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"m live in this 
check-and- 
balance system 
of competing self 
interests, and its 
important to 
recognize the 
value of every 
one's role."
Jeff Hegedus

from the Union Carbide plant in Bhopal, India, in 1984.
“I was suddenly tasting bitter almonds — and I’m a chemical 

engineer, I knew what that meant,” Hegedus said.
A polymer, or a chemical compound comprising more than 

two chemicals, formed on top of the chemicals and sealed off all 
ventilation. The drum started to bulge and Hegedus had to jam a 
pipe down to vent pressure and keep the drum from exploding. It 
took more than 24 hours for the drum to cool down completely.

“I remember driving away feeling violated that afternoon. 
People almost lost their lives for rubber seats on exercise equip­
ment,” Hegedus said. “Rubber seats! Are those really necessary?”

From 1992 to 1996, Hegedus designed, constructed and 
operated a hazardous-waste collection and disposal facility for 
household and small-business chemical wastes for Skagit County 
Public Works in Mount Vernon.

“It wasn’t abnormal to see semis lined up outside the facility 
loaded up with thousands of chemical-filled drums being shipped 
off for proper disposal,” Hegedus said.

In 1998, Hegedus accepted a job in Ketchikan, Alaska, where 
he lived in a log cabin by the water and worked to clean up and 
demolish a hazardous waste site, much like the Port of Bellingham 
is planning to do with the old Georgia Pacific plant.

“I was making such good money on that project that it didn’t 
even register as odd to me to be flying back and forth between 
Seattle and Ketchikan every other week,” Hegedus said. “I was 
making an adventure out of my livelihood.”

It was in Alaska that Hegedus bought his first sailboat. It also 
was there he met his future wife of three years.

“For our first date we went on a 30-day trip around the San 
Juan Islands and Gulf Islands, then we flew to Mexico for our 
second date. It was soon after that I proposed,” Hegedus said.

Hegedus’ experience in the environmental field has led him to 
his present position of two years as Whatcom County’s environ­
mental health supervisor. He works with site hazard assessment 
specialists to clean up hazardous waste spills and meth labs in 
Whatcom County according to MTCA regulations.

Sandi Hughes-McMillan, business service supervisor, has 
worked with Hegedus at the health department for a year. The

staff she oversees, offers supervison and support for Hegedus’ en­
vironmental health department program. She describes Hegedus’ 
work ethic as “over the top.”

“He sets high expectations for himself and his staff and expects 
things to get done — and done correctly,” she said.

Hughes-McMillan depicts Hegedus as a charismatic individual 
who can put a framework around what he does and make people 
see the bigger picture, but also someone of whom she can ask ques­
tions outside a business context because he offers good life lessons.

“Jeff is certainly someone I would be comfortable stranded 
on an island with. He can add humor to any situation, and he’s 
a talker! There wouldn’t be any silence. We’d be figuring out the 
answers to all the world’s problems,” she said, laughing.

THE PHILOSOPHICAL ENVIRONMENTALIST
Hegedus’ gold hardhat gleamed in the sun beating through 

the window as he discussed his recent promotion to chair of the 
Marina Advisory Committee. His promotion allows him to be 
involved in deciding what to do with the waterfront and all the 
land-use applications after the Geordia Pacific plant is demolished.

“I’ll have the opportunity to take my philosophies and make 
something out of it in my own community,” Hegedus said. “We 
live in this check-and-balance system of competing self interests, 
and it’s important to recognize the value of everyone’s role.”

Hegedus explained that all parts are needed for change. The 
activists bring attention to the cause, the technicians provide 
objective facts and elected officials suggest legislation.

“We have got to respect the roles of all parts and stop getting angry 
and blaming,” Hegedus said. “This is what democracy is.” ^

Senior Jessica Knox studies education. She has been published in the 
Planet before.

PREVIOUS PAGE: Polaroid of Envirotech staff from the '80s.
BEL0V\/: The Envirotech staff unearths buried drums of hazardous waste.
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Increasing Development Increases 
Pollution in the Lake Whatcom Watershed

by Willow Rudiger 
photos by Bradley Thayer

n the Sudden Valley community, 200 houses are under construction.
When I came to Sudden Valley 15 years ago, I was living in 

a forest. It was lovely. That’s why everybody came there in the 
first place, said Roger Bull, chair of the Sudden Valley Community 

Association City Committee. ‘‘Most people who come 
immediately wish that no one else will come.” 

