East Providence residents oppose expansion of Pond View recycling plant
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A power shovel moves trucked-in refuse onto a conveyer for sorting at Pond View Recycling, a processing facility in the Rumford section of East Providence.

The Providence Journal / Andrew Dickerman

EAST PROVIDENCE — Law-abiding neighbor or noisy nuisance with insider support in state government?

Environmentally conscious recycler or a toxic tragedy waiting to happen?

How you describe the Pond View recycling plant near the Seekonk River — the state’s primary processing facility for construction waste — depends on who you are.

Residents have nothing nice to say. They describe a frequent film of dust covering their children’s outdoor toys, lawn and cars. They point to a family with unexplained respiratory problems. They speak of early morning wake-ups from beeping trucks at the facility.

Pond View officials say other businesses in the industrial park could be the culprits. They say they’ve taken precautions to minimize the friction with residential neighbors and operate a company the state needs.

Now the business is trying to expand its state permit to handle three times the 500 tons of demolition material and other construction waste that it is approved to take in now.

The proposed expansion has the Rumford neighborhood around the plant roaring in opposition and besieging the City Council. In the middle of a bitter election season, the council quickly produced a resolution objecting to the higher limit.

“[The Department of Environmental Management] is an inept organization,” resident Ken Schneider told the council.

A two-day hearing starts Friday at 10 a.m. at DEM headquarters, 235 Promenade St., Providence. It will conclude Monday from 5 to 7 p.m. at Weaver Library, 41 Grove Ave.

In 1998, “We begged [the DEM] not to let them open,” Schneider said. “… If Pond View is allowed to expand, we become the second Johnston. No one wants to live next to a landfill.”

Councilman Robert Cusack, whose ward includes Pond View, said the operation undermines the city’s vision for its waterfront. His resolution said the facility “is a public nuisance in that its current operation emits noxious odors and dust and produces loud noises which severely undermine the quiet enjoyment and quality of life of East Providence residents.”

TransLoad America –– which bought the business from former owner Ken Foley in 2008 — came to the Oct. 5 meeting with a detailed defense.

“We are regulated by DEM, which does monthly, unannounced inspections and we don’t have any violations,” Pond View lawyer Kevin Bristow said. “There are no complaints filed to the city, and no formal violations from the city’s building inspector or zoning officer in over two years. I don’t know where [the problems] are and where the record of them is. The language of the resolution is absolutely, positively written in the extreme.”

During a recent tour for a reporter and photographer, manager Jack Walsh showed the precautions the company takes. The beds of trucks coming to unload — around 70 a day — have to be covered or they aren’t allowed in. The roads are sprayed repeatedly to keep the dust at bay. And Pond View is closed on Saturdays now because, Walsh said, the company recognizes people are home on the weekends.

“You’re going to hear the traffic, and you’ll hear our [processing and grinding] faintly in the background, but the city zoned us to do this activity here,” Walsh said. “We’re in an industrial park, but we also want to be good neighbors.”

The Dexter Road recycling plant handles a daily average of 325 to 350 tons of waste from Rhode Island and other nearby states. Since 2003, the state attorney general and city officials have contested Pond View’s original permit in court. They believe a city variance only allows the business to accept only up to 150 tons a day. In May, the state Supreme Court ordered the case back to the DEM, but Mayor Joseph S. Larisa predicts it won’t be the last the courts hear of Pond View. “It’s a done deal with DEM,” he said at an election debate Wednesday. “We have to fight this in court.”

Said his opponent, former City Solicitor Bill Conley, “And I will be there to continue that fight.”
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2:27 PM on October 22, 2010

For Watergate, the watchword was "Follow the money."

For the Pond View case in East Providence, it will be, "Watch the way in which the Waterfront Commission is armed and given teeth," through the Pond View case.

Average people clearly know and have clearly expressed the view that the present status of Pond View is barely tolerable and in need of regulation. That much, even the reporters for this article concede.

How to "move the project forward" if you're a businessman or a politician beholden to them?

Just say, "It's out of my hands." In short, the city council has ceded jurisdiction over any property within the Waterfront District to the Waterfront Commission, a group that is largely hand-picked by whatever governor is in power and whose authority supersedes that of the elected officials of East Providence. (In fact, council people are required by law to report TO IT, and they are allowed only minority representation on its board.)

Feign to deny?

Not even ten people who live within the jurisdiction of the Waterfront Commission know anything about its powers or its governing statutes. And yet, they are governed by it, unawares.

So, in other words, it's kangaroo court time all over again in the brave new world of modern day East Providence politics. You can take time out of your day to listen to consultants battle it out with each other.

Taxation without representation? You bet. 

You can go to a charade of a hearing and listen while a lawyer from the Attorney General's office tells Pond View that they are not in compliance with a State
Supreme Court finding of a half-decade ago--while everyone yawns. You can watch the Pond View people not bother to testify. (No need?) 

And the beat (or the beating) goes on.

Ever get tired of watching people go through the motions?

Reluctantly, cautiously, and with deliberation, I say that there's an obvious need to fight back. 

Even locally, the hour is late as the darkness deepens.
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For Watergate, the weatchword was "Follow the money."

For the Pond View case in East Providence, it will be, "Watch the way in which the Waterfront Commission is armed and give teeth," through the Pond View case.

Average people clearly know and have clearly expressed the view that the present status of Pond View is barely tolerable and in need of regulation. That much, even the reporters for this article concede.

How to "move the project forward" if you're a businessman or a politician beholden to them?

Just say, "It's out of my hands." In short, the city council has ceded jurisdiction over any property within the Waterfront District to the Waterfront Commission, a group the majority of which is hand-picked by whatever governor is in power and whose authority supersedes that of the elected officials of the city. (In fact, council people are required by law to report to it, and they are allowed only minority representation on its board.)

Feign to deny?

Not even ten people who live within the jurisdiction of the Waterfront Commission know anything about its powers or its governing statutes. And yet, they are governed by it, unawares.

So, in other words, it's kangaroo court time all over again in the brave new world of modern day East Providence politics. You can take time out of your day to listen to consultants battle it out with each other. 

You can listen while a lawyer from the Attorney General tells Pond View that they are not in compliance with a State
Supreme Court finding of a half-decade ago--while everyone yawns. 

And the beat (or the beating) goes on.

Ever get tired of watching people go through the motions?

Reluctantly, cautiously, and with deliberation, I say that there's an obvious need to fight back. 

Even locally, the hour is late as the darkness deepens.
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