Minutes of the EMC General Meeting

March 9, 2005

	Present:
	Glynn Bebee, Kenny Christianson, John Dennis, Scott Doyle, Karen Edelstein, Keith Epstein, Herb Engman, Dan Lamb, Ashley Miller, Stephen Nicholson, Bob Roe, Larry Sharpsteen, Gary Stewart, Steve Uzmann, Mark Whitmore

	Excused:
	Neha Khanna

	Absent:
	Cindy Schulte, Roger Yonkin

	Associates:
	Dooley Kiefer

	Staff:
	Heather Filiberto, Kathy Wilsea

	Guests:
	Ed Marx, Chris Neurath, Antrew Tutino


Call to Order – The meeting was called to order by Chair Steve Nicholson at approximately 7:07 p.m.  Gary Stewart was introduced as a new At-Large member of EMC.

Privilege of the Floor – Ed Marx, Tompkins County Commissioner of Planning, commended EMC on their work on open burning.  He also spoke to clarify the record, specifically the Danby municipal report in the EMC News.  Zoning changes are being considered in Danby, and a Planning Department staff member is assisting the Town on the process. Ed wanted to make clear that the staff member is working in the Town’s direction.  Also, in the development of the County Comprehensive Plan, staff went to all of the municipalities.  The opportunities for input were great.  The Comp Plan has sections on rural resources (none on urban), working farms, forests, and microenterprise businesses, and these are all directed to rural areas. 

Changes to the Agenda & Approval of Minutes -- There were no changes to the agenda.  Neha Khanna submitted written suggestions for changes to the minutes, which were accepted, and the minutes were approved by consensus.  Final minutes are available on the County webpage:  www.tompkins-co.org/planning.

Health Effects of Open Burning Presentation – Steve Nicholson reported that at the beginning of the week, the Tompkins County Board of Health voted to amend the Sanitary Code for a total ban on open burning of household waste.  They charged John Andersson, Director of Environmental Health, with writing up the changes.  Steve introduced the guest speaker, Chris Neurath.  Chris said he is a resident of St. Lawrence County, and open burning is not banned there.  The Environmental Protection Agency considers open burning the primary source of dioxin, which is a carcinogen.  Dioxin is formed in open burning due to incomplete combustion and composition of trash.  Dioxin is so toxic that it is measured in billionths of a gram.  Dioxin is not absorbed much by crops, but gets on the surface then is ingested by animals and gets into the food chain.  95% percent of dioxin in humans comes through food.  The half life of dioxin in humans is 10 years.  Chris read a letter prepared for the NYS Legislature by Dr. David Carpenter of SUNY Albany, a dioxin expert and member of the National Academy of Sciences review panel.  There are no hard facts on how far dioxin is spread geographically from its source.  Burning of bleached and recycled papers is a much lower source of dioxin, and Chris was not aware of any studies on pellet burning.  

Chris read a letter from Dr. John May to the NYS Commission on Agricultural Health concerning his service on the Otsego County burn barrel committee.  Dr. May wrote of the diversity of membership and how they reached the unanimous conclusion that open burning needed to be banned in their county.  Chris showed a Minnesota public service video developed with an EPA grant, and a video developed by a Minnesota county encouraging citizens to reduce, reuse, and recycle because burning is dangerous.  Leading up to the ban in California, a politician checked fires in an area where burning paper and brush was allowed, and 98% of the fires had other materials, including spray cans, plastics and batteries.  The Minnesota video also mentions health risks:  asthma, eye damage, skin damage, burns, headaches, developmental problems, and cancer.  Chris showed a video of an interview he conducted with Dr. Paul Connett, a chemist who is interested in dioxin and waste management.  In addition to dioxin, Dr. Connett expressed concern about interference with hormonal functions, and presence of toxic metals, chlorine, and furans in smoke.  Animals consume dioxin and concentrate it, so it gets into the food chain.  Michael McLaughlin, a Canadian expert, estimates that a cow can eat in one year as much as a human would breathe if standing next to the cow in 14 years.  Open burning of household trash is banned in the northeast states of New Jersey, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine.  EPA awareness ads use the phrase, “If you’re making fire, you’re making poison.”  St. Lawrence County spent $30,000 on an education program, but they are not seeing a big decrease in open burning.  St. Lawrence surveys conducted in 1993 and 2001 both showed 48% of the fires checked burning illegal items.

