
 

Steven P. Hultberg 
shultberg@radlerwhite.com 

541-585-3697 

February 3, 2026 

Via Email 

Benton County Board of Commissioners 
4500 SW Research Way 
Corvallis, OR 97333 
c/o landfillappeals@bentoncountyor.gov 

 

Re:  Reconsidera�on of Appeal – LU-24-027 Coffin Bute Expansion—Odor Related Tes�mony 

Chair Malone and Commissioners: 

Our firm represents Valley Landfills, Inc. (Applicant), in this mater. Please add this leter to the record. 

Despite clear guidance from the Board of County Commissioners that tes�mony during the open record 
period should be directly related to the Oregon Department of Environmental Quality Pre-Enforcement 
No�ce (the “PEN”), many comments submited to the County focus on odor and odor-related issues 
untethered from the PEN. The Applicant requests that the Board specifically reject such comments as 
being outside the limita�ons of the open record limita�ons set by the Board. To the extent that the 
Board considers these comments, the Applicant offers the following responses.  

Opponents to the applica�on—many of whom previously submited odor complaints during earlier 
phases of this proceeding—have introduced addi�onal odor complaints into the reopened record. The 
�ming and volume of these submissions reflect a recurring patern in which complaints increase during 
cri�cal procedural stages of the County’s review of the present applica�on. Notably, these complaints 
rou�nely atribute odors to the landfill without regard to distance from the site, prevailing wind direc�on 
or speed, topography, or the presence of other known odor-genera�ng facili�es in the area. This 
approach effec�vely treats the landfill as the presumed source of any reported odor, regardless of 
whether site-specific condi�ons support that conclusion. 

According to Benton County’s own records, the County received only three odor complaints related to the 
landfill in 2023. An addi�onal six complaints were forwarded to the landfill by the Oregon Department of 
Environmental Quality, resul�ng in a total of nine (9) odor complaints for the en�re 2023 calendar year. 

Benton County no�fied Valley Landfill’s Inc. representa�ves that it had received seven (7) odor complaints 
about the Landfill in 2024. These were detailed on an excel spreadsheet emailed by the county’s solid 
waste coordinator. Six of the seven complaints came in November and December, immediately a�er the 
October 30, 2024, resubmital of the Applicant’s CUP applica�on. In 2025, when the CUP process was in 
mo�on, the odor complaints ramped up significantly to 97. The �ming of odor complaints is notable. 
Complaints were not evenly distributed over �me but instead occurred in dis�nct clusters that coincided 
with key milestones in the CUP review process. For example, there were 43 complaints from January-
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March 2025. It was during these months that Benton County’s Planning Department was evalua�ng the 
applica�on for completeness and se�ng the Planning Commission hearing dates and process. 

Complaint ac�vity then declined substan�ally between April and July 2025, with only a small number of 
complaints reported during those months. Complaint volume increased again in August 2025, coinciding 
with Republic Services’ appeal of the Planning Commission’s denial of LU-24-027 to the Benton County 
Board of Commissioners. 

The most recent spike occurred in December 2025, coinciding with VNEQS’s appeal of the Benton County 
Board of Commissioners’ approval and Commissioner Wyse’s mo�on to reconsider the applica�on. Coffin 
Bute has received 72 odor complaints since January 1, 2026, and a total of 78 since the Board of 
Commissioners announced its reconsidera�on of LU-24-027. The �ming and volume of these complaints 
suggest a deliberate strategy to influence this process through external pressures, rather than an organic 
patern of repor�ng. Coffin Bute Landfill is aware that VNEQS has encouraged its members and others to 
submit odor complaints into both this hearing record and the prior record. Even a cursory review of the 
writen tes�mony raises ques�ons regarding the reliability of certain submissions and the clarity of their 
atribu�on. For example, the record includes tes�mony accompanied by a map reflec�ng 42 odor 
complaints filed with Benton County on January 13 and 14 that were atributed to Coffin Bute Landfill, 
without suppor�ng informa�on demonstra�ng a direct causal connec�on. 

