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Stauffer ombudsman 'back in 
business'

With additional federal funding approved, a 
June 5 Tarpon Springs hearing into the cleanup 
plan is confirmed. 

By ROBERT FARLEY

© St. Petersburg Times, published May 23, 2000 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency designated an 
additional $150,000 for its ombudsman's office Monday, ending 
a controversy that one official said threatened to derail the 
office's investigation of the Stauffer Superfund site in North 
Pinellas. 

EPA Ombudsman Bob Martin, who decided in December to 
investigate the EPA's activities at Stauffer, is seen as a savior by 
many local residents critical of EPA's proposed cleanup plan at 
the site. 

In two hearings initiated by the ombudsman's office, Martin and 
his lead investigator, Hugh Kaufman, grilled EPA officials about 
flaws and shortcomings in the work done so far at the 130-acre 
toxic waste site, which once held a phosphorus processing plant. 

The EPA's cleanup plan for the site, awaiting approval in federal 
court in what is called a consent decree, calls for piling and 
capping 300,000 cubic yards of toxic soil on the land on the 
Pinellas-Pasco line. The soil is contaminated with a variety of 
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chemicals and radioactive elements. 

Among the concerns raised by Kaufman is the possibility that 
sinkholes could develop under the mounded soil, causing a 
collapse that could send contaminants into the area's drinking 
water. 

Last month, the EPA offered an amended consent decree which 
outlines geophysical studies to test for the possibility of 
sinkholes and proposes tougher standards for cleanup of arsenic 
in the soil. In a letter outlining the changes, EPA project manager 
John Blanchard stated the revisions were based on negotiations 
that began as part of the ombudsman's hearings. 

A third ombudsman's hearing was set for June 5 in Tarpon 
Springs to discuss the amendments to the consent decree. But last 
week, Kaufman warned his office might not be able to attend. 

Kaufman said the ombudsman's office was directed by Vice 
President Al Gore and two Democratic representatives to 
expedite investigation of a hazardous waste incinerator in Ohio. 

While the ombudsman's office was provided $50,000 over its 
annual $300,000 budget to do the additional task, Kaufman said 
it would take $150,000 more. A memo from Michael Shapiro, an 
EPA deputy assistant administrator, was not encouraging that the 
extra money would be forthcoming. 

"I doubt we have anywhere near this level of resources 
available," Shapiro wrote. "I will set up a meeting to discuss your 
support needs." 

Kaufman said without the funding, the ombudsman's office could 
not continue its investigation of a half-dozen other sites around 
the country, including Stauffer. Kaufman suggested politics was 
at play, since all the other projects were being done at the behest 
of Republican congressmen. 

Several representatives, including U.S. Rep. Mike Bilirakis, R-
Palm Harbor, intervened, arguing the extra funding was critical. 

On Monday, the ombudsman's request for the $150,000 was 
granted. Timothy Field Jr., assistant administrator for the Office 
of Solid Waste and Emergency Response, said it had nothing to 
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do with Kaufman's cries of political interference. Field said he 
told Kaufman last week that a final decision would be made 
Monday, but that Kaufman decided to turn the issue into a 
national publicity stunt. 

Field believes Kaufman was angling for a larger ombudsman's 
budget down the road. 

"I'm sure that's part of the game here," Field said. "It is very clear 
that Mr. Kaufman was making reckless statements that he doesn't 
have substantiation for." 

On Monday, Kaufman said that with funding in place, "We're 
back in business." 

That means the June 5 hearing is back on and will be held from 4 
to 6 p.m. in Tarpon Springs City Hall, 324 E Pine St. Expected 
are representatives from the EPA, the Florida Department of 
Environmental Protection, the Justice Department and the 
ombudsman for the federal Agency for Toxic Substances and 
Disease Registry. 

Kaufman said he wants to hear from state and EPA officials, as 
well as Stauffer representatives, to answer the question: "Has the 
consent decree gone far enough to fulfill the flaws identified by 
the process in the last two hearings?" 

Heather Malinowski, secretary of Pi-Pa-TAG, a local citizens 
watchdog group, said that while the amended consent decree is 
an improvement, it does not satisfy her group's concerns. 

"It doesn't substantiate the (cleanup) decision they've made," she 
said. 

Malinowski and other Pi-Pa-Tag members want the sinkhole and 
water studies done first, before a consent decree that defines the 
cleanup method is signed. EPA officials argue the tests should be 
performed after the consent decree is signed, to keep the process 
moving. 
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