The 1,700-acre area is already home to 
I approximately 2,400 houses. Zoning laws 

restrict the build-up capacity to 3,300 
f houses, and restrictive covenants and

, a density reduction plan have allowed
1,388 lots to be preserved. Still, at a rate 

7^ to 250 houses being built each

' / year, the association expects Sudden Val-
J ley to reach build-up capacity within the 

^„4r ,7,^ next five years.

\\ Downed trees and displaced wildlife are 
* * ^,1* visible signs of environmental degradation
- * accompanying residential growth in the

Lake Whatcom watershed. Exposed soil 
construction and landscaping also 

accompanies new development, increas- 
■ ing phosphorous runoff into the lake.

Scientists and citizens of What- 
com County are expressing alarm 

" concerning Sudden Valley’s increas-
^ ing residential development and its

increasing contribution to pollution 
in the lake, which is the primary 
drinking source for approximately

u.e to ^rn^l tlrat tire
. Sm highest levels of pollution come

from the most heavily developed 
watersheds,” said Richard Grout,

■■■

director of the Washington State 

Department of Ecylogy Belling­
ham field office.

the more than 200 
houses built in Sudden 
Valley each year.
ABOVE:
Roger Bull, chair of 
the SudiJeTrValJey 
Community Association 
City Committee
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ley Community Association appealed to 
the Whatcom County Council and was 
granted status as an urban growth area, 
which qualified it for state funding and 
gave the lakeside community five years to 
become its own city. The association used 
state funding to construct the Lake Louise 
sewer line in 2003, allowing a wave of new 
development.

“While it is difficult to attribute the 
impact of any one activity in a complex 
system like Lake Whatcom, history tells us 
repeatedly that land development along the 
lake results in increased loading of certain 
compounds,” said Peg Wendling, Belling­
ham Public Works Department supervisor.

A back hoe sits amidst a cleared site where construction on a 
new home is set to begin in Sudden Valley.

In 1999, the federal Clean Water Act 
listed Lake Whatcom as an impaired 
water body for lowered oxygen levels, and 
in 2004 it was listed again for contain­
ing high levels of contaminants such as 
mercury, polychlorinated biphenyls and 
dieldrin, a persistent chlorinated hydro­
carbon insecticide that accumulates in and 
becomes toxic to vertebrates.

Researchers Christopher Berger and 
Scott Wells of Portland State University 
stated in a recent report that the eu­
trophication processes in the lake have

accelerated in recent years because of the 
increased availability of nutrients from 
tributary discharges to the basin as a result 
of development.

“The study also shows that reducing 
fertilizer runoff, improving septic systems 
and targeting other nutrient sources 
will help slow degradation and, in the 
long run, reverse the dissolved oxygen 
problem,” said Glenn Kuper, Ecology’s 
Bellingham field office spokesman.

The Clean Water Alliance, a Belling­
ham advocacy group, filed a lawsuit at the 
beginning of this year challenging Sudden 
Valley’s growth status. The group lost its 
appeal in Snohomish County court pro­
ceedings, but the case is now before the 
state Supreme Court for potential review.

The community wants to become a 
city to use the tax base for services such as 
security, road maintenance and possibly 
elementary schools. Bull said.

If a majority of voters grant the area 
city status on Election Day 2006, Sudden 
Valley will have 180 to 360 days to incor­
porate as a city in Whatcom County.

If Sudden Valley is granted city status, 
Whatcom County would be responsible 
for any future clean up of the lake.

As the debate concerning water rights 
versus property rights continues, many sci­
entists, city and county council members, 
activists and private citizens worry about 
the impacts of development in and around 
the watershed.

April Markiewicz, of the Institute of 
Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry 
assistant director sits at her computer in 
an office lined with filing cabinets and 
thick notebooks containing various stud­
ies on issues affecting the environment of 
Whatcom County.

“Because we haven’t identified all the 
chemicals entering into the lake, we don’t 
know whether the ecosystem is actually

being able to handle them,” said Markie­
wicz, who is also the president of People 
for Eake Whatcom.

Markiewicz said that phosphorus asso­
ciated with sediment loading is a principal 
concern because the phosphorus remains in 
the lake. The Public Works Department has 
had to increase the amount of chemicals 
used to treat water coming from Lake 
Whatcom while lowering its particle qual­
ity standards, Markiewicz said.

Scientific data revealing the direct effects 
of chemical pollution on Lake Whatcom 
from development does not exist, primarily 
because of shortfalls in funding.