During the ini�al response period, addi�onal individuals submited follow-up tes�mony referencing that 
original submission and asser�ng that they also experienced odors they atributed to the landfill. There 
is, however, no direct causal evidence connec�ng odors in the wider community to landfill opera�ons. 
Furthermore, at least one individual submited a screenshot of a Facebook post from January 13, no�ng 
in her tes�mony that “my observation on January 13 coincided with a post on an Albany community 
Facebook page that garnered 294 comments regarding odors and how odors were likely trapped due to 
the cold and still air.” The tes�mony infers that the 294 social media comments cons�tute corrobora�on 
of odors atributable to Coffin Bute Landfill. However, the tes�mony did not include the underlying 
comments. Those materials are included with this response (Exhibits A1-3.), and reflect a materially 
different picture. Only a handful of the comments men�on the Landfill as the poten�al origin of the 
odors.  

In fact, most residents in the Facebook discussion propose a litany of poten�al sources, including 
manufacturing plants, the Corvallis’ wastewater treatment facility, dairy farms and various other 
industrial opera�ons. Numerous individuals also note that a variety of smells are o�en trapped due to 
local topography and weather paterns, and state that this has been a known and ongoing issue da�ng 
back to the 1980s and 1990s—decades before Republic Services purchased the Coffin Bute landfill. This 
Facebook discussion mirrors other social media discussions where residents atempt to pinpoint the 
source of various smells in Corvallis and Albany. Indeed, just one year ago, a reddit user on r/corvallis 
purported to tabulate votes for a survey en�tled “What’s that smell?” The “clear winner” of the survey 
was the Halsey pulp mills with 270 votes; the Stahlbush Island Farm received 82 votes, wastewater or 
sewage treatment plants received 78 votes, and the OSU fer�lizer and research dairy/barns receiving 52 
and 40 votes respec�vely.  Coffin Bute received 22 votes, only one more than the Willamete River, 
generally. (Exhibit A-4.) While, this is not a scien�fic study, but it does show that odors permea�ng the 
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area are frequent, subject of community discussion, and that the landfill is not considered to be the 
main source of the odors when community discussions about odor occur outside of the CUP process.  
One month ago, another reddit user compiled a list of “common sources of smells here," with pulp mills, 
Stahlbush Island Farm, OSU dairy farm and ATI in Millersburg making the list.  (Exhibit A-5). Another user 
men�oned that there is a biweekly “what’s that smell” post on reddit that heats up this �me of year. 

The Applicant does not seek to diminish its role and responsibility in odor mi�ga�on and compliance. Yet 
it is important to note that there is plenty of lively discussion within the larger community which paints a 
very different picture than the targeted tes�mony provided against the landfill during the CUP process. By 
way of example, the Applicant recently received two odor complaints directly from a resident. The resident 
stated that the area around his home stunk so badly on January 12th and January 16th, that he had to stay 
indoors both days. The resident acknowledged that his home is 7 miles away from the landfill. 

“This is [deleted for privacy]. I live at [deleted for privacy]. My home is about 7 miles from the 
Coffin Bute facility as a bird flies. 
I want to report that odors from the Coffin Bute Landfill were very bothersome on the a�ernoon 
of Monday, January 12, 2026. It was so unpleasant that I went inside my house instead of pruning 
my litle orchard. That report was delayed by my busy week. 
But right now, the morning of Friday, January 16, 2026, things really s�nk around my house. I s�ll 
have to get out and take care of my animals, but I do not look forward to what should be a 
pleasant task.” 

 
While the Applicant acknowledges this resident’s experience, there is no evidence to suggest that the 
landfill was the source of the odor, especially when the meteorological condi�ons do not support it. There 
was litle to no wind on January 12th. (Exhibit A-6). The Na�onal Weather Service considers anything 1-7 
mph to be “light air” at best to “light breeze” at worst. It is not realis�c or reasonable for a light breeze to 
carry odors seven miles away from the landfill. The strength of the odor in such a distant loca�on also 
suggests its source was something else en�rely. 

