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A Darker Shade of Green  
 

Nancy Lindemood, Property Owners Want Equal Rights, Inc.  
 

Landfill gas recovery is often promoted as a ògreenó business.  While this sounds plausible in to-
dayõs environmentally conscious society, there is a darker side to the gas recovery business and it 
is right here in Hamilton County, Ohio.   In fact, there are plans being made that could commit 
Hamilton County to becoming the mega dump and gas recovery capital of Ohio and the region for 
up to 100 years.   The Rumpke operation in Colerain Township is attempting to expand their exist-
ing landfill by 350 acres and is pursuing a legal strategy that could be precedent -setting for land-
fills and other businesses.   Foreign interest in the gas recovery speaks to the significance of the 
money making potential for both the landfill and for outside investors, but what are the impacts 
for the environment, the citizens and community?  
 

The Rumpke landfill in Colerain Township is the largest and tallest in the region, at 509 acres and 
1,068 feet above sea level, taller than the Carew Tower and nearly as high as the Kings Island Eif-
fel Tower.  Rumpke operations include multiple landfills and methane gas recovery plants in Ohio 
and Kentucky as well as recycling, portable restrooms and hydraulics.   
The Hamilton County landfill recently expanded by 95 acres after su-
ing Colerain Township following denial of their zoning request in 
2000.  This expansion is estimated to provide garbage capacity 
through about 2025 and gas recovery for another 20 plus years.   

(continued on page 2)  
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When you pull in to the Rumpke 
Recycling plant early on a cold Midwestern morning before 
youõve had your first cup of coffee, your dulled senses can 
only form the thought, òwow, thatõs a lot of garbage.ó  And 
while, yes, it is technically refuse, you realize with an optimis-
tic start that this  garbage is not going to waste -it is going to 
be recycled.  
 

Marti Sinclair, ECO program director, I and more than thirty 
others were treated to a tour of the Rumpke Recycling plant 
hosted by the local õMiami Group of the Sierra Club in early 
February.  We came armed with questions, but Brad Dunn, 
our speaker and the plantõs division manager, was highly 
equipped to answer them.  Since Dunn runs the state of 
Ohioõs largest single stream recycling center, he is well-versed 
in the talk of the recycling trade. (continued on page 6)  
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In 2006, the landfill requested rezoning of 350 
acres from Single Family Residential and 
Planned Office to Heavy Industrial to nearly 
double the size of the landfill to over 850 acres.  
This would provide garbage capacity through 
approximately 2080 at current tonnage rates 
and gas recovery for the next 20 or more years.  
The citizens of Colerain Township said òenough 
is enoughó and the Township Trustees denied 
the request, consistent with the Townshipõs 
Comprehensive zoning plan and desires of the 
residents.   The landfill subsequently filed a 

lawsuit against the Township and the Trus-
tees.  The case will be heard in Hamilton 
County court beginning in mid 2008.  
 

Beyond the obvious question of òwhen will it 
endó, committing our community to host a sig-
nificantly larger dump and gas recovery has 
long term consequences for generations to 
come.  Here is the other side of the story not 
being told by landfillõs marketing campaign or 
mainstream media.   
 

Public Utility Claim  
 

The recent lawsuit filed 
by Rumpke against the 
Township claims the 
landfill is a public util-
ity and therefore, Town-
ship zoning does not 
apply.  If this argument 
is accepted by the 
court, it could set a 
precedent allowing a 
polluting business that 

could claim public util-
ity status to locate any-
where in Ohio regard-
less of local zoning and citizen input.  Itõs also 
possible they could bypass regulation by the 
Public Utilities Commission of Ohio (PUCO) 
since PUCO does not regulate gas recovery at 
landfills.  They will however, grant exemptions 
for landfill gas recovery.     
 

Fear of Change  
 

Crazy as it sounds, some have suggested the 
families who live in the shadow of the regionõs 
largest trash dump òdeserveó to live next to an 
even bigger dump.   Examining the assump-
tions behind these statements reveals both fear 

and a lack of information.   Fear is evident as 
people wonder where their trash will go and is 
fueled by the landfillõs projections of signifi-
cantly higher costs if they donõt expand.  Yet, 
the Hamilton County Solid Waste District re-
ports adequate landfill capacity in the region 
AND additional costs of only $15 to $25 annu-
ally per household to transport trash to more 
distant locations.    
 

