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governor, he intimated at

of Planning and Natural Resources
for permits to conduct burning,
and Rumelt said his request for
copies of those permit applications
from DPNR Commissioner Dawn
Henry have gone ignored.

Henry and DPNR spokesman
Jamal Nielsen have not responded
to a similar request from The Daily
News.

“A lot of the details about the
plan to burn have been done be-
hind closed doors,” Rumelt said.

Rumelt said it's necessary for
the public to know what burning
plans might entail, and there’s been
a lack of transparency from the lo-
cal government.

While the plaintiffs could file a
request for information under Vir-
gin Islands law, “we know it’s go-
ing to drag out and we’ll never see
those records,” Rumelt said.

Abiding by the override?

As chairwoman of the Legis-
lature’s Committee on Health,
Hospitals and Human Services,
Rivera-O’Reilly said she’s focused
on ensuring that constituents do
not suffer negative health impacts
as a result of burning plant debris
— and she wants Mapp to do the

same.
“There’s so many laws on the
books that are not enforced, that are
not carried out,” Rivera-O'Reilly
said. “I hope that the governor will
do the right thing, which is follow
the will of the Legislature, which
is ultimately the will of the people.
But on other occasions, he has
practically said that he will just do
what he needs to do and not follow
the law. And so, in light of this, I
think that it is important for us to
inue to pursue the lawsuit until

we know that the governor has al-

ternative plans. 3
St. Croix attorney Andrew Simp-
son, who filed the Jawsuit, said in
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With the assistance of the Texas Department of Transportation, the Texas A&M Forest Service uses an Air Curtain
Incinerator (ACI) to burn vegetative debris in Rockport, Texas, in October that resulted from environmental damage

created by Hurricane Harvey.

Kenneth Nereida Rivera-
Mapp O'Reilly

a statement Tuesday that plaintiffs
are hopeful the case will be ren-
dered moot by the recent change in
local law, but aren’t ready to drop
the suit without assurances that
burning is indeed banned.

- “We believe that the override of
the veto should end the matter and
are hopeful that everyone will now
focus their efforts on obtaining an
extension of the federal govern-
ment’s commitment to pay 100
percent of debris removal costs be-
yond the initial six months,” Simp-
sonsaid. .

Mapp has repeatedly said that if
the debris is not dealt with before
March 20, the territory will be re-
sponsible for disposal costs, which
it cannot bear.

‘But Simpson said federal law al-
lows for “extenuating circumstanc-
es” necessitating an extension of
that six-month window in which
the federal authorities would pay
for debris disposal.

“Burning the debris presents a

major threat to the health of the

. residents of the Virgin Islands and

is therefore an extenuating circum-
stance that justifies composting
rather than burning. However, un-
til we have satisfactory assurances
that FEMA, the Army Corps of En-
gineers and the Virgin Islands gov-
ernment have altered their plans to
incinerate, we do not consider the
case to be moot,” Simpson said.

‘Artificial deadline’

“This March 20th deadline that
seems to be a big concern is very
much an artificial deadline,” said
Rumelt. “There’s nothing that I'm
aware of that prevents an extension
to ensure that federal funding for
recovery on this issue and other is-
sues can't be extended.”

The only way the lawsuit would
be rendered moot “would be writ-
ten assurances and an agreement
by FEMA and the Army Corps of
Engineers that they are not going
to burn any of the wood debris
waste,” Rumelt said. “The goal is
to continue on with the lawsuit to
ensure that the health and safety of
the people in the Virgin Islands is
protected from the planned burn-
ing, and we're going to do whatev-
er it takes to accomplish that goal.”

In response to those who have
argued burning would be cheaper,
casier, and reduce the potential fire
hazard from stacks of debris sit-
ting exposed, Rumelt said those
concerns pale in comparison to the

potential consequences to public
health.

“Whatever short-term savings
there might be are going to be lost
long-term with the health impacts
on the people who live nearby,”
Rumelt said. -

He called debris removal costs
*a drop in the bucket” compared to
the total cost of recovery and re-
lief efforts, “and to put kids at risk,
including a child in our case who
has leukemia and attends school
within 1,500 feet of the St. Croix
burn site, is just not acceptable,” .
Rumelt said. “If we can’t manage
a big pile of wood, then what coun-
try is it that we live in here?”

Proper management of debris
piles would eliminate the risk of
spontaneous combustion, and “the
number. one concern is people’s
health, particularly children and
other vulnerable populations, and
again, the reality is that there will
have to be management of these
piles one way or another,” Rumelt

said. “If you're capable of starting

to burn it now, you're certainly ca-
pable of starting to chip and com-
post now, so those risks would be
dealt with cither way. And if you
choose chipping and compost-
ing, you're going in the direction
that is safe for the people who live
around the facility, versus going
with burning. It's just not worth it.”
— Contact Suzanne Carlson at
340-714-9122 or email scarison@

dailymews. vi.