The next report had en�rely different condi�ons, yet the smell was s�ll atributed to the landfill. On the 
early morning of January 16th, winds were blowing southwest at a speed of 0-17mph, depending on the 
�me. (Exhibit A 7-8). The resident’s house is southeast of the landfill, meaning the wind was blowing 
away from his home. Yet, the overwhelming smell was atributed to the landfill. 

Notably, both ATI Specialty Alloys & Components and the Albany-Millersburg Water Reclama�on Facility 
are both approximately 5-6 miles northwest of this resident's home (as the crow flies), yet the odors 
were atributed to the landfill. 

Indeed, there are other opera�ons in the larger community that are both known for odors and have had 
public scru�ny about odors in the community. For example, in 2024, ATI’s odor issue was so significant 
that the City of Albany, as a courtesy to their residents, shared a statement from ATI.  (Exhibit A-10) ATI 
admited that their manufacturing process results in a byproduct that includes a nonhazardous chemical, 
mercaptoketones, that causes an offensive odor, and the odor is more prevalent when opera�ons ramp 
up. ATI stated the inversion acts as a cap, trapping and holding the odors. ATI was working to mi�gate 
the issue, but it appears the odors were s�ll pervasive in 2025. In a Facebook post from June 2025 
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(Exhibit A-9) a user blames ATI for a strong odor that was consistently present, sta�ng, “Last night was 
the worst ever, it felt like we were being gassed out, couldn’t leave a window open at all.” Another 
person responded that ATI’s odor was “ever increasing.” 

Lastly, given the discussion on social media iden�fying paper pulp mills as poten�al contributors to odors 
in the area, it would be incomplete not to acknowledge odors that are alleged to originate from those 
types of opera�ons. The Environmental Integrity Project, in its May 2025 report en�tled “Pollution from 
the U.S. Paper Industry is Vastly Under-Reported, New Study Reveals,” states that pulp and paper mills 
are among the largest sources of hydrogen sulfide air pollu�on in the United States. The report describes 
hydrogen sulfide as a chemical compound produced in the pulping process that can irritate the eyes and 
lungs and trigger headaches and nausea—symptoms that are consistent with those described in 
tes�mony submited during the CUP process. 

To be clear, the Applicant does not seek to assign blame to other opera�ons. Rather, the point is that 
mul�ple facili�es in the region are known sources of odor, yet for purposes of this hearing process, the 
Applicant is rou�nely iden�fied as the source of all reported odors, without considera�on of whether it 
is reasonable or feasible for the landfill to be the source in a given instance. The record includes 
submissions from residents located as far as ten (10) miles from the landfill asser�ng that Coffin Bute 
must be the source of the odor they experienced, notwithstanding distance, prevailing condi�ons, or the 
presence of other poten�al odor-genera�ng opera�ons in the area.  

Landfill cri�cs have also alleged that Republic Services is “a bad actor” with a long history of non-
compliance. This is simply not true. Republic Services currently safely operates more than 200 ac�ve, 
modern landfills throughout the United States, and manages another 125 closed landfills. The waste 
industry is one of the most aggressively regulated in the world. 

In tes�mony submited in January 2026, Mark Yeager provided a screenshot from a website called “Good 
Jobs First,” a policy group that argues against corporate tax breaks. The screenshot, from Good Jobs 
viola�on tracker, offers a quick hit glimpse of alleged penal�es paid by the en�re Republic Services 
organiza�on since 2000 ($177.4 million.) 

But as has been the case throughout this process, this tes�mony is designed to elicit an emo�onal 
reac�on with a slick headline and fails to provide any necessary context and facts. In accompanying 
remarks, Yeager states: “On the other hand, this is business as usual for Republic Services. This story of 
mismanagement and environmental degradation is apparently being repeated by Republic Services at 
their landfills all over the United States. They appear to have made a practice of disregarding public 
complaints, ignoring public health impacts, non-compliance with environmental requirements, and 
stonewalling environmental regulators.” 

