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00:01:20
Ken:

Can’t you just see it now? It’s 2023, and Mayor Emanuel, fresh off his re-election to his fourth term, is standing on a gleaming platform up on Elston and Webster, about to cut the platinum ribbon on the combined Amazon/Apple/Sterling Bay Megaplex, with 300,000 cheering tech workers in the crowd, and it’s a beautiful day, except for the toxic cloud of dust and debris floating in the air over their heads and the constant, crunching, hammering sounds - the din of a thousand cars and refrigerators and metal scrap being pulverized next door at General Iron. Maybe I shoulda done something about that years ago, Hizzonor thinks to himself…
Well, he wasn’t alone. Lots of alderpeople and several mayors pretty much ignored all the noise and pollution because, hey, General Iron was a thriving business providing an important service in an industrial zone that no Chicagoan ever visited. 
It is a different story today and it’s part of the stew of environmental issues that Chicago has to face every day like flooding basements and toxic compounds in the air in the 10th Ward. They all have one very important thing in common. They are the bailiwick of Michael Hawthorne over at the Chicago Tribune who writes about the environment and occasionally visits us here, and I am so glad to have you.

Michael:
Really great to be back. Thanks Ken.

Ken:
Thank you for being here. I have a list of things that we need to talk about today. We could talk about Asian carp or manganese. Let’s talk about manganese because that’s in the news today. On Tuesday the City passed some new legislation that really kind of regulates the manganese, but you were writing about it a year ago. I was so fascinating that there’s this pile of manganese that really kind of nobody knew was there, right?
Michael:
I think you are right about that. I think what we’re really talking about, the larger issue is what’s the future of the southeast side. And if you think about a place like, well you mentioned at the top of the show, it’s the north branch area, the manufacturing area where General Iron is still located, used to be the location of a lot of tanneries.
Ken:
Steel mills. 
Michael:
And the big steel mill, the A. Finkl Steel mill that’s now in the Burnside neighborhood on the south side. But you know the southeast side used to be the cradle of steel in this entire country. One of the largest steel mills in the country was the South Works, all the steel and iron for the Sears Tower and the John Hancock building came from that facility. It’s no more. Might someday be a new neighborhood. Right now it’s a really interesting scrubby piece of land with a great view of the Loop. But there are remnants of that industrial past that are still there mostly along the Calumet River. And one of the things is that there are these locations that in the days of the steel mills were largely ignored because the steel mills were dominant, and the pollution from the steel mills was dominant. And these locations stored the raw ingredients mostly for steel making, and one of the things that is used in a lot of alloys is manganese. It turns out the manganese isn’t really good for our brains.
Ken:
Yeah, it turns out, yeah. What is manganese? Is it on the periodic chart?
Michael:
It is, and it is added to steel to harden it, and it’s used pretty widely. Right now it’s stored in these locations. There’s a company called S. H. Bell, they’ve been around for a long time; again, not really noticed. They are a supplier to the steel industry. They take some of the raw ingredients that are used in steel making. They are based in Pittsburgh just like a lot of other old-line steel companies, and they’ve got a facility on the Calumet River that happens to be in a very dense residential neighborhood. A few years ago you might recall when there was a big dispute about pet coke, petroleum coke.
Ken:
We had you here talking about it, yeah.
Michael:
Coming from the BP Refinery in Whiting, and other facilities. 
Ken:
Petroleum coke.
Michael:
Petroleum coke. It’s a byproduct of refining that’s building up, especially as we refine more of the Canadian oil from Alberta, the tar sands oil. There’s a lot of that byproduct and industry being what it is somebody figured they could make a buck off of selling the petroleum coke, because while it can’t take the place of coal, it can kind of help spread the use of coal along the way.
00:05:27
Ken:
Especially if you’re not all that concerned about what you put into the air when you burn it.


Michael:
Correct, and it’s dirt cheap usually. So the issue is folks who were in the neighborhood were really upset. This is the southeast side. This is the east side neighborhood and the South Deering neighborhood, old steel-making neighborhoods, still a lot of the old-line remnants of the steel workers union down there. The alderperson is Sue Garza whose dad was a noted steelworkers union leader in that area.
Ken:
Sadlowski?


