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Keep Industrial Upgrades in Perspective: Furnace Maintenance by Eramet was Long Overdue

Neighbors for Clean Air members welcomed the news that Eramet is investing in long overdue maintenance on one of its furnaces. These projects are vital to the plant's production because they are necessary for the plant to continue to operate safely and within its Title V air pollution permit.  From an environmental and public health perspective however, the proposed investments seem more like putting a Band-Aid on a wound where a tourniquet is needed.  The proposed projects only apply to one of three furnaces and there is no plan to remediate odors. When we heard that Eramet was making upgrades to its plant we were hopeful they were planning a complete furnace replacement using modern sealed furnace technology like that used by Eramet in its Norway plants. Those furnaces emit 90% less particulate pollution than the furnaces Eramet operates here in Marietta. 

In 2002 Eramet actually had a plan to build a new furnace. The project would have replaced TWO of the excessively polluting furnaces and would have been a much larger investment in our community- as much as 100 million dollars. If that furnace had been built using the clean Norwegian technology, not only would it have drastically reduced emissions but it would have been a strong statement by Eramet that it intends to keep this plant and the jobs it provides well into the future. After it applied for a permit for this project, Eramet withdrew its application from Ohio EPA and the project died a quiet death. 

The project Eramet is undertaking now leaves us to wonder what the company's long term plans for the plant are. Because of a growing body of scientific research it appears that regulations for manganese emission are likely to become more stringent. Upgrades to plants of this scale only happen on a rotation of a decade or more. Is Eramet, by its actions, telling us that we must live with toxic airborne manganese emissions for another ten or fifteen years or until they close down the plant because it cannot comply with new regulations? Once, with the new furnace project, Eramet seemed prepared to make the kind of investment in our community that would keep the plant viable in the long run. We can't help but wonder why short term maintenance was chosen over a long term upgrade to keep the plant and its jobs intact for the future.

We have heard that the Eramet furnace maintenance upgrades paved the way for Fibrox Technologies of Canada to start a plant adjacent to Eramet.  Note that Fibrox Technologies will also require a Title V air pollution permit to operate.  Once it obtains this permit, Fibrox will have the legal right to emit many tons of toxic pollution into our Mid-Ohio Valley air, just like Eramet Marietta Inc.  Fibrox also gained generous tax abatements to induce the building of a plant here, while citizens pay our property taxes and have to breathe the polluted air. 

Responsible businesses should maintain their equipment as needed over time because it is in their own best interest to do so.  Relining an aging furnace is a tax-deductible cost of doing business.  When Eramet Marietta Inc. proposes a project that brings them into compliance with the EPA's current reference values for airborne manganese concentrations Neighbors for Clean Air will gladly support it. 
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