Global Interest  
 

The gas recovery operation at Rumpke can re-
fine 15 million cubic feet of methane gas per 
day, worth $74 million annually.  Itõs the larg-
est of its kind in the world, even larger than 
the plant at Staten Islandõs Fresh Kills Landfill.  
Rumpke promotes this operation as ògreenó, 
but the question is green for whom?  Methane 
recovery for energy within the existing landfill 
is a fact.  Itõs here and we should make the 
best of it.  The putrid odors resulting from ex-
cavating into buried waste to drill gas wells 

could possibly be ad-
dressed by operational 
changes, if they choose 
to do so.  However, con-
verting 350 acres to a 
NEW dump is not a 
ògreenó proposition for 
citizens.  
 

Montauk Energy Capi-
tal operates the gas 
plant and pays royal-
ties to Rumpke.  Mon-
tauk is wholly owned 
subsidiary of Blue Wolf 

Energy Holdings which 
was acquired in 2007 
by Johnnic Holdings.  

Johnnic is a South African investment holding 
company with investments in gaming and con-
ference centers.  They expanded into gas recov-
ery because of Montaukõs lucrative contracts 
and potential growth in the United States.  
Johnnicõs investment is all about maximizing 
wealth for their shareholders.  How much do 
you think they care about the environment and 
quality of life in Hamilton County, Ohio?   
 

Household Garbage and More  
 

òMunicipal wasteó sounds rather benign, but 
the types of waste flowing into this site also 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/srhbth/334238564/
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In Conclusion  

 

This area of Hamilton County may not meet the 
traditional definition of an Environmental Jus-
tice community based on race or poverty; how-
ever, there are many factors that make this 
area an òat riskó community.  The area closest 
to the landfill has older, affordable housing.  
There is a predominance of blue collar workers 
and seniors.  For decades, the landfill has pur-
chased the surrounding residential property, 
often for twice market value, while marketing 

itself as a supporter of the community and at 
the same time suing the Township.  There is 
more money at stake than anyone has imag-
ined, but it is not being made by the people who 
will live with the risks.  Is it any wonder resi-
dents sometimes feel powerless?   Despite all of 
this, we still believe we have an opportunity to 
change the course of history and it is never too 
late to start.  We sincerely appreciate any and 
all support of our efforts, because we canõt do it 
alone.  I want to express my sincere apprecia-
tion to ECO for allowing us this opportunity to 
share with you.   ##  
 

Property Owners Want Equal Rights is a 501(3)
(c) non-profit organization focused on improving 
quality of life by monitoring landfill compliance 
with EPA regulations, holding regulatory agen-
cies and businesses accountable and empower-
ing people through education.   We are not anti -
landfill, but we believe landfill expansion is not 
in the best interests of our community. For more 
information visit our website at  
www.powercincinnati.com  or contact us at pow-
ercincinnati.com@hotmail.com  or 1 -888 -801 -

5606.  
 
Mount Rumpke Photo courtesy of Flickr.com  

include industrial waste, asbestos, wastewater 
sludge and construction and demolition debris.  
òHazardous wasteó is technically not allowed, 
however, municipal waste can  contain hazardous 
materials.  In December 2006, the Ohio EPA is-
sued a press release regarding Rumpkeõs illegal 
hazardous waste disposal that occurred over a 
year  earlier.  Rumpke paid a $9,875 fine and 
about 1600 pounds of chromium and methyl 
ethyl ketone remain buried in the landfill.  Could 
they be excavating into these buried toxins to 
drill gas wells?  Previous events like the 1996 
landslide, called the òlargest trash landslide in 
Ohio historyó by the Ohio EPA and the 2004 am-
monia leak into Banklick Creek are examples of 
unforeseen consequences.  In addition, the land-
fill operates under an Ohio EPA Title V air permit.  
They have potential to emit 100 tons or more an-
nually, including criteria air pollutants, such as 
particulate or dust, nitrogen oxide a respiratory 
irritant, sulfur dioxide and carbon monoxide.  
 

