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Cognis : Has It Been Worth It & Are We Done Yet? 
By Marti Sinclair  

 

¶ Years of meetings about those odors involving neighbors, community council, ECO, city and county envi-

ronmental authorities, city leaders, consultants, and Cognis 

¶ Neighbor-to-neighbor networking to improve their quality of life 

¶ Hundreds of calls from zip code 45232 (and nearby) alerting the Hamilton County Air Quality 24-hour 

Complaint Hotline over a span of years 

¶ Steelworkers pushing for better working and environmental conditions 

¶ Heritage Universalist Unitarian Church (ñHUUCò) Green Team partnering with ECO to review Cognisô 

files at the Hamilton County Department of Environmental Services 
§ ECO, providing information on how to file air quality complaints, and sending out mailings and newsletter 

articles to keep the community informed. 
 

So, has it been worth it? 

Compliance with the federal Clean Air Act (ñCAAò) remains problematic.  In May and July of 2008, Cognis 

failed stack tests for particulate pollution; they passed in August.  US EPA has listed Cognis for years as ñHigh 

Priority Violatorsò of the federal Clean Air Act .  And, since 2004, they have received a dozen notices of viola-

tion from enforcement authorities.  
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But environmental enforcement authorities of all 

stripes (the US EPA, Ohio EPA, Hamilton County 

Department of Environmental Services, and the City 

of Cincinnati)  have been applying pressure.  
  
In recent years, they have received nuisance citations 

from  the City and warnings from the County. In 

2007, they were assessed a $228,000 fine for CAA 

violations by the state.  The Ohio EPA has lead au-

thority over recent and ongoing violations and ap-

pears to be keeping up the pressure.  

 

On the plus side, Cognis has made odor control a 

major initiative.  Neighbors called in complaints and 

Hamilton County DOES was able to trace those 

odors back to Cognis repeatedly.  Some odors, how-

ever, were not readily traced by regulatory authori-

ties because the stinky vent or stack was at some 

considerable height or otherwise inaccessible to the 

noses-on-the-ground.   So, sometime around 2005 

Cognis hired Webster Engineering firm to perform a 

comprehensive evaluation of odors sources to quan-

tify the odor problems and to detect the sources of 

the hard-to-reach odors. The study included collect-

ing emissions samples for the laboratory where test-

ers would determine which odors were most offen-

sive to the human nose.  Using computer modeling 

of the facility, the emissions sources, the physical 

geography of the neighborhood, and neighborhood 

complaints, the likely sources of offensive odors that 

reach neighbors were identified and potential reme-

dies were suggested.  
  
In July 2006, Cognis was cited by the City of Cin-

cinnati for complaints regarding odors in Winton 

Place (now Spring Grove Village) and Winton Ter-

race.  The citation required that Cognis submit an 

odor compliance plan detailing current and future 

activities to eliminate odors.  The HUUC Green 

Team and ECO searched Cognisô files for the quar-

terly progress reports and other documents and ECO 

then reviewed the reports. We found that Cognis had 

again been cited in 2008.  The penalty has been as-

sessed ($65,800), Cognis has reported corrective ac-

tions have been taken, and so, as provided by law, 

the penalty amount is now under review.  
 

Cognis has worked to address all of the ñmajor con-

tributionsò sources identified by Webster as well as 

sources identified by citizen complainants.  The im-

provements installed by Cognis include operational 

changes such as increasing water flow to some 

equipment, and cutting back on the amount of time 

that the [stink-generating] steam cleaning of lines is 

employed as well as housekeeping steps like clean-

ing condensers.   In addition, new pollution preven-

tion and control  equipment has been added includ-

ing a high temperature alarm to alert staff to subopti-

mal operational conditions occur on some units, re-

placement of an obsolete catalytic incinerator with a 

more efficient  and reliable regenerative thermal oxi-

dizer to treat some odiferous emissions, and installa-

tion of activated carbon filters which absorb odors.  