Michael:
Yeah, correct, Sadlowski. So all that background, getting to the manganese, so when they were looking though at the petroleum coke, the big dusty clouds of petroleum coke going into the neighborhood, eventually the federal government ordered some air monitors up around the petroleum coke handling facilities. And when they were looking at the data that came back they saw this really odd spike in manganese emissions. Like huh, I wonder where that’s coming from, right. And when you look at the wind direction and what-not and then look at different facilities that are handling manganese, it sure looked like S. H. Bell was probably the culprit. And that led to a big back and forth in federal court where S. H. Bell said we don’t want to put our own air monitors up around the facility. The federal judge said if you have nothing to hide basically why don’t you just allow this, ordered the monitors. They’ve been in place now I think for a little more than a year and they found high levels of manganese coming from that facility. So S. H. Bell is in negotiations with the federal government to resolve those issues. The City of Chicago leap frogged or piggy backed I guess is the better term on to what the federal government was doing, and had their own clamp down on S. H. Bell. And the idea is at the beginning of this year S. H. Bell came back and said we’re going to stop storing manganese outside, so to kind of cut back on it blowing into the neighborhood. We’re going to do all these other things to make sure that dust is not going into the neighborhood.

But for some reason, this being the City of Chicago and it being an election coming up that’s not enough. We already have a pretty strong ordinance in place for what’s called bulk handling, bulk storage handling operations that was passed after the pet coke debacle. Out of the blue at City Council this week they decided they need something specific to manganese and I can see that probably coming up in an election year flier or even a TV commercial. You might recall in Mayor Emanuel’s, I think it was his first election where he said that he was responsible for closing the coal plants in Little Village in Pilsen. And that’s still kind of, when he talks about the environment he often talks about how he shut down the coal plants, and I could imagine that the next commercial is also going to be the pet coke, and maybe now the manganese. 

00:08:40
Ken:
But there is also some blowback on that too that the new ordinance is only for new facilities or something, is that right?

Michael:
Right. And that makes sense. So the existing facilities are already regulated under the existing ordinance. I think it’s the idea that maybe somebody else would come along and want to store manganese instead of S. H. Bell for example or what-not, and this is supposed to shut the door on that. The real issue, if you talk to people on the southeast side what they are frustrated with is this kind of whack-a-mole situation where something is discovered and various authorities react to it and then they find something else. 
Ken:
Yeah.
Michael:
And they feel that the jobs are long gone. The steel-making jobs are long gone from that neighborhood and what are they left with? They are left with a lot of service industries and also kind of these like holdover legacy companies long the Calumet River, and the fear is is the rest of the City gentrifies, for example, the North Branch moves from becoming an industrial area to a new tech complex or whatever it’s going to be, or a recreational area that all of that dirty industry is eventually going to move and be concentrated back on the southeast side and that they will be disproportionately affected by pollution once again, which is what they were back in the day. But at least then they had a lot of jobs.
00:10:18
Ken:
I know recent reporting, and I think you’ve talked about this too that there are 20,000 residents living within a mile of that pile. And of those 730 are under five years old and it is a neurotoxin.

Michael:
It is a known neurotoxin. S. H. Bell has been in trouble also for a similar facility, actually a larger facility in Ohio. There’s been a lot of research done around that facility and they’ve found that exposure to manganese can cause problems like learning and memory that there are detectable problems with kids learning and doing well on standardized tests, and other ways that they measure cognitive abilities in children, the kids who are exposed to this manganese are more likely to have those problems. The question now is are we seeing the same thing in Chicago. There’s a study going on right now, part of a larger national study of manganese where UIC researchers have actually – one of the ways you can measure manganese is in toenails, so instead of having to draw blood or anything else like that. So they’ve collected a bunch of toenails from school children in the east side neighborhood and they are presently analyzing those. They’ve told people in the community that there does seem to be higher levels of manganese in the toenails of kids from the east side neighborhood compared to other parts of the City. Now that’s very suggestive, but it’s going to take a while for that academic research to get to a point where it’s meaningful the way that the research already in Ohio has changed the conversation.

Ken:
Again, as you say, it’s part of our legacy as the City that we are, our history and it’s taking its time to work its way through. But it’s fascinating to me that, I think the thing that was most interesting to me was this idea that really no regulators or the City or anybody even knew it was there.

Michael:
Yeah, I guess. I find this a lot in writing about the environment, somebody knows it’s there. Somebody has filed a report, right?

