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Simitian pushes for tighter oversight of Lehigh

Town Crier Staff Report

anta Clara County Supervi-

sor Joe Simitian recently

advised the county to keep a
closer watch on the activities of the
controversial Lehigh Southwest Ce-
ment Co. quarry south of Los Altos
and Los Altos Hills.

“My conversations with com-
munity members, public officials,
county planning staff and repre-
sentatives of Lehigh, in addition to
my own research and history with
this facility, lead me to believe that
it would be in everybody’s interest
if the county asserted its oversight
role more fully,” Simitian said in a
memo last month to County Execu-
tive Jeffrey Smith.

Simitian, who represents Dis-
trict 5 — which includes Los Altos,
Los Altos Hills and Mountain View
— has proposed monthly site visits
by county staff. Historically, annual
visits were mandated, but last year

the visits were upped to quarterly.

“I have been struck during this
past year by the very different per-
spectives of concerned community
members and representatives of the
Lehigh facility,” Simitian noted in
the memo. “Lehigh representatives
continue to assert exemplary per-
formance. On the other hand, a sig-
nificant segment of the community
and a number of locally elected of-
ficials are skeptical at best. It seems
to me that the basic compliance
questions — what is or isn’t happen-
ing on site — should be easy enough
to answer.”

The former Kaiser Permanente
facility, located on 3,500 acres in
the unincorporated county area
south of Los Altos and Los Altos
Hills and west of Cupertino, has
been mining limestone and making
cement since 1939. The process is
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environmentally hazardous, requir-
ing Lehigh to answer to several
regulatory agencies, including the
Bay Area Air Quality Management
District, the San Francisco Region-
al Water Quality Control Board and
the state Office of Mine Reclama-
tion. The U.S. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency mandates limits on
the plant’s emissions.

Reassuring the public

The number of regulators pres-
ents a problem, Simitian said, be-
cause “the left hand and the right
hand aren’t well coordinated.”
He suggested that representatives
from all the regulatory boards meet
twice a year to “give the public
some reassurance that the various
regulatory bodies are in regular
conversation.”

“I have two goals here. One
is substantive — that they do what
they’re supposed to do,” Simitian
told the Town Crier, adding that the
second goal, more frequent and co-
ordinated visits, would offer “assur-
ances to the public.”

Smith agreed to implement Si-
mitian’s request — the other super-

visors do not have to approve the
proposal.

“The cost should be modest and
fully recoverable from Lehigh,”
Simitian said. “To my knowledge,
Lehigh has not indicated any objec-
tion to covering the costs of such
site visits.”

“If Joe wants to arrange those
meetings, we're happy to oblige,”
Lehigh spokesman Jay Reed said.
“We're happy to pick up those
costs.”

The latest action underlines the
volatility of the relationship be-
tween the working quarry and the
residential homes that surround it.
Lehigh officials said they have min-
imized environmental impacts as
much as possible while continuing
to contribute the lion’s share of ce-
ment for structures around the Bay
Area.

Opponents range from those
who claim Lehigh could do more
to those who want nothing less
than the plant shut down. The 2012
county approval of Lehigh’s recla-
mation plan amendment ensures
that the quarry is certified to oper-
ate at least another 25 years.
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RESIDENTS GET
UPDATE ON LEHIGH
CEMENT PLANT FROM
SUPERVISOR SIMITIAN

Annual meeting
with regulators

By Kristi MYLLENBECK

ore than 100 people were in attendance at a

recent public meeting to hear from the many

organizations that monitor the Lehigh Hanson
Cement Plant and its associated facilities.

The informational meeting, which was hosted by
Santa Clara County Supervisor Joe Simitian, was held
the evening of Nov. 16 at Cupertino Community Hall.

Officials from eight different agencies were in at-
tendance to answer questions from Simitian and the
community related to the cement facility located not
far from Cupertino homes. In attendance were the Bay
Area Air Quality Management District, San Francisco
Regional Water Quality Control Board, Santa Clara
County Department of Environmental Health Santa Clara
County Planning and Development Department, Santa
Clara Valley Water District, U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, Santa Clara County Counsel and California
Department of Fish and Wildlife.

It was the second annual community informational
meeting since Simitian requested an increase in over-
sight at the plant in 2014. The facility and quarry are

(cont. next page)



located in the foothills of unincor-
porated Santa Clara County just
outside Cupertino city limits and
city jurisdiction.