Additional biofilter and chemical adsorption systems 

are under consideration or in development to sew up 

the loose ends.  
  
So, has it been worth it? You decide.  In my estima-

tion, yes, it has been worth it.  Cognis has taken ac-

tion on each identified odor source and odor com-

plaints have gone way down.  The community 

moved the mountain. 
 

Are We Done Yet? 

Not yet.  Since the intense community activism over 

Cognisô pollution revved up, over the last four years, 

Cognis has split into two companies, been partially 

sold off to Malaysia, lost their union workforce and 

restaffed with replacement workers, and acquired a 

new local management.  The all-new staff,  manage-

ment, and owners  may not be sensitized to the deep 

and abiding concerns that the community has ex-

pressed over the past decade or so.  If bad old opera-

tional habits resurface or slipshod housekeeping 

practices creep in or the last of the promised fixes 

are not fully implemented, then it may fall on the 

community to force Cognis back on track by lighting 

up the complaint hot line phones with a new round 

of complaints.   
 

What Next? 

Cognis has just installed equipment to reduce toxic 

emissions in one part of the plant because of new 

federal requirements.  However,  toxic air emissions 

from the Cognis remain: 343,000 & 30,000 pounds/

year for Cognis Oleo & Cognis, respectively (US 

EPA 2007 Toxic Release Inventory. )  In Hamilton 

County, Cognis Oleo ranks #2 for toxic air emis-

sions; Duke at Miami Fort is #1 with 4,000,000 

pounds/year.  So, there is room for improvement and 

environmental work still needing attention.  

http://www.epa.gov/tri/tridata/
http://www.epa.gov/tri/tridata/


The Heritage Universalist Unitarian Church (ñHUUCò) Green Team is working with ECO and the residents of 

Spring Grove Village and Winton Hills on the Clean Air Partnership (CAP) Project.  The Green Team con-

tacted ECO in 2008 for help in developing a project to improve environmental justice for residents of these 

communities, who have been working to improve their air quality for years.   

Marti Sinclair met with HUUC member Louise Lawarre to design the Clean Air Partnership Project.  Three 

phases were mapped out.  First, a small group would participate in a file review of a major corporate polluter 

to assess its degree of compliance with previous mandates to reduce pollution.  The corporation selected for 

this file review was Cognis.  Second, a group from HUUC would meet with the community leaders who are 

already active in this effort.  The third phase would be a Walk and Talk canvassing day, directly reaching out 

to neighbors to hear their concerns and to share information.  

On October 23, Marti, Louise, Robin Wickett and Jean Crocker-Lakness met at the Hamilton County DOES 

[Department of Environmental Services] to comb through recent Cognis files, looking for evidence of possible 

non-compliance with environmental regulations.  Under Martiôs experienced direction, in what felt like a scene 

from the movie ñErin Brockovich,ò the team scoured stacks of documents, finding several leads, which Marti 

would research further at a later date.  

 

The HUUC group met with residents of Spring Grove Village on November 13. They discussed steps residents 

have taken to address the air pollution they are subjected to, and the goals of HUUC as a faith community to 

work with others to improve the environment and to promote fairness in environmental protections and envi-

ronmental enjoyment in all neighborhoods.  In addition to the Walk and Talk, two meetings were suggested, 

one with Cognis representatives and one with environmental authorities.  With winter at the door, it was 

agreed that these steps would wait.  Now that spring is here, planning for these meetings is under way. 

 

The CAP Project is one of twelve distinct projects HUUC has developed to receive Green Sanctuary Certifica-

tion from the Unitarian Universalist Association.  Two of the aims of this effort are: to build a connection be-

tween spiritual practice and environmental consciousness, and to build awareness of and rectify environmental 

injustices.  It underscores the interconnectedness of our human and natural communities, and the need to work 

together in the public sphere to create the change we wish to see. 
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Clean Air Partnership Project 
By Louise Lawarre  

Going Green Makes Cents 
By Terri Cole  

 

Recession, depression or economic downturn, whatever terminology you use there is no denying that Ameri-

cans are embracing a more frugal lifestyle. The exciting part, from an environmental point of view, is that go-

ing green and being frugal go hand in hand. 
 

