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Patty Loew:

Just going to the store or running the kids to practice has a lot of people thinking about gasoline prices. With energy costs near record high, a small county in western Wisconsin is doing what it can to help it's residents. 25 years ago, after the last major energy crisis, Barron County decided to turn it's trash into energy. “In Wisconsin” reporter Adam Schrager shows you how they are simultaneously powering the community and trying to save the earth. 

Adam Schrager:

Every Tuesday morning. 

Man:

This is the way to do it. 

Adam Schrager:

Homeowners put out their trash, just like millions of others statewide. 

Man:

What we’re doing is better than the alternative.  

Adam Schrager:

But where it goes is unlike any other place in Wisconsin. 

Man:

Unique is the word that is often overused, but this facility in a lot of ways the unique. 

Adam Schrager:

Barron county’s trash facility leads to 450 degrees of separation from the worst possible environmental impact for garbage. 

Man:

Do you want to sit in the landfill forever?

Adam Schrager:

Al Zeltner runs the plant. 

Al Zeltner:

This facility was built in 1986. It’s basically been in operation for 25 years. 

Adam Schrager:

The ash takes about 10% of the space the trash would require in the landfill. 

Al Zeltner:

All of this waste would normally get buried in the ground. 

Adam Schrager:

At the Barron plant, recycling is separated when it comes in. 

Al Zeltner:

Anything and everything that people throw out winds up coming here.  

Adam Schrager:

And then a magnet makes sure metal doesn't get into the ash. A lot of money in recycling for sure, but not where Barron County's biggest savings are coming from as it burns it's trash. 

Al Zeltner:

We take everything that’s leftover and make electricity, basically.  

Adam Schrager:

It is technically called a waste to energy plant.  

Al Zeltner:

The carbon foot print of a waste to energy facility, it’s one of the cleanest forms of electricity there is. 

Adam Schrager:

The steam energy generated from the burning goes back into the community. 

Al Zeltner:

That electricity that we’re not using in house simply goes out onto the electrical lines and is used at the first available energy whether that's the cheese plant across the street or a house up the road. 

Adam Schrager:

Where you see negative kilowatts sending energy out to the grid, Barron County sees positive results, as energy prices continues to rise. 

Al Zeltner:

If anyone says it's always more expensive than landfilling, that would not be true. 

Adam Schrager:

The plant’s keeping dumping fees, on average, equal to landfills. And maybe even more timely, it’s creating power for roughly half of the price its neighbors are typically paying. 

Al Zeltner:

The possibility is there for us to have huge benefits in Barron County because of this project. 

Adam Schrager:

In fact, the county just spent $3 million to upgrade the plant and make it more efficient. 

Al Zeltner:

We had excess energy that we were unable to use. We were selling as much as we could.  We had this excess energy that was sitting there, with basically no use.  We've taken that and turned it into electricity. 

Adam Schrager:

The technology has gotten better, specifically in containing emissions, since Barron County began this project after the last energy crisis. 

Al Zeltner:

It worked here, and I think it can work other places. 

Adam Schrager:

The reality Zeltner says, is that the alternate is far less appealing. 

Al Zeltner:

The vast material out there is not practical to recycle, so you have to do something with it. You have to either put it in a landfill or you have to convert it into energy. 

Adam Schrager:

Barron County has chose to do the latter, a choice different than any other county in Wisconsin. 

Al Zeltner:

There are better ways to handle trash, and there are better ways to make electricity. With a waste to energy facility, you take care of both issues.  It can be done in a very environmentally friendly way. 

Patty Loew:

The French Island plant in La Crosse is the only other facility in Wisconsin to burn garbage. But that treats processed waste, not the raw material burned in Barron County. Efforts to clean up an environmental problem on the other side of the state are underway again. In April, dredging crews got back to work on the Fox River. For years, Wisconsin paper companies and the government have been locked in a legal battle over the cleanup of cancer causing PCBs. “In Wisconsin” reporter Art Hackett discovered even though the lawsuits remain, but the cleanup is on track in DePere. 

Bud Harris:

I've watched the dredging outside of my door down here. 

Art Hackett:

Bud Harris lives up the hill from the Fox River. The dredges are part of the effort to rid the Fox of PCBs.  Harris has been watching PCBs for most of his professional careers. 