“Given that almost a dozen regu-
latory agencies have a role to play
at the site, I thought it was a good
idea to create a forum where the
agencies can all talk to each other,”
Simitian said in a press statement
announcing the meeting. “The so-
lution to a right left hand not com-
municating problem is to commu-
nicate. We're doing that now.”

Most questions from residents
centered on environmental con-
cerns related to the facility: wa-
ter pollution, air pollution and
particulates in the air.

Simitian asked Wayne Kino,
director of compliance and en-
forcement with the Bay Area Air
Quality Management District, if
a new stack that was installed at
the cement facility is helping with
air quality. Lehigh converted its
more than 32 stacks into a single
stack, Kino told the audience.

“What the stack did for us, and
for you, was put all emissions into
one location where Lehigh could
install monitors to monitor what
is coming out of their process,” he
said. “In that, it gave us certainty
in what is coming out.”

Kino said overall, the emissions
situation at Lehigh is better than
it was last year. He said the new
stack is also higher, which causes
more dispersion and waft, mean-
ing fewer emissions reach the

ground level.

To
welcome
permanente Plant

As far as particulate matter
settling on cars in neighborhoods
near the facility, Kino said Lehigh
developed a dust mitigation plan,
and a “fugitive dust rule” is also
in the works for the Bay Area at
large, which would affect Lehigh.
He said much of the dust is prob-
ably caused by trucks hauling
materials in and out of the facil-
ity. He added that particulate
matter can be a health risk to
susceptible individuals such as
children and seniors.

Some residents claimed that
noise from Lehigh has increased
since the new stack went in, espe-
cially between the hours of 11 p.m.
and 6 a.m.

Michael Balliet, director of the
Santa Clara County Department
of Environmental Health, said
since January, the department
has gone to Lehigh 10 times to
monitor noise levels in neighbor-
hoods around the plant.

Two of those times, the facility
was in violation, and the depart-
ment issued citations.

“The plant has obligated them-
selves to a much more formal
noise monitoring program,” Bal-
liet said. “At the end of the day,
we just want to see the noise go
down. They do have several proj-
ects that are already in the works
to make that actually happen.”

Balliet said the county will
soon implement its own formal
noise mitigation program, which
could provide another avenue
for people who are experiencing
noise issues to get in touch with
the county.

“I think that there’s a lot that’s
being done, and we're hopeful
that a lot of that is going to be

A truck heads up to
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Cupertino.
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implemented at the beginning of
next year in January,” he said.

Water quality was also another
popular issue with residents.

“There continues to be a con-
cern about general impacts on
wildlife, particularly endangered
species, particularly with respect
to pollution and selenium levels
that have been identified in the
water,” Simitian said.

Dave Johnston, an environmen-
tal scientist with the California De-
partment of Fish and Wildlife, gave
a brief update on the creek restora-
tion efforts at Permanente Creek,
which begins just north of the facil-
ity. He said the effect of selenium on
endangered species, including the
California red-legged frog, can be
difficult to identify.

“The indications are that
prior to the quarry, the levels
of selenium that naturally oc-
curred in the system were very,
very low and difficult to deteet,”
Johnston told the audience.
“Selenium levels in the water
column (now) can be very high
during high flow.”

He added that a better way to
measure the selenium in the wa-
ter is to measure it in the sedi-
ment. However, Johnston said
that research and literature sur-
rounding selenium'’s effect on or-
ganisms is “all over the place.” He
said the only way to be sure that
selenium is having a negative ef-
fect on the red-legged frog would
be to do a long-term study.

Brett Calhoun, associate water
resources specialist for the Santa
Clara Valley Water District, said
residents should not be concerned
about any contaminants reaching
drinking or groundwater.
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County planning pressed on Stevens Creek Quarry

Town Crier Report

e Santa Clara County
Board of Supervisors Oct.
20 voted unanimously

to direct county staff to develop
and implement a plan for better
monitoring and enforcement of
use-permit conditions at Stevens
Creek Quarry.

The vote came after an inde-
pendent review by Harvey Rose
Associates, at the request of Su-
pervisor Joe Simitian, identified
several deficiencies in the County
Department of Planning and
Development’s oversight of the
quarry. The site is located in the
unincorporated area just outside
Los Altos and Cupertino.