Ken:
Somebody knows that.

Michael:
I often tell young journalists, I mean those reports are just waiting for people like us to see it and somehow stay awake when we’re reading it, because it’s usually written in the most boring bureaucratic fashion possible. 

00:12:39
Ken:
I absolutely want to talk to you about Tunnel and Reservoir project, because we’ve talked about it many times before and we will be talking about it for the next 30 years I'm sure. But an amazing thing happened on what was it, February 20th I think, right? 


Michael:
Yes. 

Ken:
February 20th. Now where I live it just kind of rained a little bit and a pretty much nondescript day. It was just another day, but over parts of the City it was really really a deluge and there was all this snow, and it all just kind of found its way into the deep tunnel, and what was it – 20 hours or something?

Michael:
Yeah, 20 hours this giant reservoir that they started building I think in the early 2000s, the first stage of it is called the McCook Reservoir, even though technically I don’t think it’s even in…

Ken:
It’s not in McCook.
Michael:
But that’s another long long long story that several people have even emailed me about in the last couple of weeks. But the first part of this former quarry, hard rock quarry can hold 3.5-billion gallons of sewage and storm runoff, and it was full in less than a day. So that says, in parts of the City there were about two inches of rain and that’s a lot in a short period of time. We had a lot of snow on the ground that was melting. And so the tunnel itself, the tunnel system that’s connected to the McCook Reservoir, I mean it’s really staggering to think about the scale of this project. The tunnels start really basically around the Bahai Temple in Wilmette and stretch down underneath the North Shore Channel, taking the north and northwest sides, downtown, and then kind of follows underneath the Sanitary and Ship Canal that hugs the Stevenson Expressway all the way down to the southwest suburbs. It also takes in sewage and storm runoff from underneath the Des Plains River in Cook County, so that’s a lot of area.  

00:14:49
Ken:
I know we’ve talked about this before so we tend to be a little shorthanded about it because we’re kind of starting in the middle of the story, but this thing, and I have just been fascinated by this because I'm fascinated by this kind of geeky infrastructure stuff, and I've been there several times. I have stood in this tunnel, this 32 - sometimes 36-foot diameter tunnel. You think about riding the Blue Line or the Red Line or something, that tunnel. Now think about a tunnel that is like ten times bigger than that and running for miles and miles longer. And you can fill it with water or sewage, and yet you can fill it in a day. I mean that is…

Michael:
It’s amazing and it says a lot about essentially what we’ve done to our natural environment.

Ken:
Exactly right.

Michael:
I mean it’s been paved over, right.

Ken:
Right.

Michael:
And when they started the design work for what’s called the Deep Tunnel and Reservoir Plan, the idea is we had all this flooding. It was the 1960s when they really started planning it and I mean it’s just amazing that it’s been in the works for that long. And we’ve paved over a lot more of the metropolitan area since then, and remember, we built this metropolitan area on a swamp. It’s flat. It doesn’t drain very well. What was the natural Chicago River was this sluggish prairie stream that really didn’t drain much. We lived in wetlands essentially and there were high creeks.

Ken:
A great place to build a City.

Michael:
A great place to build a City. We dredged and we filled in some ways not unlike Florida, but we took sand off the bottom of Lake Michigan and built up our City so it was above the water table and we came up with all these other ways to try to fool mother nature. But eventually mother nature gets her just revenge on us, and the idea now is we’ve spent almost $4-billion now on the Tunnel and Reservoir Plan. The full McCook Reservoir that will hold ten billion gallons won’t be finished until 2029, and then the question is what happens then?

Ken:
Then what happens.

Michael:
And also what happens now. One of the ways that climate change affects our part of the world is we are either going to have periods of dry weather or really intense wet weather, and that’s kind of what we’ve been getting since 2008.

Ken:
You mean in Chicago?

Michael:
In Chicago alone. We’ve had some of the worst storms in recorded history, and in each one of those storms the tunnels itself, the tunnels were quickly overwhelmed. And that means that all of that runoff ends up going out into our source of drinking water in Lake Michigan. And that’s what this entire project was built to prevent from happening. 