Mr. Yeager repeats the language in a separate tes�mony leter which focuses on data compiled from the 
EPA’s Echo Program. As before, the tes�mony is inaccurate and misleading. In the first instance, a person 
would have to search within the viola�on tracker to learn that the largest penal�es were incurred at 
closed Superfund sites that Republic Services acquired. In the second, Yeager argues that “nearly half” of 
Republic’s facili�es have a viola�on and 22 percent are “repeat” offenders with severe or recurring 
viola�ons. Unfortunately, his assump�ons are based on inaccurate or incomplete data. 
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As noted above, Republic Services operates or manages 333 landfills (some ac�ve, some closed), not 
124. That drops the above percentages down to 18 and 8 respec�vely.  

Further, the tes�mony calls out “Denver Regional Landfill” in Colorado as being a poster child for facility 
viola�ons, no�ng the landfill has “been out of compliance for three straight years, triggering EPA's 
Significant Noncompliance designation - one of the agency's strongest warnings. This case shows how 
serious problems can persist even when penalties are limited.” 

Denver Regional Landfill is owned by compe�tor Waste Connec�ons, Inc., not Republic Services. 

It is clear at this point that the tes�mony being submited during the open record period is well outside 
the PEN. Residents who wish to see the landfill close have cherry-picked examples, outrageously 
mischaracterized and generalized compliance history and deliberately le� gaps in their tes�mony to cast 
the landfill in a nega�ve light. We urge the Board to give litle weight to tes�mony that lacks an 
evidence-based founda�on. 

Sincerely, 

 

Steven P. Hultberg 

cc: County Counsel (mryan@batemanseidel.com) 
 Planning Director Schuetz (petra.schuetz@bentoncountyor.gov) 
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In 2024, ATI addressed the issues of odors:  

City of Albany, Oregon 

September 7, 2024 ·

We are sharing this statement issued by ATI Specialty Alloys and Components about odors from their facility in 
Millersburg as a courtesy to Albany residents. 
Albany Oregon Police Department
Albany Fire Department

From <https://www.facebook.com/cityofalbany/posts/we-are-sharing-this-statement-issued-by-ati-specialty-alloys-and-
components-abou/817826823854060/> 

“ATI Works Diligently to Reduce Odors 
ATI Specialty Alloys and Components in Millersburg takes our responsibility to the community 
seriously. We acknowledge the concerns that have been raised about odors emanating from 
our facility. Addressing this issue is a top priority for our leadership team. 