Bud Harris:

PCBs, we knew they were there. But the issue was, okay, so what are the real effects?

Art Hackett:

For a 30 year period, beginning around 1954, PCBs were an ingredient a few of the mills used to coat paper.  Many other mills recycled scraps of that original paper to make other products. PCBs washed out of the mills, into the water and settled into the sediment. Ten years ago, while attorneys for paper companies over who’s responsible for paying the bills, the DNR studied whether it was possible to dredge sediments from the river without making the problem worse. The answer was yes. 

The dredging of PCBs from the Fox River has now reached industrial scale. At times the two dredges have operated at the end of pipelines stretching for ten miles. 

What is that brown stuff on the top?

Man:

That's the sediment. 

Art Hackett:

Just as the paper machines operated continuously, turning fibers into paper, the sediment never stops between the time when the dredge pumps it the pipeline and the time when it drops it into a pile awaiting a truck ride to a landfill. 

Ray Mangrum:

It's kind of a unique situation because nobody has ever set a process up like this without some kind of buffer between the dredges and the process unit. It's never been done before. That's something we are very proud of. 

Art Hackett:

The material is pumped into huge presses that force out the water leaving dry of contaminated cake. Mangrum says the project will ultimately remove 3.8 million cubic yards of material from the river bed. In addition, 500 acres of contaminated river bottom will be capped with an isolating layer of sand and crushed rock. 

Ray Mangrum:

We are on a schedule, seven years for dredging, two additional years for capping. My goal is to complete it at least a year in advance. We are ahead of schedule now, and we project to stay ahead of schedule. 

Art Hackett:

The decision to cap areas that were too difficult or expensive to dredge was controversial. But environmental scientist Bud Harris says he accepts it as part of the solution. 

Bud Harris:

I was never a proponent of capping, but one of the things we knew early on was that even with dredging, you are going to get residual. You will never get it all. It's not like vacuuming under the rug. 

Art Hackett:

So far, Harris says the cleanup process appears to be working. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency released a review of the first five years of the Fox project. This involved Lake Butte des Morts near Menasha. The EPA’s measurements showed remaining PCBs concentrations of .22 parts per million. That is below EPA standards. 

Bud Harris:

If, in fact, they get the sediment concentrations and go it to .2, I believe it probably will be protective of most of the wildlife that we are concerned about. My concern is more in terms of the long-term monitoring. Not only monitoring the security of those caps, I think that's terribly important, they need to be monitored. You have to monitor the effectiveness of the whole process. 

Jay Grosskopf:

We certainly don't anticipate major disturbance in the caps. 

Art Hackett:

Jay Grosskopf is with Boldt Construction. The Wisconsin DNR has contracted with Boldt to monitor the dredging and the effectiveness of the cleanup. 

Jay Grosskopf:

We are looking at successive generations of fish and water fowl and other things, in terms of, are the PCBs being eliminated from the parents, it turned out being passed onto the offspring. 

Art Hackett:

The question is, for how long?

Jay Grosskopf:

There really is not a defined timetable yet. There's a goal to eliminate the fish and water fowl advisories. We don’t know if that’s going to take ten or 15 years, 30 years, 50 years. It's a hard thing to present to the public. Unknowns are always hard to present to the public. 

Art Hackett:

The cleanup process still has at least seven years to run.  And then there will be a wait for the food chain to clear itself. 

Bud Harris:

The model suggests there’s a half life of five years. 

Art Hackett:

Bud Harris ran through a calculation of how long it will take to clear microorganisms, then fish, then birds. 

Bud Harris:

You can begin to project that out.  What do you have to get to in the water to be protective? About two parts per trillion. That's going to be another four decades. 

Art Hackett:

Two parts per trillion of a compound that first entered the Fox River in 1954. 

Bud Harris:

By 2054, there shouldn't be fish advisories by that time. 

Art Hackett:

That's 100 years?

Bud Harris:

Yes, it's 100 years. 

Patty Loew:

Even though the PCB contamination happened years ago, the current cleanup is expected to prevent the remaining PCBs from entering Lake Michigan. The dredging and capping project is expected to be completed by 2017. 

