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Uniontown is a small village in Stark County. Driving through the tiny community it is quaint and peaceful. But it also holds a controversy that has hovered like a black cloud for over three decades. At the center of Uniontown and the dispute is the 30-acre Industrial Excess Landfill. Uniontown would like to declare the landfill in remediation. Tom Shalala is an Environmental Services Manager with Clayton Group Services, hired by the township to evaluate the landfill and determine its state of remediation.  He was hired with grant money provided by the US EPA and lives less than a mile from the landfill with his seven children.  Shalala explains the remediation process.

How can people get exposed to chemicals and then you design your remediation based upon those exposure pathways..and the only exposure pathway feasible at this site is through groundwater and someone ingesting it off site and so what you do is find out what is the remedy so you can prevent that thirty years from now or twenty years from now, something like that.”

But continued allegations of radiation and cancer have prevented the small village from moving forward. Since the mid 1980s, multiple government agencies have made concerted efforts to clean up the site.  Now, the landfill looks like a nature preserve similar to those found in the Cuyahoga Valley with apple trees and signs of wildlife sprouting up all over the site. Walking around the landfill on a frigid winter morning it is hard to see any signs of the dangers often associated with landfills.  To some people like Shalala, it is a place where nature trails and picnic tables will hopefully replace the scandalous images that have dominanated the tiny community for the past 30 years.

You should see it in the fall…it has got to be gorgeous…there is my dream home out there…it was a quarry and Charlie Kittinger turned it at first into just a construction C & D landfill construction and demolition debris, concrete and wood and all that stuff. Then he got a permit to expand it to household junk and waste and then he got it permitted to take industrial waste and that’s were the problem…ahh…that’s were we think the problem came.”

Exactly when the problem with IEL started depends on who you ask, but Shalala believes it may have started in the early 1960s with the creation of the man-made lagoon lined with fly ash which accepted almost a million tons of liquid waste from area rubber companies.  Fly ash is a waste product from coal plants that hardens like clay.  Shalala says it makes a great liner to hold hazardous materials.

And they would literally put it in this lagoon and let it evaporate and then he would put another layer of fly ash down and then put more solvents in.

Charles Kittinger, the original owner of the landfill, did have a permit to operate the landfill with the lagoon full of fly ash and in fact says that in the 1960s not only were his landfill practices accepted by the government, but also they were encouraged.

Originally we was just using the landfill for rubble and fly ash…building rubble…then everything else started coming in and of course the Health Department approved of everything that was brought into the landfill.  Sometime in ‘68 I took a partner in and he had picked up boxes all over Summit County and Stark County hauled for industry, mostly they were waste materials.  As time went by, the schools and the post office and the government, the army and the National Guard started using the facility.  

Hyman Budoff joined Kittinger as a partner in 1968.  The dumping of liquid and solid waste continued.  After a falling out in 1971, Kittinger sold his portion to Budoff, who still owns the 30 acres of land.  In 1972, the Stark County Department of Health ordered Budoff to stop accepting liquid waste. Shalala admits, given the lack of environmental information of the 1960s, Kittinger and Budoff would have a hard time knowing the environmental risks associated with running a landfill.

You know it may seem how could a guy do that? You know, back then, people just didn’t know any better. Yeah, I mean now a days we look back and say the guy was crazy, but people didn’t know what to do back then.

Today, Kittinger is in his 70s and says while he was the owner he was not aware of any hazardous materials being dumped, partly because back then what was hazardous and what was not, constantly changed.

The materials we hauled in wasn’t hazardous because there wasn’t a classification of hazardous materials back when we was hauling that stuff in.  Since then it’s been revised up and down the scale of all the petrol chemicals and the metallic oxides, ahh that’s been declared hazardous and then back to not hazardous, fly ash was one of them.  When they were putting pressure on me to form a regular landfill they declared fly ash hazardous and then a few years later it was declared it wasn’t hazardous. 

Complete operations of the landfill stopped in 1980, and it was placed on the United States EPA national priorities list in October of 1984.  The EPA bought a dozen homes and businesses around the landfill because of high levels of water contamination that were seeping into surrounding homes. Close to two million tons of solid and liquid waste came from the rubber companies in the Akron area.  Over the years, numerous investigations have revealed approximately 378 other companies deposited some form of waste including hazardous bi-products.  According to the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry or ARSDR, over 200 contaminants have been detected at some point in time within the water at and around the landfill, substances like benzene, arsenic and cyanide.

But now the US EPA, the Ohio EPA, the Lake Township Community Action Group and the companies say they are satisfied with the government’s cleanup efforts and are ready to enter the final stage of remediation. The US EPA has proposed a ROD or Record of Decision, this is one of the final stages in which all the groups collaborate on what should be done with the landfill now that the government has deemed it safe.  US EPA Community Involvement Coordinator, David Novak, explains what will happen once the ROD is presented to the public.

We will make an amendment to the existing remedy at the sight, propose it to the community, open it up for public comments for at least 30 days, take those comments back, digest them, and then come up with a final remedy.

But two other citizens groups are not going to allow the ROD to be amended if they can help it. They are not convinced that the government is being honest with them and say there are numerous toxins, the most dangerous being radiation from plutonium. Tomorrow we will look at the US Department of Justice investigation into allegations of nuclear bombs being buried at the sight and lingering concerns of radiation that have divided a tiny community into bickering opponents. I’m Michelle Chyatte, 89-7, WKSU.