EXHIBIT A-9

https://www.facebook.com/cityofalbany?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZbDixJGByLY-nU0ntqcObP-sXbCEb5stX6mJyGbAY_HxlNU0xxAO1Hee5I4P3qklELiXMlm2qE1KfcLZ_f1IHg824buI871jsdCTOp_18edu00SGjQWAF3gis5lezyxro7mKuadahBZeZnYNQn-M_4FyDokIhelSYSnurycp4SlCA&__tn__=-UC%2CP-R
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We’ve been operating in this community since 1956, formerly as Wah Chang, and are 
committed to the people who live and work in this area, including many of our own employees 
and their families. We are proud to produce specialty materials that improve futures and save 
lives, including alloys used in medical stents and MRI machines, commercial jets, satellites, 
and other products, which are crucial to the aerospace, defense, energy, and medical 
markets. 
Our team of experts—including environmental, health, and safety specialists, engineers, and 
others — has been and continues investigating the source of the odor and is implementing 
solutions to mitigate it. 
What’s happening: Our manufacturing process results in a byproduct that includes a 
nonhazardous chemical, mercaptoketones that causes an odor in certain conditions. This 
substance can be found in nature; for example, in some wines and hops plants. Often, the 
odor smells like cat urine or gym locker sweat. It is not ammonia, and it is not hazardous. The 
smell is detectable at extremely low concentrations, measured at just one part per trillion. To 
put that in perspective, this concentration is equivalent to a single drop of liquid in 20 
Olympic-sized swimming pools. 
Why does it occur? Our business is undergoing tremendous growth, as evidenced by our 
recent hiring. When our operations ramp up, the odor is more prevalent. Although this is an 
indication of economic success that makes us a premier employer and member of the 
community, we understand that the odor can be considered offensive. We are working 
diligently to eliminate this issue. 
Does our climate and geography impact the odor? Yes. Changes in wind direction and 
strength, along with instances of temperature inversion, can affect the odor. A temperature 
inversion is a reversal of the normal behavior of air temperature, so that a warm layer of air 
sits on top of a colder layer. This inversion acts as a cap on the upward movement of air from 
the layers below, trapping odors and holding them near the ground just as we see happens 
with low-lying fog. 
How we’re addressing it: ATI continues to commit significant capital to address the issue, 
including process equipment to remove the odor-causing components upstream in the 
process, and operational adjustments designed to minimize the odor. We have developed 
new training and awareness programs for staff to proactively respond to odors when they 
occur, including monitoring around the clock. Additionally, our team is reviewing and 
expanding on 50 years of odor research to develop alternate solutions to eliminate the odors. 
When will improvements be in place? Some of the steps we’ve taken have had an immediate 
effect, reducing odor events. As we continue working on this issue, we expect to see 
additional improvements as we work toward our goal of eliminating the odor. 
Next steps: We have been working with the DEQ to ensure our actions meet the highest 
standards of safety and environmental responsibility. Additionally, we will continue to keep 
you informed as we make progress on these improvements. Your patience and understanding 
are greatly appreciated as we work hard to be a responsible and considerate neighbor. Thank 
you for your ongoing support. 

EXHIBIT A-10



Sincerely, 
Rob Foster 
President, ATI Specialty Alloys & Components”
From <https://www.facebook.com/cityofalbany/posts/we-are-sharing-this-statement-issued-
by-ati-specialty-alloys-and-components-abou/817826823854060/> 
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City of Albany, Oregon's Post

September 7, 2024 ·

We are sharing this statement issued by ATI Specialty Alloys and Components about odors from their 
facility in Millersburg as a courtesy to Albany residents. 

Albany Oregon Police Department
Albany Fire Department

“ATI Works Diligently to Reduce Odors

ATI Specialty Alloys and Components in Millersburg takes our responsibility to the community 
seriously. We acknowledge the concerns that have been raised about odors emanating from our 
facility. Addressing this issue is a top priority for our leadership team.

We’ve been operating in this community since 1956, formerly as Wah Chang, and are committed to 
the people who live and work in this area, including many of our own employees and their families. 
We are proud to produce specialty materials that improve futures and save lives, including alloys used 
in medical stents and MRI machines, commercial jets, satellites, and other products, which are crucial 
to the aerospace, defense, energy, and medical markets.

Our team of experts—including environmental, health, and safety specialists, engineers, and others — 
has been and continues investigating the source of the odor and is implementing solutions to 
mitigate it.

What’s happening: Our manufacturing process results in a byproduct that includes a nonhazardous 
chemical, mercaptoketones that causes an odor in certain conditions. This substance can be found in 
nature; for example, in some wines and hops plants. Often, the odor smells like cat urine or gym 
locker sweat. It is not ammonia, and it is not hazardous. The smell is detectable at extremely low 
concentrations, measured at just one part per trillion. To put that in perspective, this concentration is 
equivalent to a single drop of liquid in 20 Olympic-sized swimming pools.

Why does it occur? Our business is undergoing tremendous growth, as evidenced by our recent 
hiring. When our operations ramp up, the odor is more prevalent. Although this is an indication of 
economic success that makes us a premier employer and member of the community, we understand 
that the odor can be considered offensive. We are working diligently to eliminate this issue.

Does our climate and geography impact the odor? Yes. Changes in wind direction and strength, along 
with instances of temperature inversion, can affect the odor. A temperature inversion is a reversal of 
the normal behavior of air temperature, so that a warm layer of air sits on top of a colder layer. This 
inversion acts as a cap on the upward movement of air from the layers below, trapping odors and 
holding them near the ground just as we see happens with low-lying fog.