The March issue of National Geographic featured a piece by Peter Miller entitled ñIt Starts At Homeò, a 20-

page spread complete with thermographic photography, charts and graphs. Mr. Miller details his attempts, 

along with friends and family, to reduce his carbon footprint. They are pleasantly surprised to find that living 

more simply saves money as well as energy. Earlier this year the Wall Street Journal published two articles 

under the banner ñEco-Friendly é and Frugalò that discussed trends in purchasing energy-saving appliances 

and eco-friendly homes. Both articles emphasized cutting costs for homeowners as much as the green factor. 

In 2008, popular financial author David Bach published a book that made both The New York Timesô and 

(Continued on Page 6)             

http://www.huuc.net/community_files/socialaction.htm
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2009/03/energy-conservation/miller-text
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB123439322355574671.html


operate a recycling program with little or no direct 

fee for recycling services for residents. 

            Sarah Aldrich, who lives in an apartment in 

a large apartment complex in Clifton , feels differ-

ently about the effectiveness and importance of re-

cycling.  She says, ñI feel like recycling should be-

come part of the cultural ethos that the more we re-

cycle the less we expend natural resources.ò Sarah 

has recycled for 20 years.  When asked what 

prompted her to start recycling, she told me that her 

former employer (Fluor Fernald) offered conven-

ient recycling drop off.  While working there, many 

of her coworkers urged her to start recycling.  

Saraôs apartment complex has a dumpster for gar-

bage, but no recycling bins. But Sarah uses a recy-

cling drop off location at a church within walking 

distance of her apartment complex, so inconven-

ience is not an issue for her.  Sarah also provided a 

viable strategy to encourage more people to recycle.  

She said that her brother, who lives in New York, is 

fined whenever he puts recyclables in with the gar-

bage. She proposes that this law should be enacted 

in Hamilton County.  

            Laurie Kahill resides in a residential 

neighborhood in North College Hill and like Sara, 

she recycles.  Laurie has been recycling for almost 

10 years.  When asked why she recycles, she re-

sponded, ñbecause itôs convenient, it takes up less 

space, and there is no added cost.ò  North College 

Hill is one of many contracted recycling communi-

ties, which means tax dollars go toward paying for 

recyclable curbside pickup.  Although she recycles, 

she is unsure whether she is making much of a dif-

ference. [ECOôs Note: To find out the fate of your 

recyclables, see City Beatôs recent article ñWhere It 

All Goes.ò Just google ñcity beat where it all 

goesò)] 

             Joe Dapkins of Blue Ash has recycled for 

the past 23 years.  Why has Joe recycled for so 

long? The answer is simple, ñBecause it seemed 

like a good idea.ò  Joeôs neighborhood also pro-

vides free curbside pickup of recyclables, which 

makes it easier for Joe now, compared to when he 

lived in Colerain Township, where residents had to 

(and still do) subscribe to the curbside service.     

(Continued on Page 5) 

 Barriers to Recycling:  

Convenience or Low Expectations? 
By Steve Wolinsky 

 

 Did you know that the movement for modern 

day recycling started shortly after WWII (late 1940s)?  

Hard to believe isnôt it?  Yet, some 60 years later, 

many people still do not recycle.   In 2006, Hamilton 

County had a 35% recycling rate, which surprisingly 

exceeds the goal set for the state by 10%.  Could the 

barriers to recycling stem from the low expectations 

set for the state and the low number of community 

contract recycling programs? What will it take to 

make it easier (more affordable and convenient) for 

our community to recycle? 

