Addressing community concerns about the Western Environmental, Inc. facility
By Linda Adams, Secretary for Environmental Protection

The editorial “Menace in Mecca” published on May 1 raises legitimate concerns about the Western
Environmental, Inc. (WEI) facility in Mecca. And they’re concerns that we don’t take lightly. In fact, this
is an issue that the Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC) has looked into for some time.

The issues are complex because the facility is located on Tribal land. DTSC has reviewed the validity of
the permit issued by the Cabazon Tribe and determined that WEI’s Tribal permit does not comply with
California law. This is because the Tribe did not enter into a cooperative agreement with Cal/EPA
authorizing the Tribe to issue a permit for California-only hazardous waste. (California’s definition of
hazardous waste is more stringent than most states and the federal government).

Neither Cal/EPA nor DTSC has been granted access to WEI. With little to no information about the
facility, and having determined that WEI’s operating permit for California-only hazardous waste was
invalid under State law, DTSC is looking into the activities conducted at WEI and what actions can be
taken.

DTSC's field staff overseeing cleanup projects should have been informed about WEI’s lack of a State
permit. Not all of them were. As a result, waste from cleanup projects overseen by DTSC and other
state agencies was taken to WEI. We offer no excuse for what happened, but have since improved the
flow of communications to project managers and developed a check-and-balance mechanism to prevent
California-only hazardous waste from going to inappropriate facilities, including WEI.

Our first priority was to stop WEI from accepting California-only hazardous waste. We have notified
generators, transporters, owners of properties where cleanups are occurring, public agencies, the
Cabazon Tribal leadership and owners of the WEI facility that WEI cannot accept California-only
hazardous waste. Those who bring this waste to WEI are violating California law, and are subject to
enforcement. As part of our efforts, DTSC will be monitoring shipments to the facility.

In the meantime, we are working with all public agencies that oversee the WEI facility, including the
United States Environmental Protection Agency, the South Coast Air Quality Management District, the
State Water Resources Control Board, the Department of Resources Recovery and Recycling and other
state agencies to identify and implement all appropriate avenues for resolving the issues raised by the
Mecca community.

We have reached out to the Tribal leadership and are hopeful we can meet with them to find solutions
that meet the needs of all parties, including those who live near WEI. We’re hopeful these discussions
will lay out a series of steps that resolve community concerns and protect public health and the
surrounding environment.

While we cannot discuss specific enforcement actions, DTSC is reviewing its options and will take
effective measures to address violations.



Internally, we have developed a cross-department, multi media team and are developing a
comprehensive regulatory approach to challenges posed by WEI operations.

As a team, we commit to working with the Mecca community every step of the way and will meet
regularly with community leaders and community members to hear concerns, discuss solutions and
report on progress.

We have also created new internal mechanisms to ensure that all staff members in all programs receive
critical information regarding their cleanup projects. These mechanisms include:

e Arequirement that property owners and their contractors cleaning sites with hazardous waste
certify that the waste is taken to an appropriately permitted facility.

e Arequirement that our project managers check our database of permitted facilities to confirm
that a proposed facility is appropriate.

e A check-and-balance mechanism that requires our program managers to regularly update one
another regarding changes in status of a facility.

These key steps lay the foundation for addressing concerns at the WEI facility. There is still a great deal
of work ahead . However, we will continue to reach out to the community and all interested parties to
discuss potential solutions as we move forward in this important endeavor.