How we’re addressing it: ATI continues to commit significant capital to address the issue, including 
process equipment to remove the odor-causing components upstream in the process, and 
operational adjustments designed to minimize the odor. We have developed new training and 
awareness programs for staff to proactively respond to odors when they occur, including monitoring 
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https://www.facebook.com/cityofalbany/posts/pfbid0362D2LM18hKP1HjuqWnEnNMdN7ipf1A2cHTmnSmAhS2TsVg9BfjeFs2cu9v7QHviNl?__cft__[0]=AZaT9zLJaUJAW3SjZQ3vc0ncBXtUo8QLex1rUdcJXYhgtGQDrvx_slwl2W2qJNY-hLp7srZ9Oq93lalnhqmE_UffB-vKd40bBX1QXZhgXw7-0H-YhJLxtoAbVWWtvk8IARiYq0x-bNrJvRIgvToNQvbmDTebBE-8aPnc5qqAXz-QIg&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
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https://www.facebook.com/albanyfiredepartment?__cft__[0]=AZaT9zLJaUJAW3SjZQ3vc0ncBXtUo8QLex1rUdcJXYhgtGQDrvx_slwl2W2qJNY-hLp7srZ9Oq93lalnhqmE_UffB-vKd40bBX1QXZhgXw7-0H-YhJLxtoAbVWWtvk8IARiYq0x-bNrJvRIgvToNQvbmDTebBE-8aPnc5qqAXz-QIg&__tn__=-]K-R
https://www.facebook.com/cityofalbany?__cft__[0]=AZaT9zLJaUJAW3SjZQ3vc0ncBXtUo8QLex1rUdcJXYhgtGQDrvx_slwl2W2qJNY-hLp7srZ9Oq93lalnhqmE_UffB-vKd40bBX1QXZhgXw7-0H-YhJLxtoAbVWWtvk8IARiYq0x-bNrJvRIgvToNQvbmDTebBE-8aPnc5qqAXz-QIg&__tn__=%3C%3C%2CP-R
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https://www.facebook.com/login/device-based/regular/login/?login_attempt=1&next=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2Fcityofalbany%2Fposts%2Fwe-are-sharing-this-statement-issued-by-ati-specialty-alloys-and-components-abou%2F817826823854060%2F


around the clock Additionally our team is reviewing and expanding on 50 years of odor research to
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News

Pollution from the U.S. Paper Industry is Vastly Under-
Reported, New Study Reveals

Report Documents Outdated Boiler Systems, 3X Reported Greenhouse Gas
Pollution, Air and Water Contamination

May 29, 2025

Washington, D.C. – Climate-warming pollution from the U.S. paper industry is
vastly under-reported because of exemptions in federal rules and worsened by
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badly outdated industrial equipment, with some boilers dating back to World War
II burning dirty fuels like coal, tires, and wood.

These are among the conclusions of a new report by the Environmental Integrity
Project, “A Paper Trail of Pollution < https://environmentalintegrity.org/wp-
content/uploads/2025/08/EIP_Report_PaperTrailofPollution_5.29.25.pdf> .”
Researchers examined the 185 largest pulp and paper mills in the U.S. and
found that almost three quarters of them have outdated heating systems called
boilers, which tend to be less efficient and release more pollution than newer
ones. The average boiler dates back to President Reagan’s first term, when
rotary-dial telephones were still a widely-used technology.

About half of the facilities (90 of the 185) reported burning a high-polluting wood
waste product called “black liquor,” and 38 of the mills reported burning other
dirty fuels, including coal, tires, or an oil refinery waste product called petroleum
coke.

“Even in the digital age, we need paper products. But there is no reason a clean
sheet of paper needs to be made with dirty fuels and ancient boilers,” Jen
Duggan, Executive Director of the Environmental Integrity Project. “The
American paper industry should modernize these plants to use cleaner and
more efficient power systems and increase recycling to reduce climate pollution
and protect the health of nearby communities. And this industry should not be
allowed to hide its climate pollution.”