 

Answers from the Community 

 I set about understanding the local barriers to 

recycling with interviews of the people across Hamil-

ton County including Colerain Township, Clifton, 

College Hill, Blue Ash, Forest Park, and Lincoln 

Heights.  Lauren Dorfman of Colerain Township 

shared her thoughts on recycling and her residential 

householdôs recycling habits.  She is skeptical of her 

waste management companyôs recycling curbside 

pickup.  She questions whether all or even most recy-

clables are delivered to the recycling plant.  She 

claims that others have told her that occasionally recy-

clables are dumped into the landfill. [ECOôs Note:  

Regarding rumors that recyclables are being dumped 

in the landfill, Ms. Christmann [Hamilton County 

Solid Waste Management District] pointed out 

Rumpke switched their recycling trucks to look like 

their rear load, packer garbage trucks to move recycla-

bles from the curb to their recycling facility in a more 

efficient manner. 

Source: Loveland City Council minutes, October, 

2008] 

This skepticism and the additional cost are the two 

main reasons she does not recycle.  In Colerain Town-

ship, Lauren says that the only option she has for curb-

side pick up of recyclables is through subscription, 

which allows residents to individually subscribe with 

their waste hauler for curbside recycling collection.  

Her neighborhood is not served by a contracted recy-

cling service that would use tax dollars to   

   page 4 
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Like North College Hill, Blue Ash is a contracted recycling community. Joe thinks that the City of Blue Ash 

makes it convenient to recycle, not only because of free curbside recycling, but there are also numerous loca-

tions where people can drop off their recyclables.  Commenting on the low number of people who recycle, Joe 

says, ñItôs awfully hard for us to institutionalize recycling. The bottom line is-- we have to want it badly 

enough to make it work.ò 

 Amelia McCall, who resides in Forest Park, has been recycling for the last 2 years.  She started recy-

cling and influencing family members to do so when she began working for the U.S. EPA.  Amelia, along with 

most of the residents in Forest Park, has to pay a recyclable pickup fee, like Lauren in Colerain Township.  

Amelia believes ñEveryone should make a conscientious effort to recycle and better the environment. Itôs not 

that difficult to recycle if we all just take initiative.ò 

 Amber Watkins lives in the residential neighborhood of Lincoln Heights; like Lauren, does not recy-

cle.  Amber feels that her community seems to be a forgotten area.  There is no curbside pickup by either the 

city or a private contractor.  She does not recycle because of inconvenience; she claims there is no drop-off 

facility within a 10-mile radius of her house and her neighborhood does not offer it.  Lincoln Heights is one of 

two (the other is Arlington Heights) areas that do not offer any type of recycling program. [ECOôs Note: Lau-

renôs comments show that this info is not easy for community members to find.  UC student and ECO intern 

Lashanna Martin put together an online resource for the community which maps local recycling locations.  

http://env-comm.org/greenmaps.html 

The Village of Lincoln Heights offers a paper recycling drop-off located at the municipal building (1201 

Steffens Avenue). This drop-off only accepts the following: catalogs, magazines, newspapers, junk mail, office 

paper, fax paper and file folders. Cardboard or phone books are NOT acceptable. 

The nearby Village of Lockland accepts the following items at their parking lot recycling depot at 116 N. 

Cooper, Lockland, OH:    plastic bottles & jugs (remove lids), aluminum & steel cans, glass bottles & jars, 

newspaper, magazines, phone books, brown paper grocery bags, cardboard (please flatten to conserve space), 

office paper, paperboard (i.e., cereal boxes), junk mail.] 

Fixing Whatôs Broken? 

            In addition to interviewing residents of different areas of Hamilton County, it is also helpful to find out 

which areas have the highest recycling rate (Tons of Recyclables / Tons of Waste + Tons of Recyclables) and 

which areas have the lowest.   