The issues surrounding this fragile water­
shed are complex and difficult at best, and as 
the debate continues, it does not appear to 
be getting easier for anyone involved.

“The land where the houses are being 
built belongs to somebody, and legally they 
have the right to use it,” Bull said. “You can 
require that they use it in a beneficial way 
by limiting the amount of ground that they 
can cover, which we do, and require certain 
standards for building.”

Keeping Lake Whatcom a viable 
source of drinking water and the water­
shed a place to live requires compromise, 
Wendling said.

“The full impacts from increases in 
population in that area will be intricately 
dependent on land-use decisions and prac­
tices that are made there,” Wendling said.
“I don’t believe that losing Lake Whatcom 
as a drinking water source is an option 
that is on the table for this community.” ^

Junior Willow Rudiger studies environmental 
journalism. This is her first published piece.

WAYS TO HELP REDUCE CHEMICALS in RUNOFF
From theStorm Water Watcher Training Program's watershed pledge

1. Use an electric lawnmower 6. Reduce lawn size and allow native 10. Never dump waste in storm drains
2. Leave clipping on grass as plants to grow or ditches

fertilizer 7. Leave fallen trees and branches in 11. Inspect septic tank yearly and
3. Wash cars on lawn or gravel streams pump every three to five years
4. Hand pull weeds 8. Use natural fertilizer
5. Use alternative transportation 9. Recycle motor oil



RESOURCES
WANT TO LEARN MORE?
This page is a meant to be a starting point for those who desire more information. Our reporters and editors contributed 
ideas on how to find out more. Also included are resources from Trade Secrets’ Web site. Trade Secrets is a Bill Moyers’ 
documentary concerning the hidden truths about chemical companies.

Toxic Waste Natural Resources
EPA Superfund Site Information: EPA Office of Groundwater and Drinking Water:

http:/ / www.epa.gov/ superfund/sites http:/ / www.epa.gov/safewater/
Information on specific toxic waste sites Allows searches for contaminants in individual water system

EPA Toxic Release Inventory: Drinking Water Contaminants:
http:/ / mwv.cpa.gov/ tri/ http://www.epa.gov/ enviro/html/sdwis/water_contaminantsJitml
The EPA requires manufactures to report which toxic chemicals they are EPA site lists the major water contaminants and potential health effects

releasing into the environment. A searchable database can be accessed by EPA Eish Advisories:
selecting the “TRIS Queries” link on the TRIS home page. http:/ / www.epa.gov/ ost/fish/

Environmental Defense Scorecard Pollution Eocator: Shows which states have issued warnings to limit or avoid consumption of

www.scorecard.org/ env-releases/us-map.tcl certain types of fish or fish caught in specific lakes or rivers because of chemical

Plots pollution releases on local, state and national maps with concise explanations contamination

Ri2;ht-to-Know Net: EPA’s Index to Airborne Toxic Chemicals:
http:/ / wxwv.rtknet.org/ tri/ http://www.epa.gov/ ttn/atw/ index.html
Easy-to-use search engine finds information by geographic area, facility, indus- Health effects notebooks of hazardous chemicals. Search by name or select

try, parent company or olE-site waste transfers. chemicals from a list.

The Environmental Systems Research Institute: National Pesticide Telecommunications Network:
maps.esri.com/ESRI/mapobjects/toxicweb/toxic.htm http:/ / npic.orst.edu/
This site provides a user-friendly way to search for Toxic Release Inventory Operated jointly by Oregon State University and the EPA. Search chemicals

information pinpointing contaminant releases on street maps so users can see by category.

how close they live to pollution sources ExToxNet: The Extension Toxicology Network:
More about Meth http://pmep.cce.cornell.edu/profiles/extoxnet/index.html
Koch Crime Institute: A Pesticide Information Project of Cooperative Extension Offices of Cornell

http:/ /\wwv.kci.org University, Michigan State University, Oregon State University, and the

Methamphetamine discussion forum, chat room, meth information, recovery University of California at Davis

information and current headlines

Mfiles:
The meth and marijuana resource tool:
http://www.mfiles.org
Einks to local and national news, health department publications and resources

for taking action

http://www.epa.gov/
http://www.epa.gov/safewater/
http://www.epa.gov/
http://www.epa.gov/
http://www.scorecard.org/
http://www.epa.gov/
http://pmep.cce.cornell.edu/profiles/extoxnet/index.html
http://www.mfiles.org



