Minutes of the EMC General Meeting

October 8, 2003

Present:
Susan Brock, Kenny Christianson, John Dennis, Barbara Ebert, Herb Engman, Joyce Gerbasi, Dan Lamb, Stephen Nicholson, Danny Pearlstein, Bob Roe, Larry Sharpsteen, Barney Unsworth, Steve Uzmann, Roger Yonkin 

Absent:
Karen Edelstein,  Ashley Miller, Christian Nielsen, Carolyn Shapiro, Dave Woodard

Associates:
Dooley Kiefer (Board of Representatives Liaison), Mikel Shakarjian

Staff:
Heather Filiberto (TC Planning Dept.), Kathy Wilsea (TC Planning Dept.)

Guests:
Kenny Christianson III, Mike Hall 

Call to Order – The meeting was called to order by Steve Nicholson at approximately 7:09 p.m.  Larry Sharpsteen asked to submit comments on the OpEd article at the beginning of the meeting, as he would not be able to stay for the entire meeting.

Privilege of the Floor –  The guests did not wish to speak under Privilege of the Floor.

Op-Ed Piece – Proposed Intermunicipal Wastewater Treatment System – Larry Sharpsteen said he agreed with the OpEd piece as it addresses the draft Environmental Impact Statement (dEIS) at the last time he reviewed it (Monday), and concurs that EMC has an obligation to bring environmental issues to the attention of the public.  He recently went to NY Planning Federation workshop and asked about the pharmaceuticals in water, and was told the scientific community is waiting for better information, but that is “on the radar”.  As a Lansing resident and member of the sewer committee and the Planning Board, he agrees a satellite plant would be a superior solution, but feels this project is still needed.  He also voiced his concern about the propriety of EMC doing an OpEd piece on one issue.  If this is appropriate, why don’t they write public comment on all DEISs?  Steve Uzmann said other OpEd pieces have been written.  Steve Nicholson said he as Chair is the go-between for EMC and the media, and he is willing to submit more OpEd pieces in the future.

Larry said the content was okay with him, but he is concerned about sending the wrong signal that EMC and Tompkins County are against a regional plan.  This is the best solution allowed now.  

There was discussion about language at the top of page 2, and if this letter is published will it show which members dissented.  If passed by vote, the letter will state it is from EMC.  If not passed by vote, individuals may change the last paragraph, sign the letter and submit it.  Dissent will be reflected in the minutes.  Barney Unsworth said the article gives the impression that EMC favors a Town of Lansing site, and he can’t vote for it as the EMC member from the Town of Ithaca.  Town of Ithaca representatives have worked long and hard to help develop this centralization project.  Dooley Kiefer said the basic thrust, as mentioned in the Conclusion, is that the DEIS was inadequate, should be revised and reissued.  

Susan Brock said she will abstain from voting on this because of a conflict of interest, but will provide information as she has worked with the municipalities involved and helped draft portions of the DEIS.  Herb Engman questioned whether she should participate in the discussion, but Dooley and Steve Nicholson felt, consistent with the County’s Code of Ethics, discussion could continue.

Susan said the ERC did submit comments to the Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) about what the ERC views as shortcomings of the DEIS.  Susan provided some of the information that they are working on to include in the final EIS (FEIS).  DEC will document the need for a centralized facility.  Available capacity exists in the downtown plant.  DEC feels small municipal plants have more operational and compliance problems than larger plants, as well as lack advanced treatment.  DEC felt using the Ithaca plant is more sensible because there is capacity rather than adding another point source to the lake.  The Ithaca and Cayuga Heights plants will treat discharges for fecal coliform and have permit limits for that.  They are installing upgrades that will decrease phosphorous discharge, even with the new Town of Lansing flow.  Currently phosphorous discharge is 33-45 pounds per day, and after modification will be 12-15 pounds per day.  The ERC letter also expressed concern about high concentration of sewage effluent, but that comment was unclear to Susan.  In response to mention of chlorine-derived carcinogens, Susan said the City of Ithaca de-chlorinates and Cayuga Heights does not, but their flow will decrease.  The letter mentioned further concentration of human-excreted drugs.  Initially, the amount of annual average flow attributed to the Town of Lansing will be 1.6% of the flows going into the two plants, and after 20 years that is estimated to be 4.6% of the total.  People see the diversion numbers, and think it’s large and there will be a lot of new flow into the lake.  Most of that number is currently going into the lake from the Village of Cayuga Heights outflow.  Because CH needs to bring down their outflow numbers, that is going to the City and will be part of the City outflow.  It’s not new outflow.   