Ken:
It always occurs to me, because like I said I love engineering and I think that Chicago from the beginning has always kind of tried these massive engineering projects to sort of overcome what you said, which is our original sin that we built the City in the wrong place. And if we had to do it again maybe we would move it 30 miles north or something. I don’t know what we would do, but anyway, the point is that I can’t help but think that if I were one of the original designers of the tunnel and reservoir system and I could say, “Well look, it did exactly what we said it would do.”

Michael:
Well they will say that right now, right.

Ken:
If it was 1975, it had been completed in 1975 we would have had 30 years of great service from this thing. The only problem is it took 30 years to build it, and by the time it was built we had already moved on.

Michael:
Well, and it speaks to a lot of Chicago history and also just the changes in the way our federal government has worked.

Ken:
Absolutely.

Michael:
The beginning part of the project started in the Ford administration and there was still a lot of money going to cities from the federal government that changed when Ronald Reagan became president. There’s a lot of political history wrapped up in it. There was the whole issue of where this reservoir would be built when they realized that the tunnels themselves wouldn’t fix the problem. And people on the southwest side and in the southwest suburbs weren’t really keen on where they originally wanted to build the reservoir. That’s when a compromise was made, and they built this other facility that’s essentially a quarry that when it’s done being mined out is turned into a reservoir.

00:20:11


Ken:
I had a chance to go see that a couple of months ago I guess it was. There was kind of a press tour thing and you actually get to walk out into this – now it should be pointed out that the reservoir is this giant thing that is going to be like ten-billion gallons or something, right, but right now the piece that’s open is only like a third of that, roughly. And it is awesome to walk into that space and look up whatever it is, 100 more feet high up above you and just…

Michael:
And you think what could go wrong, right?

Ken:
Right. And wouldn’t you just think it’s like wow, you mean there’s enough rain water that it could fill this thing, as it did, it filled it in a few hours, but that’s only a third of it. The other two-thirds is a complicated deal that has to do with a quarrying company that is currently mining the hard rock, right?

Michael:
The same company that mined out the other part that’s open, right.

Ken:
But they can’t get access to it for years because it’s still an active quarry.

Michael:
So that’s the 2029.

Ken:
So by the time that extra whatever it is, five billion gallons comes online our needs will be for 30 billion gallons or something.

Michael:
And even people who are at the Water Reclamation District today will acknowledge that you can’t build enough pipes to deal with this. The solution is, I often get notes from readers like what could we do instead. There are small-scale efforts underway to do this, and essentially a lot of Chicago homes, the downspouts in the homes go directly into the sewers. You disconnect those downspouts and they go into the yard. In some areas they’ve built rain gardens. Essentially the whole idea of all these different techniques. They call them green infrastructure or whatever you would call them, is to essentially keep the water from going into the sewer in the first place and somehow use it. We have all this water, right, we can use it, or at least prevent it from overwhelming the sewers, and we’re just not moving along fast enough with that.

00:22:30
It is interesting though that when they were really pushing for all the big federal money, the bulk of the federal money that went to this Deep Tunnel Project, there were voices out there, voices in the wilderness I guess you would say, who said, “We need to be doing green infrastructure,” vacant lots or areas we can hold water and keep it out of people’s basements essentially. And that’s still a big problem and there are small efforts. The Center for Neighborhood Technology run by a guy named Scott Bernstein, cofounded by Scott Bernstein, they’ve been talking about this. They’ve worked with some communities. They are trying to work in Chatham for example, low-lying area, one of the lowest lying areas in the entire City, to try to test out these projects, but there’s been a bunch of bureaucratic and funding hang-ups in both the City and State level and so they’re not moving probably as fast as they should be on it.

Ken:
That’s the part that is so complicated, because the more you move away from the big engineering side to the small – appropriate technology thing.


Michael:
You can’t really cut a ribbon on a lot of those, right.

Ken:
Exactly, that’s right. But it takes that much more energy and coordination and politics to develop those smaller projects, and the payback is a few thousand gallons here or there. So it really just becomes more complicated. 

Michael:
I want to end this part of the discussion on an optimistic note, if I can interrupt you. I'm sorry.

Ken:
Sure.

Michael:
Somebody once said all politics are local. You look at the local school councils that we have really helped out with a lot of Chicago public schools. I think the same thing could be said about these flood mitigation strategies. You get a neighborhood signed up and involved and organized and educated about these things, I think that makes a difference in the long run. The idea I think that there is information that the City has, that the Water Reclamation District has that shows where there are basically troubled parts of the system. Why not focus on those first and get that information to the people in those neighborhoods?