“The review pointed out mul-
tiple concerns with the depart-
ment’s oversight,” said Simitian,
who represents the district that
includes Stevens Creek Quarry.

The quarry is a bluestone ag-
gregate mining operation that
consists of two areas, Parcel A
and Parcel B. Parcel A contains
offices, a truck scale, a recycling
facility for concrete and asphalt,
and the city of Cupertino’s com-
post distribution facility, with op-
erations governed by a condition-
al-use permit. Parcel B contains
surface mining activities, includ-
ing crushing of rock mined at the
quarry, with operations guided by
a mediated agreement.

The permit and agreement in-
clude conditions that must be ad-
hered to for regular operations to
continue.

The auditor’s review found six
conditions from the use permit
that require ongoing monitoring
with no record of being moni-
tored or enforced at the time of
the audit. Additionally, the audit
found the quarry operator out of

compliance with one of the condi-
tions in the mediated agreement,
with no enforcement action taken
by the planning department. The
deficiencies are related to noise
monitoring and an accounting of
trucks, truck trips, daily loads and
equipment inventories.

“Local residents need some
assurance that Santa Clara Coun-
ty is on the job; that our planning
department is rigorously monitor-
ing and enforcing the conditions
of approval, as we should,” Simi-
tian said.

Rhoda Fry, a longtime ob-
server of local quarry activity at
Stevens Creek and the adjacent
Lehigh quarry, applauded the ac-
tion.

“The county has now revealed
what we have always known — the
county’s oversight of mines has
been inadequate,” she said in an
email last week.


http://www.losaltosonline.com/index.php
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CThe Meveury News

November 16, 2022

POLLUTION SOURCE

Cement
plant near
Cupertino
closing

Company says mining
operation, distribution
center will continue

By Aldo Toledo

atoledo@bayareanewsgroup.com

The Lehigh Hanson cement

plant — a major quarry in the Los Altos
hills west of Cupertino and a A
foundation of many key construc- )
tion projects across Northern Cal- %:’;5///
ifornia for nearly a century — is Rancho
shutting down, a huge victory for San Antonio
advocates hoping to stop indus-
trial activity in the area. glllesllrsv%ace Stevens Creek Blvd.

The company will continue . .
other ongoing operations, includ- m £ Cupertlno
ing running its distribution cen- §
ter, after the plant shuts down, & Stevens |, 18
the Irving, Texas-based company S Creek S @
said in its announcement Mon- % " Res. = 3
day. Opened in 1939 as a vital %, 5 E
source for building materials in g 23
the booming Bay Area, the plant
has not been operating its cement
kiln since April 2020.

“The Permanente cement plant
has literally provided the foun- Map San Saratoga
dation for many significant con- area ® Jose 2 miles

struction projects in the region,
including sports arenas, offices
for technology companies, dis-
tribution centers, educational fa-
cilities and hospitals,” said Greg
Ronczka, Lehigh Hanson’s vice
president of environment and sus-
tainability. “The Permanente ce-
ment plant has made many valu-
able contributions to Northern
California over the years, and we
are now working on a long-term

(cont. next page)
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July 5, 2023

$ 08 Altogs Toton Crier

New plan details end of mining,
eent production in foothills

iR 2

COURTESY OF JOE SIMITIAN’S OFFICE

Mining has stopped at Permanente Quarry in the foothills south of Los Altos.

Town Crier Report

esidents tired of living

near the high-polluting

ement plant and quar-

ry south of Los Altos may see

the operator’s latest plan as en-
couraging.

Santa Clara County plan-
ning staff Thursday shared
Heidelberg Materials’ newly
proposed Reclamation Plan
Amendment (RPA), which ad-
dresses the closure and restora-
tion of the land at Permanente
Quarry.

The plans were unveiled at
the county’s Housing, Land
Use, Environment and Trans-
portation Committee meeting
Thursday. The 3,500-acre site is
owned by Heidelberg and oper-
ated by Lehigh Southwest Ce-
ment Co.

County Supervisor Joe Simi-
tian, vice chairman of the com-
mittee, said the latest proposal
is a significant improvement on
Lehigh’s 2019 application, with
the updated 2023 RPA in better
alignment with his three stated
goals: Close the cement plant;
stop mining in the quarry; and

begin the restoration and recla-
mation of the property.

