans said the airports in the study areas were very large, and studies have been consistent in schools near major transportation routes of elevated trains and airports.  Decibel levels were 70 averaged over 24 hours, and Tompkins Regional Airport does not produce that much noise.   

Crowding has also been examined for its effect on college students.  Blood pressure increased over a period of two hours as the test site room filled.  In residential density studies for younger children, conducted in India, density had more of an impact on boys than girls when blood pressure was measured.  This gender difference is often not found in adults.  Although there seems to be a belief that there is tolerance for crowding in the Indian culture, this study does not bear that out.  Some people can cope, and their abilities to cope differ, but blood pressure usually rises.

Fatigue has also been factored into studies of college students and noise.  Fatigue has a cumulative effect, even if tested under quiet conditions following exposure to noise.  Dealing with multiple demands yields compromises.  In studies, household density increases the number of hassles with roommates.  Although study results touched on “psychological distress” as a catchall term for mild anxiety, neurotic symptoms and mild depression, the general response is that chronic exposure to air pollution probably does not affect mental health.  But if expressed in terms of vulnerable subgroups, then the answer is probably yes.  In studies of ozone toxins in an LA study, response to subsequent stressful life events (SLE) increases with pollution exposure.  Persons without SLE are not affected by pollution.  People learn to live with poor environment, but coping styles may be harmful.  People who commute or work in very crowded conditions withdraw socially, which is okay short term but bad long term.  Crowding leads to reduction in response to social support, and this can lead to psychological distress.  As studied in India, a more crowded situation yields to perception in individuals that they have less social support.  In a study of American college students who live in off-campus housing, some lived in very crowded conditions, and some in uncrowded conditions.  Each was brought to an uncrowded lab setting and told they are writing poorly on assignments.  When a confederate offered social support, students in more crowded living conditions were less open to suggestion of support.  Dooley Kiefer speculated that some don’t need support.

In a study of children who live in apartments built over an underpass of the Cross Bronx Expressway, delays in reading development were documented based on floor level of residence, father’s education, number of children in the family, grade level, and mother’s education.  Noise levels are not loud enough to cause damage, and subjects were screened for normal hearing.  The study showed a link between the floor level and reading development.  Coping skills were also examined in terms of tuning out some sounds.  Floor level of residence has a much larger impact on auditory discrimination, which is the ability to distinguish same or rhyming sounds.  This loss of language skill also leads to loss of reading skill.

Air quality was a factor in a study of migrant workers in southern California.  All were newcomers, but some workers came from areas with much air pollution, while others had little prior exposure.  Early in the questionnaire, they were asked to list the five most negative aspects of living here.  Later they were asked how satisfied they were with the air quality in general.  Later they were asked how they would rate this location for smog (scale was provided).  Those workers formerly exposed to high smog levels commented less on smog, and were also less likely to note smog in photos.  This shows that people get used to negative impacts, and make some adaptations.  In terms of the future and public policy, those persons most aggrieved by poor environmental conditions may become so acclimatized that they are unlikely to seek or expect improvements.  Impacts on our psychological wellbeing need to be considered as well as those on technology and physical health.

Ed Marx asked if studies have been done about workplace density.  Professor Evans said information in that vein is limited.  One study did show that people who work in crowded conditions tend to take their breaks alone or away from the workplace.  Kenny Christianson said he sees implications for public policies in these studies, also that it will be easier to organize environmental activists in areas that are clean rather than areas that are dirty.  Prof. Evans said that will be true in general, but compounded by class, education and other issues.  Some of it will be a feeling of helplessness.  He didn’t think environmental activism would drop for areas of extreme pollution, like Love Canal.  Dan Lamb said it provides a fresh perspective to present as reasons to preserve environments.  Kenny noted that even in Ithaca, the activists for cleanup of the coal tar in his neighborhood are not the people who live closest to it.  Prof. Evans said the Centers for Disease Control are now studying how noise affects health in ways other than hearing loss.  He mentioned lead exposure as an example of something that produces organic damage only in huge amounts, but very small amounts can lead to IQ deficits.  Joyce Gerbasi asked if there is habituation in children for noise as there is in adults for smog.  Prof. Evans said it shows in attitudes and perceptions.  He noted that some things show in the lab, but not in the field.  Dooley Kiefer asked if there were studies that documented changes in habituation to air pollution over a period of years.  Prof. Evans was not aware of any.  Steve Nicholson said the Environmental Protection Agency now reports that 53% of Americans live in areas with below-standard air quality.  