Ken:
Absolutely. But there’s another dimension to this too and the mega politics of it. Our situation couldn’t be much different from Houston, and yet in many ways it’s the same, because what we saw with the flooding in Houston is that a major reason why that City went underwater was because of just rampant stupid development.

Michael:
Well in Houston they actually built homes in what were supposed to be flood-controlled reservoirs.

Ken:
Now I think we can look down our nose at them and say well they are just dumber than we are, but only that much dumber. Because if you look at this region over the last 50 years and you see what we’ve paved over here, and it’s even more pointless to us because there were always ways that we could have done our development in a more compact way in the areas that are already developed, instead of sprawling out into the collar counties.

Michael:
Or beyond just sprawling out, I think look at inside the City. Most homes in the City used to have at least a postage stamp-sized yard. We’ve had a lot of teardowns in certain neighborhoods in the last 20 to 30 years, and the new homes go lot to lot, and so where does that water go?

00:26:28
Ken:
Yeah. And we just don’t think about it at all and it’s insane. But you know what?

Michael:
But there are people trying to make a difference.

Ken:
Yes there are, and that’s a good thing.

Michael:
If more people could get behind it, look, the Water Reclamation District is a billion-dollar agency, they’re almost done with this tunnel, what are they going to do next?

Ken:
I was going to say, here’s the optimistic note that I would end on, I'm glad we’ve got TARP. It’s been controversial from the day it started and it never will stop being controversial, but it’s ten billion gallons that’s taken out of the equation every time there’s a big rainfall, and if we didn’t have that we would have had to pretty much hang this place up by now I think, so good on that. 
I want to talk about Foxconn. I want to talk about Cathy Stepp. There’s a million things that we need to talk about. I'm fascinated by the situation with Foxconn because it’s right across the border from us up there in Wisconsin.

Michael:
Technically part of the metropolitan area almost.

Ken:
Yes, with the Milwaukee Chicago Metroplex. It was a very nice image that you came up with that Foxconn was able to dip its drinking straw into Lake Michigan. 

Michael:
I'll go with my editor on the [headlines]. 

Ken:
There you go. But still, Foxconn was not built in a place that was supposed to be served by Lake Michigan.

Michael:
If it would have moved, if they would have chosen a location three miles to the north or three miles to the east I don’t think this water question would be an issue. It’s another geeky thing, but the idea is Chicago, Milwaukee, places like Kenosha, Racine, you know we’re on part of the world’s largest source of fresh drinking water, surface water, the Great Lakes, and that’s a really coveted resource.

Ken:
I'll say.

Michael:
Especially in an age where there are many parts of the world that are growing the fastest just happen to be the most arid parts of the world as well. Even the United States, Las Vegas for example or Phoenix.

Ken:
Las Vegas or Dubai.

Michael:
Right, exactly. So, the idea that water could somehow be in this century or the next century as valuable or if not more valuable than oil was in the last century is not just something for like a futurist book. The issue here is that the Great Lakes states and the Canadian Providences got together several years ago. There was a group out of Canada that wanted to sell Lake Superior water to Asia, basically bring in large supertankers and take our fresh water away to quench the thirst of arid parts of the world. And a lot of politicians really freaked out about that. It took a long time - 

Ken:
It’s one of those moments.

Michael:
But it’s also an interesting exercise in kind of a bipartisan compromise when your interests are aligned. So the States came up with what’s called the Great Lakes Compact and it passed Congress and it is essentially designed to try to keep the water in the Great Lakes region. And if you think of the Great Lakes it’s basically like a giant bathtub. The edge of the bathtub is like a – they call it the basin or the subcontinental divide. If you think about it in Chicago you think about for example Ridge Avenue or Green Bay Road, or Ridgeland Avenue in the western suburbs. They are called that because that’s the ridge that divides water that drains toward Lake Michigan or water that drains toward the Mississippi River. So the idea is if you’re outside that basin, if you’re outside that edge of the bathtub you shouldn’t be getting our water.

Ken:
You can’t have it.

Michael:
Right. Now of course, I will say this upfront, Chicago once again is the giant exception to the rule.