Open Burning – Local Issues & Discussion – Glynn Bebee said the EMC Open Burning Committee has been meeting, and other members are Ashley Miller, Steve Nicholson, Dan Lamb, and Cindy Schulte.  They have met with the Board of Health; Facilities & Infrastructure; Planning, Development & Environmental Quality; and Health and Human Services committees.  On Earth Day, they will contribute to the EMC display.  There will be publicity in the Ithaca Journal and on the radio.  They plan to hold a general public meeting for discussion in May.  At their next committee meeting they will discuss if there are further actions they need to take to help bring about changes to the Sanitary Code.  Heather Filiberto said 20,600 Tompkins County households are allowed to burn household waste except garbage.  Open burning is not allowed in the villages, the City of Ithaca, or within 1/8 mile of the City.  The EMC effort is not targeting yard waste, garden debris or agriculture waste.  In addition to being a health issue, Tompkins County considers open burning a quality of life issue.  The committee recognizes agriculture waste is a separate issue.  Lois Levitan, of Cornell’s Environmental Risk Analysis Program, and Barbara Eckstrom, Tompkins County’s Solid Waste Manager, recently began a dialog on cost effective ways to deal with agriculture waste.  Dan Lamb reported that T C Solid Waste has adequate capacity to handle waste from households that are currently burning.  Dan thinks it is important to have a positive education campaign, in the direction of pay now or pay later.  Chris Neurath said DEC has some statewide regs in order to respond to complaints.  DEC is becoming more willing to inspect when they receive complaints, and might become an enforcer for Tompkins County once a clear mechanism is established to handle complaints.  Heather provided handouts on the Joint Resolution Promoting Interstate Cooperation to Reduce Air Pollution from Open Burning of Solid Waste, and an article from the New York Times.  Steve Nicholson commented that Environmental Advocates chose five “super projects” for 2005, and will track legislators’ actions on these five issues.  Open burning is one of the projects. 

Chair’s Report – Steve Nicholson reported that the Lake Source Cooling discussion at the League of Women Voters meeting was postponed until April 11.  Earth Day will be at the Farmers Market this year.  Cornell University issued a press release today on their efforts to develop wind energy for the campus.  There will be discussion at next month’s EMC meeting on that.   

Coordinator’s Report –  Heather Filiberto said the Water Resources Council will have a panel discussion on Lake Source Cooling at their meeting on March 21, 4:15 PM, at the Public Library.

Member Items – Herb Engman announced the Town of Ithaca has rewritten their SEQR to be in synch with NYS, and a public hearing will be held 4/11.  Scott Doyle said next month he hopes to announce a cleanup date for the Adopt-A-Highway area.  Kenny Christianson said the next meeting of the Energy Committee will be Monday, 3/14, at 4:30.  Steve Uzmann suggested members try reusable baskets for transporting groceries, and perhaps EMC can develop a workable plan for getting rigid baskets or foldable bags into use in the community.  He has researched costs for the plastic baskets, which are available with a logo printed on them.  The TOPS Market manager estimates that 10 to 15% of Ithaca TOPS shoppers bring in bags to reuse.  The San Francisco Commission on the Environment has suggested an area tax of 17 cents per bag for new bags.     

Adjournment – Steve Nicholson adjourned the meeting at approximately 9:12 p.m.

Respectfully submitted,

Kathy Wilsea, Secretary

Tompkins County Planning Department

Approved by Council on April 13, 2005

