January 6, 2006

Mr. Eric Lofquist, President

General Environmental Management

2727 Transport Rd.

Cleveland, OH  44115

Dear Mr. Lofquist,

Residents of the Cleveland area have been complaining for months of a sickening odor which reaches neighbors in Tremont, Slavic Village, downtown, Ohio City, and sometimes further east.  Neighbors describe the distinctive smell with different words, such as “sickeningly sweet chemical, with rotten eggs, ” “melting plastic,” and “nail polish.”

Of course, there are a variety of industries in the flats which could be causing odors, including Mittal Steel, GEM, the Sunoco terminal, and others.  Over time, the neighbors, city air quality inspectors, and others have identified the particular smell I mentioned above as coming from General Environmental Management  (GEM).   

Despite the frequent complaints about the odors, no regulatory agencies have tested the air coming from GEM to determine its’ chemical composition.  The Cleveland Division of Air Quality has used a “scentometer” to register the strength of the odor, but this machine does not take any tests for chemical composition.

Ohio Citizen Action and residents of the Tremont and Slavic Village neighborhoods decided in November to launch their own community air testing program, using the “bucket” sampling technique.  The buckets use a U.S. EPA-approved method of collecting a grab sample of air in a Tedlar bag, which is then sent to a lab for analysis.  Denny Larson, director of Global Community Monitor of San Francisco, and inventor of the bucket technique, has trained residents of Cleveland in the use of the bucket.

In the early afternoon of November 29, 2005, Denny Larson, Stephen Gabor of Ohio Citizen Action, and I took a bucket sample at GEM’s fenceline.  During the time the sample was being taken, the distinctive odor was very strong and was definitely coming from the facility.  GEM personnel asked us what we were doing, and we explained the process, and told them we would share the results with GEM. 

We have now received the sample analysis, performed by Columbia Analytical Services in Simi Valley, California.  A copy of the lab report is attached.

The sample detected a mixture of chemicals present in the air coming from GEM, including hydrogen sulfide, ethanol, acetone, isopropyl alcohol, methylene chloride, 2-butanone (MEK), 4-methyl-2-pentanone, toluene, xylene, tetrahydrofuran, and 2-pentanone.  

Our initial research on these chemicals shows that some match up with the way the neighbors describe the odor coming from GEM.  For example, the hydrogen sulfide, which has the “rotten egg” smell, can cause people to be nauseous. Other compounds found in the sample, such as 2-butanone (MEK), methyl pentanone, and xylene are possible explanations for the “sickeningly sweet” chemical smell.


Based on the test results, we have the following questions:

1) Can you determine which operations in the GEM process are allowing these emissions to escape?

2) Could the emissions be the result of an incomplete process of biodegradation?

3) Has GEM taken any air samples to test for the presence of chemicals?

4) Is any regular monitoring done of chemical emissions from GEM?

5) Does GEM have access to “real-time” air monitoring technology?  Would you be interested in learning more about available tools for air monitoring?

6) Do the results of these tests lead you to believe that more sampling could be beneficial to helping you solve the problems of the sickening odors coming from GEM?

7) Some residents have begun to keep logs of times when the odors are particularly strong.  Would it be helpful to you to be able to correlate those logs with certain processes being done at GEM? (For example, I identified this odor at 1 p.m. on Monday, January 2, while driving near Jacobs Field). 

8) What steps is GEM taking to reduce these emissions?

Ohio Citizen Action does not pretend to be a scientific organization.  We are citizens who are interested in finding information and solving problems affecting human health and the environment.  We would like to see the test we conducted lead to further investigation if necessary and to concrete action to solve the problem.  

Please feel free to contact me with any questions or information about this sample.  We are also making the test results and a copy of this letter available to the neighbors and the general public on our website, www.ohiocitizen.org. 

Sincerely,

Sandy Buchanan

Executive Director

elofquist@gemenv.cc
fax 216-902-3351