Ken:
[Laughs] It’s kind of hard for us to be having this - 

Michael:
It really is in some ways. We take 2.1-billion gallons of water a day from Lake Michigan and we don’t put it back in after we treat it. We send it down to the Gulf of Mexico.

Ken:
Yeah, but that’s Chicago.

Michael:
It is, and we went to the Supreme Court and we won.

Ken:
Right. We won it fair and square.

Michael:
The case I think was initially called Wisconsin vs the Sanitary District, so it all ties in with what we were talking about with the Tunnel and Reservoir Plan. But Foxconn is this large Taiwanese-based company. They make flat screens and other electronics. They are a major supplier to Apple, and there was a huge sweepstakes to build a new factory, and Wisconsin won. And they decided that they are going to build this facility roughly near I-94 if you’re driving north to Milwaukee from Chicago. Right now it’s roughly just a bunch of scrubby land, farms and…

Ken:
Waukesha, right?

Michael:
No, south of Waukesha, actually Mt. Pleasant, so it’s Racine County. And the water they would get for this facility they would need seven million gallons a day, so that’s small, very small compared to what Chicago takes every day, but still seven million gallons is a lot for a single facility. They would get it from the City of Racine, which is actually on Lake Michigan, and because so much industry has left Racine they have the capacity within what they are legally allowed to take from Lake Michigan every day to supply the Foxconn factory. But the Foxconn factory is just outside the basin, and so it potentially triggers the Great Lakes Compact. But through a bunch of really esoteric things and the language of the compact that I don’t know if we really need to get into, instead of having all of the Great Lakes’ Governors sign off on the water for Foxconn, only one would need to sign off on it.

00:33:04
Ken:
And let me see, who was that?


Michael:
That would be Scott Walker, the Governor of Wisconsin who has made the luring of Foxconn and the idea of thousands of jobs really a centerpiece of his reelection campaign. It’s unclear, right. Some groups have already announced that they are going to oppose this and try to raise issues with the body that oversees the Great Lakes Compact. The real question I think is whether a State like Michigan which lost out on the Foxconn sweepstakes and is the only state that is completely within the Great Lakes, and also happens to have a lot of officials who want to run for Governor, who are running for Governor, whether they essentially decide to want to cause mischief and say that all of the Governors should sign off on this Foxconn water withdrawal. But I think really I've been struck by a reaction to anything related to Foxconn. It really seems to get people riled up. 

Ken:
Yeah.

Michael:
And I'm not completely sure about it. Maybe some of it is residual anger about Walker and other things that he’s done in Wisconsin. You know they tried to recall him at one point. That failed. He then won reelection, so it’s unclear what’s going on there, but there were other issues involved with Foxconn. There’s the air pollution issue. There’s the water waste issue. They are going to be using a lot of toxic chemicals in the manufacturing of flat screens. That waste is going to have to go somewhere to be treated. Can for example the Racine Sewage Treatment Plant handle that waste? There are a lot of open questions.

Ken:
Before it gets back into the Lake.

00:35:00

Michael:
Before it goes back to the Lake. Now the difference is eventually most of the water will go back to the Lake. The interesting thing of it is the amount that’s lost through either evaporation or used by the facility is just under the cap that would trigger some other language in the Great Lakes Compact and then get all the Governors involved.

Ken:
Oh, I see. 

Michael:
So, the application or the various permits that Foxconn has requested, people did their homework.

Ken:
They knew exactly where the lines were.

Michael:
Correct. And the big reason that Foxconn wants to locate in the Great Lakes area is they need a lot of water. We have a lot of water. Also, it didn’t hurt that the State of Wisconsin is offering $3-billion in tax breaks. 

Ken:
Wow, that’s more than Illinois is offering amazon, right?

Michael:
Yeah.

00:35:57
Ken:
Well, it’s fascinating.


Michael:
The overall issue I think gets to whose water is it and then what should we do with it? The idea of the compact, I've heard some people ask this question, Racine for example, which is on Lake Michigan, it’s completely within the basin, has been hit really hard by manufacturing cutbacks. Why didn’t they locate the facility in Racine? One of the ideas of the compact was if people want Lake Michigan water, want Great Lakes water they should build in the Great Lakes basin and so everyone should benefit.

Ken:
And why didn’t they? They had reasons.

Michael:
You know they had a green field as opposed to a brown field.