  Every one of the top five recycling communities (Wyoming, Madeira, Blue Ash, Mariemont and  

Montgomery) provides contract recycling and/or drop off recycling programs.  Every one of the five lowest 

recycling communities (Silverton, Lockland, Addyston, Whitewater Township and Cheviot)  provides sub-

scription and/or drop off programs.  What does this say about the most effective recycling program?  These 

facts lead me to believe that the problem is not the people; the problem is a system that has furthered low ex-

pectations and inconvenience. 

The answer is simple; -- locally contracted recycling programs, which do use taxpayer dollars, but require 

much less expense to the consumer and make it much easier for the consumer to recycle as curbside pickup of 

recyclables is provided at no additional cost. 

If our community raises our expectations and insist on convenience, our recycling rates will certainly improve. 
 

Steve Wolinsky researched and authored this article while serving as an intern for ECO.  Steve is a recent 

graduate from Ohio University with BA in English.  

Congratulations to Richard Keck, our Earth Day drawing winner! Mr. 

Keck won the Kill-A-Watt, a device that measures the electrical usage of 

household appliances. You can learn more about the device and how con-

serving energy can save you money at our website: www.env-comm.org. 
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Opening the Floodgates 
 

On May 2, 2006, Governor Taft signed into law revisions to Ohioôs environmental statutes governing air pol-

lution control requirements.   The law specified, among other things, that:  

 

The [Ohio EPA] director shall adopt a rule specifying that a permit to install is required only for new or modi-

fied air contaminant sources that emit é an air contaminant that presents, or may present, through inhalation 

or other routes of exposure, a threat of adverse human health effects, including, but not limited to, substances 

that are known to be, or may reasonably be anticipated to be, carcinogenic, mutagenic, teratogenic, or acutely 

or chronically toxic, or a threat of adverse environmental effects whether through ambient concentrations, 

bioaccumulation, deposition, or otherwise and that is identified in the rule by chemical name and chemical 

abstract service number. 

 

So except for new or modified sources emitting air contaminants with those characteristics and  formally listed 

by the Director, all other previously regulated air contaminants from such new or modified sources can be 

emitted into Ohioôs air, without emissions controls and without permit limits.  

(Continued on Page 7) 

The Wall Street Journalôs best-selling lists, ñGo Green, Live Rich:50 Simple Ways to Save the Earth and Get 

Rich Trying.ò Mr. Bach lists easy, effective, environmentally friendly ways to decrease spending; and then 

tells how to invest the savings. 

Doing an internet search for ñfrugal livingò turns up thousands of eco-websites and blogs from people who are 

chronicling their attempts to live more simply and in the process save money and resources. Planet Green, part 

of discovery.com, is a treasure trove of information, with topics ranging from cutting food expenses to how to 

green your home on the cheap. Treehugger.com is another great site with advice on almost any environmental 

topic imaginable, many of which have a money saving angle. Add in the countless personal blogs with recipes 

for inexpensive vegetarian meals, homemade cleaning solutions etcetera and you can find any information you 

need to save money while you save the planet! 

Here are some specific suggestions to get you started, based on my personal experience and some of the top 

ten lists from various sources: 

§ Buy in bulk, warehouse stores offer many organic and environmentally friendly items 

at great savings (most grocery stores have bulk bins too.) 

§ Save up to 30% on your energy bills by getting an energy audit and making needed 

changes, this can reduce your CO2 emissions by 9,545 lbs. per year. 

§ Save almost $800 a year by keeping your car well maintained, keeping another 5,800 

lbs. of CO2 out of the air. 

§ Donôt forget CFLôs and LEDôs (light bulbs), while initially more expensive they pay you back in en-

ergy savings and longevity. 

§ Use power strips to shut off appliances/electronics that drain energy while turned off but plugged in, 

ñphantom loadò can account for 5% to 15% of your electric bill. 

§ Eat plant-based meals at least one day a week; reduce the animal products you eat altogether. Your 

food will be less expensive, your health will improve and you will reduce your carbon foot print. 