John Dennis said he has used a website that compares social statistics for American cities.  New York City has below the national average in many categories, and that didn’t match his expectations, as he thought density would affect that.  Prof. Evans said some of the measures, such as people per block or people per square mile, are good for planning transportation systems, but difficult to use in other comparisons.  Comparison of the small Maryland town, mentioned by John, to certain sections of NYC might be a better comparison.

Dooley asked if air pollution near airports from unburned fuel was factored into the LA school studies.  Prof. Evans said it was not in the LA study.  The apartments over the Cross Bronx Expressway were tested for air quality.  He noted the lower level of that building is a day care center.

Approval of April 9, 2003 Minutes – Passed unanimously with the following changes:  Page 2, Comprehensive Plan, paragraph 2, duplicate sentence deleted.  Page 3, Town of Newfield report, bridge name corrected to King Bowstring Bridge.  Spelling was corrected for Kenny Christianson’s name on page 4, paragraph 2 of Member Items. 

Municipal Reports – Village of Cayuga Heights:  David Woodard provided information on the deer sterilization program.  A few years ago, a committee was formed to identify the problem and propose solutions.  The public was opposed to destroying deer to control their number.  Scientists from Cornell became involved.  They trapped and tagged over 100 deer with visual and radio collars.  The decision was made to try the sterilization program, so they began trapping again, which proved difficult as the deer had learned to be wary and were more difficult to trap the second time.  About six deer have been sterilized, at a cost of about $400 per deer.  The herd size continues to grow.  The largest culling factor right now is auto accidents.  One tagged deer from Cayuga Heights was trapped near Geneva, so roaming is an issue.  Currently the program is still in place.

Village of Lansing – John Dennis said this village was founded in 1974 by some people who were concerned about the need for zoning due to commercial development.   One current challenge is to improve inter-traffic flow on North Triphammer Road.  Ideas for improvement are on a website:  < www.ntrrp.com >, and they include turn lanes and bike lanes.  The Village is also addressing an open space strategy and clustering of future residences.  The Environmental Impact Statement is done for the intermunicipal sewer agreement.  The Village filed a Notice of Intent concerning the new Stormwater Phase II regulations.  Runoff is a problem in the Village due to topography and the presence of shale.  They continue to work with the county on the 911 Center that will be located in the Business & Technology Park on Brown Road.  They are also developing commercial high traffic design guidelines.   

Chair's Report – Steve said EMC had a display about the dangers of backyard burning for the Earth Day celebration in DeWitt Park.  Dan Lamb and Steve appeared as Dioxin Man. We have photos in the EMC files for posterity. Steve felt Earth Day needs better organization, as it could be much more than it has been in the last couple years.  He suggested maybe the EMC could take it on next year if anyone is interested. Joyce wondered if it could be combined with Water Week.  Kenny said he attended Earth Day in Binghamton, and they had bands, children’s choruses, and free snacks.  If the children come to sing, their parents come, too.  The Binghamton organization works all year on the celebration, which was inside the ice rink at the college.  Steve said there is grant money available to make Earth Day a better occasion.  