Victoria Higgins, the Virginia Director of the Chesapeake Climate Action
Network, said: “Pollution from industrial factories burning trees is an under-
counted source of climate-warming pollution. In order to deliver on the promise
of clean air and a stable climate, we need to ensure facilities like the more than
century-old Smurfit Westrock mill in Virginia are moving to cleaner energy
sources.”

Over a period of more than six months, a team of researchers at EIP examined
thousands of pages of public records on the 185 largest pulp and paper mills in
the U.S., studied online data,  and visited paper mills in three states.
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The report finds:

The average age of an industrial boiler at the 185 pulp and paper mills
examined was 41 years, with the oldest installed nearly a century ago —
in 1928 – at a plant now called Nippon Dynawave Packaging in Longview,
WA. Although experts say that boilers should be replaced after about 15
years, more than 40 percent of the mills studied (77 out of the 185) had at
least one boiler that was a half-century old or more.

In 2023, the 185 large paper industry mills in the U.S. reported a total of
33.2 million metric tons of greenhouse gas emissions to EPA. However,
this was less than a third of the actual greenhouse gases from these
plants (115 million tons) because EPA allows industry to subtract the
amount that came from burning “biogenic” fuels like wood and wood
byproducts like black liquor. The questionable rationale for this reporting
loophole is that carbon dioxide emissions from burning trees should not
count when this pollution is emitted because trees can grow back in the
future.

Pulp and paper mills are among the largest sources of hydrogen sulfide
air pollution in the U.S., with six of the 10 largest single industrial emitters
of this pollutant reporting to EPA in 2023 coming from the paper industry.
Ninety plants in 2023 reported emitting a total of eight million pounds of
hydrogen sulfide, a chemical compound produced in the pulping process
that smells like cabbage or rotten eggs that can irritate the eyes and lungs
and trigger headaches and nausea. Almost half of that pollution came
from the top 12 plants. (See list of worst polluters at bottom).

A third of the plants examined (63 of the 185) had an air pollution violation
in the last three years, according to EPA data. State or federal agencies
brought 267 air pollution enforcement actions against 95 plants in the last
five years and issued $7.4 million in environmental penalties.

About half of the pulp and paper mills (90 of the 185 studied) burned
black liquor and 85 reported burning wood, releasing large amounts of air
pollution, including particulate matter, carbon dioxide, and sulfur dioxide.
In addition to burning this “biomass,” pulp and paper mills rely on a wide
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array of fossil fuels and waste products. In total, 38 mills reported burning
coal, tires, waste oil, fuel oil, or petroleum coke.

In 2020, the 185 paper mills EIP examined reported emitting a total of
46,095 tons of sulfur dioxide (SO2), a pollutant that can contribute to heart
and lung damage and premature death. Yet some mills lack basic
pollution control devices – including scrubbers – that can curtail emissions
of sulfur dioxide and hydrogen sulfide.

The report includes three local case studies – in Virginia, Washington State and
South Carolina – that detail how pollution problems at paper mills harm the
quality of life in local communities, including through hydrogen sulfide emissions.

VIRGINIA: The 126-year-old Smurfit Westrock paper mill in Covington, VA, uses
a boiler built in 1940 and has been among the worst air polluters in the nation for
the industry in recent years, including for nitrogen oxide and methane emissions.
The plant inspires numerous complaints from local residents for its rotten egg
odors, soot and dust, and for fouling the Jackson River with pollution.

According to the EPA’s Greenhouse Gas Reporting Program, the Smurfit
Westrock mill released 970,084 metric tons of greenhouse gases in 2023, the
most of any U.S. paper mill. But in reality, the mill emitted about 2.5 times that
amount — an estimated 2.49 million metric tons, because EPA did not count 1.5
million metric tons from the burning of wood and other “biogenic” material.