 

In addition to the resources listed above, ECO has created a Frugal Green Living page on our website. Please 

visit http://www.env-comm.org and click on the Frugal Green link for more information and a list of links to 

other helpful sites. 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&ct=res&cd=1&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.amazon.com%2FGo-Green-Live-Rich-Simple%2Fdp%2F076792973X&ei=onMMSqq9DY-aMvmx7KkG&rct=j&q=Go+Green%2C+Live+Rich%3A50+Simple+Ways+to+Save+the+Earth+and+Get+Rich+Trying&usg=AFQjCNEjt_X
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&ct=res&cd=1&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.amazon.com%2FGo-Green-Live-Rich-Simple%2Fdp%2F076792973X&ei=onMMSqq9DY-aMvmx7KkG&rct=j&q=Go+Green%2C+Live+Rich%3A50+Simple+Ways+to+Save+the+Earth+and+Get+Rich+Trying&usg=AFQjCNEjt_X
http://planetgreen.discovery.com/
http://dsc.discovery.com/our-networks.html
http://www.treehugger.com/
http://www.env-comm.org/FrugalGreenLiving.html
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The drop dies in the river 
 
The drop dies in the river 
of its joy. 
Pain goes so far it cures itself. 
 

In the spring, after the heavy rain,  
the cloud disappears 
that was nothing but tears.  
 
In the spring the mirror turns green, 
holding a miracle. 
Change the shining wind. 
 
The Rose led us to our eyes. 
 
Let whatever is be open. 
 
               Mirza Ghalib 

Yes! �&�R�X�Q�W���R�Q���P�H���W�R���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���(�&�2�·�V�� 

work for clean air!   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ECO 

515 Wyoming Avenue  

Cincinnati, OH 45215  
 

ECO is a 501(c ) 3 registered in the State of Ohio.  

Contributions are tax deductible.  

$20  Student membership  
 

$50  ECO Advocate  
 

$100     ECO Supporter  
 

$250    ECO Partner  
 

$500     ECO Protector  
 

$             Other  
 

Please choose a financial commit-
ment that is meaningful to you.   

Despite being given two years to gather the 

requisite information to generate a  compre-

hensive list of chemicals that meet the statu-

tory standard, the Ohio EPA Director submit-

ted a proposed list of just 639 chemicals in 

only 35 days after Governor Taft signed the 

bill into law!  ECO submitted extensive com-

ments regarding the shortcomings of this ini-

tial proposal. Subsequently, however, the 

Ohio EPA Director slashed that list of chemi-

cals by more than half.   ECO then alerted en-

vironmental leaders around the state to this 

travesty and  many of them filed comments 

specifying the proposed ruleôs crippling defi-

ciencies.  Never-the-less 30 days after the 

public hearing, the Ohio EPA director final-

ized the defective rule.  
  
This relaxation of regulation is taking place 

despite the fact that Ohioôs air is recognized 

as among the worst in the United States.  For 

example, in 2003, according to U.S. EPAôs 

Toxic Release Inventory, Ohio ranked number 

one for air pollution emissions, with 133.06 

million pounds of toxic chemicals released 

into the air. Yet the Ohio EPA Directorôs list 

of 303 chemicals does not come close to satis-

fying the standard set forth in Ohio law.   
  
So, in 2007, the D. David Altman Co, a Cin-

cinnati  legal professional association, on be-

half of  ECO, the Sierra Club, Ohio Citizen 

Action, Buckeye Environmental Network, and 

the Ohio Academy of Trial Lawyers, filed an 

administrative appeal  with the Ohioôs Envi-

ronmental Review Appeals Commission.   

Many rules and regulations end up with loop-

holes which frustrate the purpose of the regu-

lation by allowing some pollutants which 

should be regulated to trickle through.  The 

defects in this rule are not loopholes, how-

ever, this rule is an opening of pollution 

floodgates and our communities are all down-

stream.   

***  

 

�³The Drop Dies in the Riverò in:East Win-

dow: Poems, W.S. Merwin, Copper Canyon 

Press 1998  


