
 
 
 

June 12, 2020 

 

John Kim, Director 

Illinois Environmental Protection Agency 

1021 N. Grand Ave. East 

P.O. Box 19276 

Springfield, IL 62794-9276 

 

Re: General III Air Construction Permit 

 

Dear Director Kim, 

 

I am writing as the Alderwoman of Chicago’s 10th Ward, in regards to the proposed location for 

the new General III facility that is currently awaiting approval for a new Air Construction Permit. As a 

life-long resident of the East Side neighborhood where this facility is proposed, I have dealt with issues 

of environmental pollution long before I was elected Alderwoman. As a school counselor, I dealt with 

countless students who suffered from asthma and whose parents suffered a variety of chronic lung 

problems. From the toxic emissions of the former steel mills that still pollute our soil long after the mills 

have closed, we are also burdened with a legacy of landfills and brownfields. It is in this environment 

that the new General III facility is requesting approval to further burden our Environmental Justice 

Community.  

 

 

Before commenting on specific issues with this facility, I would like to state my opposition to 

issuing any air permits that require public comment. Collecting feedback from residents through an 

online public meeting is an undue burden in a low-income community where many lack high speed 

internet connections and where advertising an online meeting is particularly difficult. I am requesting 

that any permit be delayed until such time as in in-person community meeting can safely take place to 

allow all interested residents a chance to meaningfully weigh in on this, or any, new facility.  

 

 

I would be remiss if I did not also add that the Illinois Environmental Protection Agency (IEPA) 

has a history of undercounting emissions from metal recyclers. This is concerning to residents of the 

Southeast Side who have dealt with a long history of air pollution. Residents of my community need to 

have faith that emissions levels estimated by industry and the IEPA are reliable, and the recent Consent 

Agreements with the U.S. EPA suggest that these facilities have for years been miscategorized as minor 



 
 
 

emitters of pollution when they are in fact anything but minor in their air pollution footprint. This is all 

the more concerning when coupled with the already high level of air pollution found in my community, 

and disturbing correlations in terms of the health of residents in the areas near the proposed site. For 

example, according to the Respiratory Health Association, in 2017 (the most recent year for which data 

are available), CDPH calculated the rate of asthma-related emergency department (ED) visits by children 

living in the 60617 zip code is 41.2% higher than the citywide rate. As well, the Hegewisch neighborhood 

has disproportionately higher rates of lung cancer incidence (25%) and deaths due to lung cancer (34%), 

and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) (53%). These cannot be looked at as mere 

aberrations, but as the scientific reality of communities which have been consistently exposed to 

excessive levels of air pollution. 

 

 

Such concerns are only heightened by the recent catastrophic explosion of the new air 

emissions equipment installed at the current General Iron facility. As part of a consent order last year 

General Iron Industries agreed to install a regenerative thermal oxidizer to destroy VOMs at a 98% 

efficiency. Yet after less than a year of installing this equipment meant to protect the nearby 

community, on Monday May 18th of this year, less than a month ago, this facility suffered a serious 

explosion that sent a thick cloud of pollution filled black smoke across the nearby community. The 

failure of the pollution control equipment so soon after installation and at the start of the public 

comment period for this new facility only highlights the need to delay issuing any permit until a 

complete investigation can be done. Indeed, it is hard to view the installation of recently failed 

equipment as in any way reliable to controlling emissions for this new facility.  Furthermore, it is my 

belief that IEPA has the statutory authority under 415 ILCS 5/39(a) to consider the cumulative history of 

citations, violations, and past evidence of noncompliance at the city and state level to determine 

whether a permit should be granted, or impose conditions to ensure strict compliance with the law and 

IEPA regulations.  

 

 

Finally, I would hope that the IEPA will consider the cumulative burden on the Southeast Side 

community when evaluating this new facility. Additional emissions on the Southeast Side only serve to 

further the environmental injustice, all the more glaring as this facility considers moving from the 

wealthy and overwhelmingly white North Side to the working-class and majority Latinx South East side. 

Considering the decades long history of heavy industry and pollution, I would request that any new 

facility be evaluated for its capacity to provide a net reduction in the air pollution burden on the 

community. Our community is not a mere collection of statistics, but the health, lives, and livelihoods of 



 
 
 

tens of thousands of residents. I urge you to utilize your statutory and regulatory authority to halt this 

process until it can be improved for the betterment of my neighbors, residents, and constituents. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Alderwoman, 10th Ward 

City of Chicago 

 