Tipping the Scales  
 

Tipping fees for Out of District trash (outside 
Hamilton County) are double  the rate for Hamil-
ton County trash.   As of November 2007, Out of 
District tipping fees now account for over 50% of 
tonnage and 67% of tipping fees.   In 2007, Ham-
ilton County will receive nearly $3 million in an-
nual tipping fees.  Could this be why County offi-
cials have not addressed the long term implica-
tions of hosting a mega dump in the county?  
 

A Curious Position  
 

Converting property to landfill use permanently 
decreases the property tax valuation by 70% or 
more and eliminates the opportunity for alterna-
tive use and development.  Sadly, the school dis-
trict decided to remain òneutraló on the expan-
sion and signed a contract with the landfill to in-
demnify them against loss of tax revenue if the 
350 acres is rezoned for landfill use.   Despite 
their focus on financials, the district failed to 
consider the tax valuation impacts on surround-
ing property and the lost opportunity to grow the 
tax base.   The landfill would be within approxi-
mately 3000 feet from students attending Bevis 
Elementary and Northwest High School.  We 
wonder why this was not mentioned as an issue 
for the school.   
 

 
 

http://www.powercincinnati.com/
mailto:powercincinnati.com@hotmail.com
mailto:powercincinnati.com@hotmail.com


   page 4 

$12.50 per hour, the day laborers at  
Rumpkeõs St. Bernardõs Material Recycling Fa-
cility are paid just $7.00 per hour, Ohioõs mini-
mum wage, a figure even lower than the na-
tional average.  Adding insult to injury, work-
ersõ pay is docked for using the temporary em-
ployment agencyõs mandatory transportation. 
When pressed by ECO about the labor situa-
tion, a Rumpke official explained that these 
were hard -to-place workers for whom this work 
provided an opportunity.  But is this opportu-
nity?   

The Tragedy  
 

In addition to increased prosperity, our green 
economy vision also supposes that a healthier 
community will result.  But the national study 
also revealed that for day laborers, the work is 
often dangerous, workplace injuries are com-
mon, and medical care for injuries is the ex-
ception rather than the rule.  Locally, tragi-
cally, a local day laborer lost his life on the job 
at Rumpkeõs New Miami Tire Recycling Facility 
in Butler County.   In April of last year, Scott 
Johnson, a day laborer, lost his arm and re-
ceived severe head and bodily  injuries after 
trying to clear a jammed tire. Still hospitalized, 
he died of his injuries in mid -June. A subse-
quent OSHA (US Occupational Safety & Health 

Administration) investigation 
revealed a host of unsafe work-
ing conditions although none 
were directly tied to the acci-
dent [See òOSHA,ó opposite]. 

But utilizing a temporary workforce in a dan-
gerous workplace poses a formidable barrier to 

implementing the kind of workplace practices, 
attitudes, and ongoing training that help pre-
vent such tragedies.   
 

 

The Green Collar Pathway  
 

So, the question remains, must our commu-
nityõs hard-to-place workers remain con-
demned to poverty and poor working condi-
tions in the new green economy?  In a word, 
no.  Research recently published by Dr. Raquel 
Pinderhughes, San Francisco State University 
Professor of Urban Studies,  found that  òGreen 
collar jobs provide pathway out of poverty,ó 
and  òmeaningful, living wage jobsó for people 
facing barriers to employment including youth 
and adults without a high school degree, those  

(continued page 5)  

The New Green Economy Underclass  
 

Marti Sinclair  
 

We have been encouraged by the news of an 
emerging òGreen Economyó and its promise of 
opportunity, prosperity, and cleaner, healthier 
communities.  A recent report by the American 
Solar Energy Society demonstrated the poten-
tial for renewable energy & energy efficiency 
industries to generate massive domestic job 
growth, as many as 40 million jobs by 2030 

(1).  Yet here in Cincinnati, we may be witness-
ing a potential downside to the growing green 
economy, the creation of a green economy un-
derclass with the utilization of day labor by 
ògreenó industry.   
 