Ken:
Right, exactly. They would have had to remediate.

Michael:
Transportation, all these other kinds of issues.

Ken:
So, the person who ran the DNR, the Department of Natural Resources in Wisconsin is someone named Cathy Stepp.

Michael:
Yes.

Ken:
And Cathy Stepp has just recently shown up here in Chicago because she’s now the head of region 5 EPA, the Federal EPA. What do we need to know about Cathy Stepp, our new overseer? 

Michael:
Well, she was a state senator in Wisconsin on the farther right end of the spectrum. She and her husband owned a small home building company before that. She actually represented the area where the Foxconn plant is going to be located when she was in the state legislature. And Walker then named her, Scott Walker, the Governor of Wisconsin named her as the head of DNR. Since Walker took office that agency has been under attack by forces that are aligned with the Koch Brothers network, the anti-regulatory network that’s got a very strong presence in Wisconsin and is very involved in campaigns.

Ken:
The pet coke in Chicago.

Michael:
That was owned by them as well, that’s true. It all gets tied together, right. So Stepp when she was head of the DNR in Wisconsin she was known for a number of things. Number one, enforcement of environmental laws dropped significantly on her watch. She did other things for example, cut funding for scientific research at the department. And then some kind of small-scale things, but they are big too, especially the far right causes which are scrubbing any reference to climate change from official documents. So she was a polarizing figure. She later was a big advocate for Donald Trump in Wisconsin when he was running for President. She seems to be inline with kind of the same forces that are behind Scott Pruitt, who is Trump’s EPA administrator, was the former Attorney General of Oklahoma and was known for suing the agency that he now leads to try to undo clean air and clean water regulations.

Ken:
Well I could see how she would have been attractive to the President, because during her tenure fines went down according to your reporting 78% to $300,000 a year in fines in 2014. I guess I've got that right, yes. From 2014 it went down 78%. 

Michael:
It dropped pretty significantly.

Ken:
To the point that in an entire state only $300,000 in fines were levied.

Michael:
And in a state where natural resources where the environment is really important to a lot of people. It’s a big hunting and fishing state, and it’s also a state that was very, still is very industrial and it is still coping with the legacy of pollution left by industry from the last century.

00:40:07
Ken:
What are we seeing since she’s been at…?


Michael:
Not much actually. She doesn’t come to the phone. To my knowledge she hasn’t made any public appearances outside of the EPA offices. The most public thing that happened though was one of my colleagues, Kim Janssen, wrote about her introductory speech to the staff of region 5, which is the Chicago-based office that handles the USEPA issues in the Great Lakes states. She told this story about how she helped her daughter pass her driver’s test by wearing a fake nose to the DMV the day before and going over the route so she could help her daughter know what to expect. 

Ken:
[Laughs] 

Michael:
I guess it was meant to humanize her or something like that. The reaction that Kim got from people at the agency was just more one of, they are just kind of flummoxed by the whole thing why. So we don’t know much about her yet. We do know on the Foxconn issue related to air pollution in Wisconsin there’s a big decision coming up that Pruitt and the Trump administration is delayed on a tighter standard for smog, ground level ozone, which can cause all kinds of health problems, mostly lung problems and eventually heart disease. The feds have already missed a deadline to tighten the standard and say where the different areas of the country are and what in EPA speak is called non-attainment. Basically they don’t meet the standard, and that means that sources of pollution in those areas need to do more to reduce pollution.

00:42:08
One of the areas, one of the dirtiest areas, at least according to monitoring data in Wisconsin is the county where Foxconn wants to locate, and if the standard is tightened to where it should be under the law Foxconn and other factories in that area are going to have to spend a lot more money on pollution control equipment, or they are going to have to find credits from other facilities, credits that are very difficult to find, or they are going to have to scale back production so they’re not polluting as much. So it’s a big issue for not just Foxconn, but for a lot of companies. Stepp is in a unique position to potentially affect that. She was on a lot of letters when she was at the State of Wisconsin urging the federal government to back off and stick with the standard that was adopted during the George W. Bush administration. Her immediate predecessor at the Chicago office wrote a letter to Stepp and to Governor Walker last year saying this is what the science says. This is what your own data says. You are going to need to do more. By the way, Chicago is going to have to do more too. The issue from Wisconsin’s standpoint is their problems aren’t theirs. It’s smog and pollution blowing from Chicago and that’s true to an extent, but if you look at the EPA research Wisconsin is at least responsible for part of its own problems. 