WASHINGTON: The Port Townsend Paper Company’s paper mill north of
Seattle has been in violation of the Clean Air Act for 12 of the last 12 quarters,
including for releasing hazardous air pollutants, soot, and nitrogen oxides. The
plant has been hit with five air pollution enforcement actions and 23 violation
notices over the last five years, but only $63,750 in penalties.

Some local residents are concerned about their health, because a federal study
in 2024 found that breathing the sulfur compounds in the air near the mill could
contribute to lung disease or irritation. Advocates are urging state regulators for a
stronger water pollution control permit and better enforcement, with the plant
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having six water pollution violations in the last five years that triggered
enforcement actions.

SOUTH CAROLINA: New-Indy Containerboard, a paper and pulp mill in
Catawba, has an antiquated boiler system that dates back to the Eisenhower
Administration. Local residents have filed nearly 50,000 odor complaints about
the mill’s pollution since it was acquired for roughly $300 million in 2018 by an
investment group led by Robert Kraft, the billionaire owner of the New England
Patriots football team.

In 2023, the New-Indy plant was the worst polluter in the nation for mercury and
zinc air pollution among the 185 pulp and paper mills studied for this report.
Mercury is a neurotoxin, and zinc can cause lung irritation and fever.

QUOTES FROM LOCAL VOICES:

Brandon Jones, the South Carolina-based Catawba Riverkeeper, said:
“While we sincerely appreciate New Indy’s transparency and the cleanup
investments secured from the citizen suit settlement, the facility remains a threat
to the Catawba River. The wastewater discharge permit is woefully out of date
and legacy contaminates continue to migrate through the groundwater toward
the adjacent river. We urge South Carolina to stop continuing and review the
plant’s permit, which expired over a decade ago.”

Don Ehnebuske, a neighbor of the Port Townsend Paper Company in
Washington State:  “Local communities are subjected to noxious combinations
of airborne chemicals from paper mills while there are proven strategies to
dramatically reduce these odors.  The lack of adequate regulation protects
profits for these mills while putting the expense to health and quality of life onto
the backs of local people.”

To reduce air and climate-warming pollution from pulp and paper mills across the
U.S., the report makes the following recommendations:

1. Pulp and paper mills should switch to cleaner fuels and replace
outdated boilers with zero-emission industrial heat technologies.
The 185 mills in this report often rely on outdated boilers — averaging
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more than four decades old — and an array of dirty fuels, including coal,
tires, petroleum coke, waste oil, wood, and black liquor. Mills should
update their equipment, switch to cleaner fuels, and install modern
technologies like industrial heat pumps.

2. The paper industry should continue the shift toward using more
recycled paper. Using virgin wood to make pulp and paper is
considerably more damaging to the environment than using recycled
paper. Manufacturing a ton of cardboard from recycled paper requires no
new wood, about half the energy, 32 percent less water, and creates
about a quarter of the climate-warming emissions compared to making
cardboard from wood.

3. States and EPA should set more stringent pollution limits and
vigorously enforce the limits that exist. By ratcheting down pollution
limits, states and the EPA can incentivize paper mills to invest in more
efficient, cleaner technologies.

4. The pulp and paper industry should accurately account for the
greenhouse gas emissions from burning wood and black liquor. The
industry’s greenhouse gas pollution is grossly underestimated because
EPA has allowed it to exclude emissions that came from burning
“biogenic” fuels like wood and wood byproducts like black liquor. EPA
must improve the accuracy of its greenhouse gas reporting program,
while also protecting the program from elimination by the Trump
Administration.

For a copy of the report, click here < https://environmentalintegrity.org/wp-
content/uploads/2025/08/EIP_Report_PaperTrailofPollution_5.29.25.pdf> .

For a copy of a spreadsheet with detailed pollution, fuel source, boiler age, and
environmental law compliance data on the 185 facilities studied, click here <
https://environmentalintegrity.org/wp-
content/uploads/2025/09/EIPReport_APaperTrailofPollution_Appendix-
B_Facilities-and-Boilers.xlsx> .
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