The letter said treatment plants are overwhelmed and partially treated effluent goes directly into the lake during heavy storm events.  Susan said Cayuga Heights has no pipes that would allow that.  Their basins would need to overflow and run down the hill to the lake in order to have that effect, and that has never happened.  John Dennis said he understood that during power grid shutdowns pumping stations would be necessary to move effluent.  John Andersson of Tompkins County Environmental Health had told him that in a period of power loss, backup is provided by mobile units that are trucked from one pumping station on to the next.  There are no generators on site at the pumping stations, so the design of the system is at issue.  Susan said CH has backup generators, and if the Town of Lansing built their own plant, they would still need their own pumping stations.  John agreed, but it would be a very small portion in a Town of Lansing project.  Since the project under discussion is an $11 million project, he feels the system design is important.  Susan said comments in the letter about diversion were unclear.  The Ithaca Area plant has only had one untreated diversion since the plant went on-line in 1987, and that diversion lasted two hours.  

Dooley said ERC was operating with the information provided in the DEIS.  John said there was no mention about larger treatment plants being more efficient or cost-effective and asked if there was documentation.  He was unable to find any at Cornell University’s engineering library.  He felt Town of Lansing residents are concerned about costs that exceed what they would have to pay if they built their own plant.  Susan said the Bond Act funding makes it comparable in cost.  Joyce Gerbasi commented that a spokesman for Cayuga Heights sewage treatment plant said in a bad storm 60% of contaminants might only be treated, but it is usually 90%.  Susan said maybe the percentage removal requirement in the permit was not met.  With high flows, the concentrations of biochemical oxygen demand and suspended solids are diluted.  One of the points of this project is to get the high flows out of the CH plant and send them to the City plant, which has plenty of capacity to treat it. 

Roger wanted to clarify the projected changes to outflow.  Susan said in the total annual flow 20 years from now, 4.6% will be from the Town of Lansing (assuming some growth).  The initial amount from Town of Lansing will be 1.6%.  These are projections, and were in Table 1 of the DEIS.  No comments were received on Table 1.  The purpose of the DEIS is to gather comments and make the FEIS work.  The draft of the FEIS is currently at DEC for approval.  

Susan provided some background on the Town of Lansing.  The Town of Lansing has poor soils in some areas and septic systems are inadequate.  In Ladoga Park septic systems are sometimes under water following storms.  Tompkins County Health Department has found problems with septic systems in the Lansing area.  In the 1980s, the Health Department tested 30 wells in Ludlowville and found 18 contaminated with sewage.  Asbury Road residents in 10 of 80 homes had unsatisfactory or questionable septic systems, and an additional 22 were expected to fail soon.  In a 1980s survey of the Lansing sewer planning area, 40% of respondents reported some type of failure of wastewater systems.  During periods of heavy rain this summer there were very elevated levels of coliform in Cayuga Lake near Myers Point.

John said creeks usually have worse water quality than the lake.  One point in the letter was that there is not a good understanding or hydrological model of the lake, so more facts are needed.  He found the DEIS bibliography to be poor documentation of this process that has gone on for ten years.  He felt municipalities should send annual letters reminding residents of septic system care.  Susan said the Health Department has records on system failure and replacement.  The Town of Lansing study area has the highest per capita replacement rates in the County.  

Discussion moved to process.  Roger Yonkin asked if the Legislature needs to approve the letter.  Steve Nicholson and Heather said no, EMC can write it as an advisory board.  Herb said EMC has an obligation to educate the public, and we can say the DEIS should have included these various other points.  Steve Uzmann said ERC responded to the DEIS, and felt it was inadequate in the areas mentioned.  Kenny asked what the public can do about this, as the public comment period is over.  Dooley said we can comment that the DEIS was insufficient, and we can hope for supplementation.  John said it is an issue that won’t go away overnight.  Dooley said the legislature’s reaction will be relevant.  If passed, this article should be copied immediately to the legislators with a cover letter.  Steve Uzmann said the committee has wanted to publish this for a long time and does not want this altered except for the minor edits provided. 

Dan Lamb said this is a very public statement of EMC against a project with wide public support.  He feels the wastewater treatment plan has been worked on for at least ten years.  It advances a project that serves to tackle a problem of our area.  The purpose of the DEIS is to examine adverse environmental impacts of a project, and the article focuses too much on alternatives.

Roger Yonkin made a motion for the question to proceed to a vote.  Seconded by Herb.  Motion carried.