Day Labor  
 

The first scientific study of the United States 
day -labor sector and its workforce was re-
leased in 2006 (2) and it paints a depressing 
picture. Day labor is not so much a road to 
prosperity as it is a poverty parking lot.  Day 
laborers are hired and paid one day at a time, 
with no commitment from the employer that  
more work will be available in the future.  The 
study found that wages were generally poor 
with a median hourly wage of just $10.00 per 
hour and, because the work is 
not steady, that annual earn-
ings did not generally exceed 
$15,000.  Nationally, these poor 
earnings all too often condemn 
workers and their families to poverty.  The na-
tional study also revealed that day laborers 

suffer frequently from wage theft with nearly 
half surveyed having experienced some wage 
theft over the previous two months and that 
some 44% of day laborers had been denied 
food and water or denied work breaks during 
employment.  Day labor working conditions 
present an especially dismal picture when 
framed by our high hopes for a prosperous 
green economy.   
 

The Local Connection: Rumpke  
 

Rumpke, a local green employer and the na-
tion's largest privately owned waste and recy-
cling company, has been utilizing day laborers 
at their Cincinnati facilities.  While regular 
Rumpke employees earn between $9.50 -

.  Day labor is not so much 
a road to prosperity as it is 

a poverty parking lot.   
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The New Green Economy Underclass  
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formerly incarcerated or who have been out of  
work for a long time.  According to Pinderhughes 
"Poverty and unemployment are significant prob-
lems in the Bay Area. This study shows unequivo-
cally that green collar jobs can provide workers 
with limited labor market skills with good jobs 
that can lift them out of poverty."   ECO verified 
with Dr. Pinderhughes that sorters at recycling 
facilities in the San Francisco area are unionized 
and workers do earn a living wage.  When in-
formed that Cincinnatiõs recycling facility was 
largely manned by day laborers, Dr. Pinderhughes 
was shocked.  Perhaps we all should be.  

 
 

 
 

This is About All of Us  
 

Rumpke could be made a convenient scapegoat 
but this really isnõt about Rumpke. This is  

about   all of us.  Local governments represent-
ing our interests contract with Rumpke for ser-
vices so we are all parties to the arrangements.  
Many of us have dedicated many hours to ex-
panding local bike paths, improved recycling, 
the Mayorõs Climate Protection Initiative, Cool 
Cities and Cool Counties, protecting air qual-
ity, and other worthy environmental efforts in 
an effort to improve our community and to pro-
tect the natural world upon which we all de-
pend.  But our new green economy is not all it  

(Continued on page 6)   

OSHA 
 

Elizabeth Byrd and Curt Braman  
 

(Reprinted with Permission,  June 2007 edition of Streetvibes ) 

 
On June 6, 2007, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), a division of the U.S. 
Department of Labor, cited Rumpkeôs Tire Shredders Division with seven safety violations, as a result 
of its investigation into Scott Johnsonôs injury and subsequent death. All violations were classified as 
ñSeriousò and included; 
 

1) Open sided floors and platforms not guarded by standard railings, exposing workers to falls of 4-10 
feet 
 

2) A lack of standard railings and toeboards adjacent to or above dangerous equipment 
 

3) Exposure to falling into or being caught by feeder rollers of a tire shredder before or during their as-
signments at Rumpke. 
 

4) A lack of stairs to areas needed for inspection and maintenance. Employees were observed climb-
ing the guardrails of the shredder to perform these functions 
 

5) Lack of machine guards and exposure to an amputation hazard around the drum drive 
 

6) An amputation hazard from pulleys less than 7 feet from the work area that lacked safety guards 
 

7) An amputation hazard from a belt guard that was not secured and was 
falling off 
 

8) An amputation hazard from a missing guard around the sprocket 
wheels and chains on the drum drive. 
 
 
 

For these violations Rumpke agreed to pay $17,000.   
 
Scott Johnson paid with his life. 