The new RPA addresses con-
tentious aspects of the 2019 pro-
posal that would have amended
the existing 2012 RPA.

In its 2019 proposal, Heidel-
berg put forth a plan to mine
additional limestone from the
area and to cut back the slope
of the north quarry wall for
mining. Heidelberg had looked
to set aside the county’s ridge-
line protection agreement to
accomplish its goals, a proposal
Simitian characterized as “a
nonstarter.”

The 2023 RPA application,
however, indicates an intention
to preserve the quarry north
wall ridgeline and to forego
new mining.

“The review of this newly
proposed Reclamation Plan
Amendment will undoubt-
edly be a lengthy and thor-
ough process,” Simitian said.
“But what’s important here is
that this new RPA reduces the
quarry footprint, puts an end
to the mining of limestone
and no longer ‘chops the top’

12

off the ridgeline.”

To protect the ridgeline and
surrounding habitat that is part
of the property, the county and
the Midpeninsula Regional
Open Space District entered
into a memorandum of agree-
ment in 2021 to share enforce-
ment of the ridgeline preserva-
tion easement (granted in 1972)
that protects the land adjacent
to Rancho San Antonio County
Park.

Lehigh’s 2023 proposed
RPA, if approved, would return
the site to an open-space con-
dition with appropriate con-
tours and landscaping. Activi-
ties planned in alignment with
this goal include grading steep
areas for stability, backfilling
the quarry, buttressing quarry
walls with fill, removing aggre-
gate stockpiles and revegetat-
ing to control wind and water
erosion and assist in reclaiming
viewsheds.

The Lehigh site no longer
includes cement production or
quarry mining, serving instead
as a holding area for transport-
ing aggregate for sale.
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CUPERTINO

Quarry
won't restart

production
of cement

By Grace Hase
ghase@bayareanewsgroup.com

Lehigh Hanson now will have
to officially cease cement produc-
tion at its quarry west of Cuper-
tino in the wake of the company’s
legally binding agreement with
Santa Clara County.

On Tuesday afternoon, the
Santa Clara County Board of Su-
pervisors voted unanimously to
sign off on the agreement, mov-
ing one step closer to reclaiming
and restoring the 3,510-acre site.

Supervisor Joe Simitian, whose
district encompasses the plant
and long has advocated for its
closure, called it “the end of 84
years of cement manufacturing
on the site.”

Lehigh has played a large role
in Bay Area construction projects
since 1939, but in recent years,
residents and environmentalists
have pushed for its closure amid
the pollution from the plant.

Last year, Lehigh announced
that it wouldn’t be restarting ce-
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Quarry

ment production after it
halted the use of the kiln
in April 2020. And in April,
the board asked the county’s
attorneys to make it official
and draft up an agreement.

Tuesday’s decision puts
the county closer to achiev-
ing Simitian’s three goals:
Close the plant, stop any
new quarrying activity and
begin the restoration and
reclamation process.

“That means one and two
on the three-part to-do list
will be done,” Simitian said
at the meeting.

Supervisor Otto Lee said
he was “ecstatic” over the
pact, which would stop
“many dangerous and poi-
sonous gasses and emis-
sions.”

“This is a long-overdue
action to save our public’s
health,” Lee said. “And for
more than eight decades,
these emissions have caused
air and water pollution, like
rainwater runoff, like sele-
nium, smog, acid raid, cli-
mate change, and have cer-
tainly aggravated health
conditions like asthma and
emphysema.”

In the past decade, Le-
high has been hit with more

14

than 2,100 violations and ac-
crued millions of dollars in
fines relating to pollution.
In 2015, the company paid
$2,550,000 to the Environ-
mental Protection Agency
and the Regional Water
Quality Control Board, and
in 2020 it spent $12 million
on pollution control technol-
ogy across 11 plants in eight
states because it violated the
Clean Water Act, the Clean
Air Act, California water
codes and other local laws.
Lehigh Hanson spokes-
person Jeff Sieg said the
company is “pleased to for-
malize our agreement not
to restart the Kiln at our
Permanente cement plant.”

“We remain focused on
working collaboratively
with the community and
other stakeholders on the
development of a long-term
strategy for the property so

that it can continue to pro-
vide value in the future,” he
said.
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