Stepp has said that she’s recusing herself from any involvement in that issue, but it should be noted that Scott Pruitt, her boss, one of the cases he filed against the EPA when he was Oklahoma Attorney General was to try to block this smog standard from taking effect. So it’s led to some very interesting legal battles in Washington. Pruitt already backed down. He was going to try to delay the standards from taking effect for at least a year, was sued, and immediately backed down. Now they are talking about setting the final designation of areas that are in non-attainment or in violation with the standard in April. So it will be interesting to see what kind of wrangling goes on from now until then. There’s a lot of stuff behind the scenes. The business community in particular is very upset about this. I will say though that we heard the same thing from these same folks when the Clinton administration tightened the ozone or smog standard in 1997. Those folks took it all the way to the Supreme Court and in a 9 nothing decision written by the late Justice and Conservative icon Antonin Scalia, they upheld the EPA’s right to set these standards based on science and public health.

Ken:
I remember that.

Michael:
And then they can come up with cost benefit when they are talking about how areas come into attainment with the standard. The interesting thing of it is is during that legal debate in the late 90s and early 2000s, there was all this really doom and gloom language from the business community and their allies in state legislatures and in Congress that this was going to destroy the American economy. Well, we ended up having a pretty boom bam boom robust economy in the 90s and smog pollution went down, to the point that I believe when I looked at it in 2014 there was only one county in the entire Midwest that was still in violation of the Clinton area smog standard. And it’s not like our economy has gone into the toilet. We’ve had our ups and downs. Obviously the 2008 recession hit everybody hard, but pollution [has] been going down while economic output has either stayed flat or has actually increased. 

Ken:
That downturn in 2008 was certainly not caused by smog regulations. 

Michael:
Once again, to kind of go back to what we said before, it’s any of these things. There are challenges I think involved here. There are big issues that take a lot of work, but ultimately we end up solving them.

00:46:55
Ken:
Yeah. Michael Hawthorne from the Chicago Tribune is our guest here today. We are pretty much out of time here, but can we do like a minute and a half on Asian carp? Where are we at? Are they in the lake and can we stock them if they’re not?

Michael:
I don’t know about that. There’s been DNA samples that have been gone past this electronic barrier that the Army Corps of Engineers has set up. The big issue right now is whether additional measures are taking place at a lock in the southwest roughly around the Joliette area. The Rauner administration and essentially users upstream of that lock, mostly chemical plants and a few oil refineries don’t want these changes to happen. Other states and now the City of Chicago are firmly behind that.

Ken:
From not siding with the Rauner administration?

Michael:
No. They are saying that this lock, it’s called the Brandon Road Lock and Dam, that these additional measures, essentially they see it as a choke point as the last line of defense to keep the Asian carp out of the Great Lakes. That’s going to be a really tricky issue. I think we’re going to hear more about it during this election campaign, not only from politicians in Michigan, many whom are up for high office, but also from the Mayor of Chicago. And it’s going to be another flashpoint between Rahm Emanuel and Bruce Rauner as both major politicians run for reelection. 

Ken:
So the shorthand is Rahm Emanuel is in favor of keeping the carp out of Lake Michigan?

Michael:
Well Rauner would say he is too, it’s just not the preferred method of a lot of other people.

Ken:
We are just bickering over what’s the best way to do it.

Michael:
Correct.

Ken:
Michael I always enjoy having you here on the show and I hope you will come back again some time real soon because it never stops. There’s a million things to talk about, and we didn’t even get back to General Iron, but we will do that another time.

Michael:
Okay.

Ken:
Because General Iron is not going away any time soon.

Michael:
It doesn’t appear to be. 

Ken:
Michael Hawthorne is an investigative reporter for the [00:49:06] Chicago Tribune. I'm sorry you are losing your tower, I really am.

Michael:
The new digs look pretty nice.

Ken:
Do they?

Michael:
It’s a nicer building. They’ve kind of scrimped on the carpet cleaning at Tribune Tower, the new owners.

Ken:
That’s true, so now it’s going to just be another hotel or something, right?

Michael:
Chance the Rapper’s condo.

Ken:
Mike thanks for being here. 

00:49:30
End
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