Steve Uzmann made a motion to send the article to the Ithaca Journal from EMC, signed by Steve Nicholson as Chair.  Seconded by Joyce.  Passed by the following vote:

7 yes (Nicholson, Uzmann, Gerbasi, Dennis, Engman, Pearlstein, Christianson) 

3 no (Lamb, Yonkin, Unsworth) 

1 abstention (Brock) 

Steve Nicholson will forward the Op-Ed piece to the County Legislature with a cover letter explaining the EMC’s desire to provide educational information to the general public on this issue.  

Approval of September 10, 2003 Minutes – Motion by Steve Uzmann, seconded by Kenny Christianson, to approve the draft minutes.  The minutes passed unanimously with the following changes:  Page 2, Municipal Report: “Larry noted that the Industrial Development Agency sometimes requires SEQR, also.  Dooley asked if the Town of Lansing addressed solar access, and Larry said no. Karen Edelstein asked about the buffer around the lake.  The Planning Board recommended 3,000 feet, but the Town Board changed it to 1,000.”  Same paragraph:  “Dooley Kiefer said one Town Board member was absent, and although the motion wasn’t seconded, it can be brought up again.  She was informed by the resolutions’s sponsor that there was interest in avoiding a 3-1 vote as it would have triggered a County review since a supermajority is necessary to avoid a County review.   Larry and Susan thought that was incorrect.  Dooley agreed, she was just reporting on the Town’s understanding.”  Member Items:  “Steve Uzmann brought a draft letter State Senate ecoterrorism bill provided by Joyce Gerbasi in regard to a State Senate ecoterrorism bill.  This was sponsored by Randy Kuhl and is written so broadly that most environmental groups would be considered terrorists.” 

Report from NYS Association of Environmental Management Councils (NYSAEMC)  Attendees – Steve Nicholson reported that six people from Tompkins County attended, one of whom was a Cornell University student, Abigail Krich.  NYSAEMC provided scholarship money this year for student attendees, but Danny Pearlstein was unable to attend so Abigail was contacted.  Heather thanked Kenny Christianson for preparing the display board with information on our local projects. The theme of the conference this year was “Sustainable Living with Renewable Energy”.  Lots of information was available.  St. Lawrence County won a project award for their burn barrel awareness campaign, which the County invested $30,000 in.  She congratulated Steve Nicholson on becoming an at-large director of NYSAEMC.  Mikel continues to serve as vice-president.  The keynote speaker on Friday was Jim Gallagher, from the NYS Department of Public Service.  The NYS Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS) currently requires that 17% of the power generated in the state come from renewable sources.  The RPS will rise to 25% in five years.  Mr. Gallagher expects wind power to be a huge portion of that.  He encouraged attendees to address siting and view shed issues related to wind turbines on the local level and raise awareness of the benefits of wind power.  They went on a solar homes tour and received an extensive list of efforts made to reduce energy usage at the home of Walter Simpson, who also works at the energy office of the University of Buffalo and is a strong advocate for renewable energy.  He is credited with the University being the largest purchaser of wind energy in the state.  They also visited Ecology and Environment, an environmental consulting firm headquartered in Buffalo.  Their building is a model for sustainable design using passive solar gain, recycled materials, etc.  The compostable spoon Heather circulated is one of the products they use, and is made of compressed cornstarch.  

Kenny Christianson said at the meeting with the PSC representative, Jim Gallagher, he raised the issue of net metering for the solar panels on the Public Library, and was told a net metering bill for farmers passed last year.  Kenny noted that three other net metering bills did not pass this year.  Kenny was impressed by the efforts in Buffalo to develop a solar-powered carousel, and he would like to advocate for our own in Stewart Park.  He, Steve and Heather visited the Niagara hydropower plant and found it very educational.

Mikel said she learned of a converter being developed to trap diesel emissions from buses for re-use.  She said she especially enjoyed the speaker, Steven Strong, from Time Magazine.  He talked of architectural projects all over the world and showed how sustainability can be achieved.  Heather pointed out that throughout the conference she kept hearing that we need to reduce energy consumption in addition to increasing availability of solar and other forms of renewable energy.

Steve Nicholson said this was the 33rd annual conference, and there will not be a conference next year.  NYSAEMC hopes each EMC present will contact a neighboring county and get them to join.  The DEC spring “update” in Albany will be expanded next year to two days in place of an annual conference.  Other groups will be invited, like the Water Resources Council and local chapters of the Sierra Club.  A lobbying effort was held in February, and they are trying to expand that.  Mikel said the lobby day was established last year to attempt to restore funding for EMCs and CACs.  Herb Engman warned that the lobbying commission is out to block illegal lobbyists, and lobbying rules should be checked very carefully.  Steve said NYSAEMC ideas for the future include a rustic retreat, and a Chemung representative suggested Arnot Forest.  

