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Sonoma County trash trucks last rumbled through the gates of the Mecham Road dump four years ago. Now, 
haulers dump Sonoma's trash 60 miles away in Solano County's Potrero Hills Landfill. 

The first was shut down because of concerns that leaks in the landfill's liner might pollute groundwater; the 
second is on the verge of a significant, if controversial, expansion. 

Amid growing unease about the 
impacts of landfills on local 
waterways and tighter federal 
regulations on landfill development, 
Bay Area trash dumps increasingly 
fall into two categories: closing or 
expanding. 

In the last four years alone, at least 
three landfills have been shuttered 
or are on the brink: in Colma, in 
Fremont and in Sonoma County. At 
the same time, a handful of the 
dozen or so remaining landfills are 
growing both vertically and 
horizontally, drawing haulers from 
across the region as smaller, local 
dumps close. 

"There's a lot more consolidation," 
said Kathy Cote, environmental services manager with the city of Fremont, whose 110-acre Tri-Cities Landfill 
is expected to max out and lock its gates sometime in the next two years. "You're seeing more closures. And 
because of the expense and challenges of building new landfills, you see more regional landfills." 

After Tri-Cities 
When Tri-Cities finally closes, trash from Fremont will instead flow to the mammoth Altamont landfill near 
Livermore, which is permitted past 2030 and takes in about 1 million tons of refuse each year. 

While the shift to bigger, regional landfills alleviates some problems, it creates others that are potentially more 
serious, say those who track landfill activity in the Bay Area. 

For one, many larger landfills are older and relatively inexpensive compared with smaller, newer sites. That, 
along with the closure of smaller sites, encourages long-haul trash trips, boosts greenhouse gas emissions and 
provides little incentive to divert trash from landfills to recycling or composting facilities, said David Tam, an 
environmental advocate with the group Sustainability, Parks, Recycling And Wildlife Legal Defense Fund, or 
SPRAWLDEF. 

"These cheap megadumps pull in trash from other counties - they are the enemy of recycling," said Tam. 

Regulatory hurdles 

 



While Tam argues that plenty of capacity remains at area landfills, operators say they must stay ahead of the 
waste curve, in part because the regulatory hurdles can take years to navigate. 

Still, more stringent environmental regulations and recognition that once-popular landfill sites on bayfront 
property and wetlands are no longer acceptable, make expansions difficult. 

"At one point, the land surrounding the bay and wetlands wasn't considered important - they were landfill 
opportunities," Cote said. 

California waste regulators say a new landfill hasn't been approved in California in about two decades. And it is 
almost as difficult to develop new landfills anywhere else across the United States. 

In the late 1980s, the federal government passed sweeping new rules that permanently changed the landfill 
landscape, according to Ron Mittelstaedt, chief executive of Folsom's Waste Connections, which owns the 
Potrero Hills Landfill. To stay open, dump owners were required to install impermeable liners and to start 
monitoring emissions. Facing those extra costs, the number of landfills plunged from about 8,100 nationwide in 
the early 1990s to roughly 2,200 today, Mittelstaedt said. 

'Neighbors used to them' 

"The philosophy was to expand existing landfills where they sit - they're already there, the neighbors are used to 
them, the traffic patterns are established," Mittelstaedt said. 

Even as more communities embrace the goal of "zero waste," or diverting virtually all of their refuse to 
recycling or composting facilities, landfill operators and haulers say they must stay realistic about the need for 
dumps. 

Despite legal challenges from environmentalists concerned about the impacts on Suisun Marsh, Waste 
Connections is moving ahead with doubling the size of its Potrero Hills site. 

And officials with Recology, a large Bay Area waste hauler, are seeking approval to send trash by rail to 
Nevada. 

"We're on a path toward zero waste but we're not there yet, and there's a finite amount of landfill space in the 
Bay Area," said Recology spokesman Adam Alberti. "A big part of it is that consumers need to change their 
behaviors - not just in recycling, but in consumption." 
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Read more: 
http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2009/11/25/MNM71APQCL.DTL#ixzz0XuC3ZBSD
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