Coordinator’s Report –Heather reported that the Planning, Development & Environmental Quality Committee approved a revision to the Comprehensive Plan Statement of Purpose in response to Joyce’s comment last month about the purpose of the Municipal Officials Association. The committee also approved the plan elements. Planning Department staff are developing each of the elements and should have a draft available for comment at the end of the year.  Heather attended a brownfields conference in Binghamton at the end of April which presented brownfields as economic development opportunities rather than environmental problems.  Dan Lamb said there are over 80 sites in Broome County that are not immediate health threats, and can be redeveloped.  Broome County inventoried all of their sites and included them in their comprehensive plan. State Brownfields legislation is stalled and has split state environmental organizations on the issue of how clean a site needs to be as well as some liability issues.  Heather added that the Planning Department’s new staff member is Crystal Buck, who was hired as a Planner, and Heather has been promoted to Senior Planner.  EMC members gave her a round of applause.  

Kathy Wilsea told members that some County e-mail accounts were malfunctioning recently, and asked them to contact her or Heather again if they had sent a message that was unanswered.

Legislature Liaison Report – Dooley Kiefer reported that the Planning, Development and Environmental Quality Committee approved revisions to the County SEQR policy and it will be forwarded to the Legislature.  The EMC’s Environmental Review Committee was working on a recommendation for adopting a county SEQR Type I Action list that is more inclusive than the state list that is currently used. She was unsure where these recommendations were at this stage and would like to see them acted upon in conjunction with the County SEQR policy if possible. Heather reported that the ERC recently forwarded the recommendation to the Planning Department for comment.    Ed Marx said the proposed changes address instances that would be really rare for the County to encounter as a lead agency.  The Legislature passed a resolution encouraging the state to expand the Bottle Bill to cover non-carbonated beverages.  Copies of this resolution are available in the FYI folder.

Member Items – Joyce Gerbasi said that the PCBs Committee commented on DEC’s draft environmental justice policy last fall.  In addition to minority and low income populations, the committee requested DEC to include areas that are disproportionately impacted by environmental degradation  Joyce spoke with Erin Crotty when Ms. Crotty visited Tompkins County last fall.  Ms. Crotty said she thought it was in the policy.  In reality, it was not there.  Mikel Shakarjian sat on the review committee that was later established and brought up this issue again.  In the end, it was not included in the adopted environmental justice policy which will be applied to DEC permitting.  

Dan Lamb announced that on 5/28 the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance will give a slide show at the Old Jail Conference Room at 7 PM.  This is in support of their efforts to obtain a wilderness designation for 9 million acres of land.  Karen Edelstein invited members to see a Japanese tea house that has been built outside the Johnson Museum at Cornell.  Karen worked on this project with a Japanese garden designer and students.  This is a temporary structure made of native species, with traditional features.  She urged others to visit, and said it will remain there as long as it is in good condition.  

Christian Boissonnas reported that the Water Resources Council draft report on personal watercraft issues was brought forward at their April meeting.  The committee is rewriting it, and he is unsure if it will be presented again.  Two recurring concerns in the discussion were perceived bias and having the source material primarily from one document.  The recommendations are unclear, with no priorities were established.  Steve Uzmann said he has discussed that with Kate Hackett, WRC Coordinator, and ERC provided comments.  Steve also encouraged members to view the lunar eclipse on Thursday night.

Kenny Christianson said the Finger Lakes Energy Task Force will participate in the Ithaca Festival parade.  They will be building a float at his house, and EMC members are welcome to help.  They also hope to have a section of the parade devoted to hybrid vehicles.  The Energy Committee will meet on 6/9 at noon.  They are developing a resolution for net metering laws in New York State.  Karen Edelstein said she recently saw a Segway on the Cornell campus, and was really impressed.  One will be raffled off by the ScienCenter in the future; tickets are $20 each.  Kathy Wilsea said there will be a Segway demonstration at the plant sale at Ithaca High School this Saturday.
Adjournment– Steve Nicholson adjourned the meeting at approximately 9:02 p.m.
Respectfully submitted,

Kathy Wilsea, Secretary

Tompkins County Planning Department

Approved by Council on June 11, 2003
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