Municipal Member Quarterly Report – Village of Lansing – John Dennis reported that the Open Space Committee might have their draft laws and report ready in about six months.  Trowbridge & Wolf are doing a presentation next Monday on developing a Purchase of Development Rights program.  A group of village committee and board members will travel to Canandaigua on 10/30 to hear Russell Aaron (author of Rural by Design) speak.  Viewshed issues continue to be brought up in the Village.  John noted that Sundowns is not an economically viable farm, and he thinks that property might be developed.  As the Village proceeds to comply with MS4 stormwater regulations, Trustee Lynn Leopold is looking into hydroseeding for ditches.  He was advised to contact Soil & Water Conservation District about their hydroseeder.  The new stormwater regulations also require landowners to deed easements for sediment basins.  The Village is working with the Department of Transportation to improve traffic flow on Triphammer Road, and construction may start next year to improve the Route 13 ramp configuration.  John said there was discussion at the Village level about use of the Norfolk Southern Railroad right-of-way as possible site for sewer pipes for the intermunicipal sewer project.  It would eliminate the need for two of the six proposed pumping stations.  The possible use of the Norfolk Southern railroad right-of-way was not mentioned in the DEIS.  Village of Lansing sewage could bypass the Cayuga Heights treatment plant by using the proposed Kline Road connection to the City of Ithaca plant.  The Village officials have discussed control of noise on Cayuga Lake, but have been advised by their attorney that the proposed jet ski regulations may be too narrow because they only address Jet Skis.  There are other water craft that create noise, too.  The Village is also looking at two possible roadway connections between Warren Road and Triphammer Road.  One, on Bomax Drive, is receiving a lot of local opposition.  Traffic control and calming devises are being examined.

Chair's Report –  Steve Nicholson pointed out that there are copies of memos in the mail folder from Ed Marx and Dooley Kiefer concerning the SEQR Type I thresholds recommended by EMC in September.  On 9/18 Steve attended a Sustainable Communities meeting.  A speaker provided information on Sonoma County, identifying three kinds of capital:  financial, human and natural.  He also attended a lecture by Sandra Steingraber about toxin thresholds, which are established for the average adult male.  Sandra noted that birth defect statistics are not tracked in the United States.  Steve said the mail folder has a copy of the Forest Plan mentioned at last month’s meeting.

Coordinator’s Report – Heather Filiberto said the SEQR Type I list was discussed at the PDEQ meeting last week.  Ed Marx has offered to speak with EMC/ERC about his views.  The membership drive continues, and members were encouraged to get their resumes in on time, and talk to friends about joining.
BOR Liaison Report – Dooley Kiefer said she is not convinced the recommended SEQR Type I thresholds are inappropriate.  EMC will be included in future discussions.  The revisions to the SEQR process did pass at PDEQ and will proceed to the Legislature.  Regarding Type I classifications, that procedure and policy document includes the phrase,  ‘until such time as the County adopts its own’.  Ed said County-level Type I thresholds would only apply in a few cases.  In other business, Tim Joseph has been approached to see if the County wants to make a commitment to renewable energy.
Adopt-A-Highway :  Presentation of Annual Golden Hardhat Award – Steve presented this prestigious award to Joyce Gerbasi amid much applause.  

Member Items – Steve Uzmann said the ecoterrorism item that was hoped to be an addition to the agenda will be discussed next month.  He said there is no rush right now, as it is in committee.  Danny Pearlstein said Senator Randy Kuhl’s public meeting will be 10/14 at 2 PM in the City of Ithaca’s Common Council chambers.  Danny will attend and was appointed by Steve Nicholson to address the ecoterrorism bill for EMC.  Dooley Kiefer reported that Susan Kerns Robinson has been ill and regrets her absences.  Dooley also pointed out that there is an article on nanotechnology in the mail folder.  Danny Pearlstein said there is no court decision yet on the parking lot requested by Cornell University as part of the West Campus Housing Initiative.  Steve Uzmann showed off his Terminator tee shirt, which he wore to mark the occasion of the California recall election.  Steve Nicholson reminded members of the Cooperative Extension resource fair on 10/9.

Adjournment– Steve Nicholson adjourned the meeting at approximately 9:14 p.m.
Respectfully submitted,

Kathy Wilsea, Secretary

Tompkins County Planning Department

Approved by Council on November 12, 2003
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