LANDFILL "PRIVATIZATION"

Good idea or bad idea?
Once again, our county government officials have engaged in secret dealings with a big corporation.  This time it was an attempt to sell our county landfill out from under us.

"Privatization" is the term that is often used to describe the process of turning public responsibilities -- and public property -- over to private business corporations.  The theory is that business entities can run things more cheaply and efficiently than government can.  That may often be true.  However, the primary goal of business corporations is to run things more profitably for themselves and their shareholders.  That's not a bad thing in itself -- except when it means that the citizens who were being served by a public facility that gets sold to a private corporation end up paying a higher price for lower quality service or, even worse, get stuck footing the bill to clean up the mess that the private corporation leaves behind.

Right now the county landfill is being run for the benefit of the citizens of Putnam County, and the public employees who are running it are accountable to the public.  Their objective is supposed to be to do the best job they can to meet the long-term needs and expectations of the people who pay their salaries.  And by all accounts those public employees really are doing a good job; the landfill is one of the best run county operations we have.  We are also very fortunate that, in contrast to the situation in many other localities, our public landfill has enough capacity to serve our county's needs for the foreseeable future.

A "privatized" landfill's operators, on the other hand, would have the objective of maximizing the short-term profits of the corporation that owns the landfill.  It would be run for the benefit of, and its employees would be accountable to, the corporation's directors and shareholders in New Jersey or Delaware, not to the citizens of Putnam County.  With a monopoly on the essential service of solid waste disposal, the landfill's corporate owner would have us at its mercy when it comes to setting prices for using the landfill.  Fees would rise, but costs would be cut, and so would corners.  Safety, including environmental safety, would be compromised.  To further maximize profits from the "tipping fees" charged for dumping in the landfill, garbage would be brought in from other counties, maybe even other states.  Instead of a public landfill with many years of capacity to meet the needs of Putnam County's residents, it would become a private landfill with just a few years of capacity to generate large profits for its corporate owner.

And then what?  When all the profits have been made and the landfill filled, the private corporation would have no reason to stick around.  (A filled landfill is worth nothing.) The county and its citizens and taxpayers would then have to go through the enormously difficult and expensive process of siting and opening a new landfill, as well as potentially being stuck with the responsibility for properly closing the old landfill and dealing with any pollution problems that the private corporation left behind.

While there may be some short-term financial benefits to selling our landfill to a private corporation, in the long term it would be a very bad idea.  No wonder our county officials tried to keep this deal under wraps.
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