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Guest Opinion: The Green Preen Reality Check
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[bookmark: _GoBack]I have always found it quite interesting that the South County considers itself an environmentally conscious community, far superior to our neighbors in the North. This air of superiority goes back a long time, even as Santa Barbara lays claim to being the literal birthplace of the environmental movement. Practically speaking, does the community deserve the reputation it claims?
Consider these "firsts" that occurred in the Santa Maria Valley provided by Waste Management and its predecessors during the 1980s — manual curbside recycling, latex paint exchange and recycling, oil filter recycling, automated curbside trash and greenwaste recycling. The county's first material recovery facility, which allowed for curbside commingled recycling collection, was built in 1998. Waste Management also started the first electronic waste (2001) and plastic bag recycling programs (2007) in the county.
The first regional composting facility was built by Engel and Gray in the Santa Maria Valley in 1993. Santa Maria was also the first community to start a textile recycling program. And, Marian Medical Center, in 2005, began producing electricity using methane gas from the city of Santa Maria's landfill. This cogeneration plant provides about half of the total electricity needs of the hospital campus.
The Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians and the Chumash Resort have emerged as one of the most environmentally conscious businesses in the region. They are the only employer I know that requires their employees to commute to work via company bus transport. They also offer their patrons free bus service. The resort has changed out bulbs in the casino to save electricity. They have converted four vehicles to run on biofuels, using used cooking oil as the fuel source. They use solar power to heat their water supply.
The Chumash are also in the process of building a gas station that is going to actually sell gas in addition to gasoline. It will be one of the first Compressed Natural Gas fueling stations in the area. The Chumash are welcoming other government entities, including Solvang and the county of Santa Barbara, to use their facility, which will encourage them to follow suit and convert their fleets to CNG as well.
What is really great about all these projects is that they were funded by private-sector investors and didn't cost the taxpayers a dime. Further, these projects were built on the basis of private initiative, apart from the impetus of government mandates, fiats and decrees. The point here is that these energy-saving projects, along with recycling and innovation, can and will happen on their own. If projects pencil out, they will be built.
Compare this can-do attitude of the North County to the taxpayer-dependent projects being foisted on us by Santa Barbara city and county governments. Most of the projects pursued and developed in the South County typically involve subsidies and grants from taxpayers, loans, increased fees, or support from non-profits.
With the California economy still reeling from high taxes and expensive regulations, supporting projects that pay for themselves over time seems to be the best way to go. To be truly sustainable in this economy, we should recognize that projects require some degree of long term financial self-sufficiency.
What bothers me most about the South County's predilections about their environmentally superior status on the Central Coast is the Tajiguas Landfill. Families who have owned ranches for more than 100 years are denied permits to build homes for their children out of concern for preserving the pristine coastline. Yet, this same pristine coastline is home to the county dump, and will soon be home to a enormous, expensive trash incinerator, which will undoubtably be painted green, naturally.
Andy Caldwell is the executive director of COLAB and host of the Andy Caldwell Show, weekdays from 3 to 5 p.m., on News-Press Radio AM 1290.

image1.png




image2.jpeg




