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ROCKWOOL UPROAR
Unger: Require public meetings before major projects

By CHRISTINE SNYDER
editor@spiritofjefferson.com

CHARLES TOWN - As citizens
in Jefferson County continue to
fight against the Rockwool insula-
tion factory being built on a former
orchard on the far outskirts of Ran-
son, State Sen. John Unger is offer-
ing an idea he says would address
such controversies in the future.

In a statement released last week,
Unger — a Berkeley County native
who has served in the Senate since
1999 — said he’ll introduce a bill
next year to require public meetings
in the area impacted by any air or
water permits.

Such a move will be possible, of
course, only if Unger wins anoth-
er term on Nov. 6. He is opposed
for re-election by Republican Mike
Folk, a Martinsburg airline pilot
who is a member of the House of
Delegates.

The 16th District seat includes ar-
eas of both Jefferson and Berkeley
counties.

“We’ve had a lot of concerns ex-
pressed with the clean air permit
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John Unger, who has served in the state Senate since 1999, says he’ll
introduce legislation next year that he says would allow the public to be
better informed about major projects such as the Rockwool insulation

factory coming to Ranson.

given to Rockwool,” said Unger,
who works as a pastor in Harpers
Ferry. “Though the public comment
period ran legally, a meeting was
not held in the community that will
be affected. I want to make sure that

in the future, our communities have
a chance to give input to the pro-
cesses that directly affect them.”
The Rockwool facility is expect-
ed to bring up to 150 jobs to the
county, but many have raised health

and safety concerns, pointing to the
plant's location near North Jefferson
Elementary, Wildwood Middle and
Jefferson High.

The Department of Environmental
Protection’s Division of Air Quality
policy regarding permits for projects
such as Rockwool requires a notice
of “intent to issue a permit,” followed
by a 45-day public comment period.
Unger notes that now a public hear-
ing is allowed, but not required.

“We need to do better,” Unger
said in his statement. “People who
will be affected by development
should be able to learn about it, ex-
press concerns and get their ques-
tions answered. There’s absolute-
ly no way Rockwool’s air quality
permits should have been approved
without a public meeting being held
in our community.

"If the citizens’ voices had been
heard, I believe these permits would
not have been approved at all.”

But some critics of Unger's pro-
posal pointed out on Facebook that
even if a public hearing on the air
quality permits had been held in
Ranson, many in the community

still might not have taken part in the
discussion.

Though area newspapers in No-
vember carried stories about Rock-
wool's plans to build a factory and
Rockwool ran ads and sent out mail-
ers in the community in the months
that followed, citizens didn't begin
protesting until after a groundbreak-
ing ceremony in late June.

"Public meetings won't do any
good if people aren't paying atten-
tion," one county resident wrote on
Facebook.

Last week, DEP Secretary Austin
Caperton released a statement that
described the planned Rockwool fa-
cility as “no threat” to the environ-
ment or to residents’ health.

“Based on all available informa-
tion that we have gathered and that
we have reviewed, we see no threat
to the health of our citizens and no
threat to our environment,” Caper-
ton said in the statement. “Our sci-
entists and engineers with the DEP
have reviewed all available data and
have assured me there is virtually
no other state in America that would
have denied this permit.”
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address citizens’ worries about the factory,
CCAR members boycotted the event and held
a protest outside the center instead.

“It’s been because of the community’s be-
havior,” Diehl said of the pullout of multiple
business prospects. “I’ve lost all the work that
I’ve done for the last nine months.”

Diehl said the companies that had been con-
sidering Jefferson County were just what op-
ponents of the Rockwool plant say they want
here— technology, light industry, green com-
panies.

He said the county began the recruitment
efforts soon after Rockwell announced it had
selected Ranson as the site of a sister plant
to the Byhalia, Miss., facility that opened in
2014.

“We had a planning session and we all said
here’s what we need to focus on — light in-
dustry, advanced manufacturing, agriculture,
small businesses, tourism. My focus had been
on what everybody is saying I should focus
on.”

While it was Diehl’s predecessor John Re-
isenweber who led negotiations to bring Rock-
wool to Jefferson County, Diehl defended the
work. He said Jefferson County needs a more
diverse economy with jobs that provide good
wages for its residents.

“Half of the work force leaves Jefferson
County to do exactly the kinds of jobs that
Rockwool will be providing,” he said. “We
need to stand on our own two feet and stop re-
lying on people who sleep in Jefferson County
but go outside of Jefferson County to work.

“That’s where our focus should be.”

More manufacturing jobs, which offer bet-
ter wages than service-sector work, would al-
low more people in Jefferson County to earn
a living wage here, Diehl said.

“I think in our county 80 percent of the jobs

are service jobs and only 20 percent are man-
ufacturing jobs,” he said. “We have a whole
lot of jobs in Jefferson County that are hos-
pitality jobs, which are good to have, but the
people who work those jobs are coming in
to Jefferson County and they’re going back
home to Berkeley County and Morgan Coun-
ty because it’s too expensive for them to live
in Jefferson County.

“We need to have the jobs that pay a liv-
ing wage here. We have to have a diverse
economy, to have a vibrant economy. Rock-
wool is the kind of company we need in Jef-
ferson County. We need to do something dif-
ferent than we have been doing. It is a spring-
board for the kinds of jobs we need in Jeffer-
son County.”

Lori Maloney, a leader with Concerned Cit-
izens Against Rockwool, said the opposition
to the project “is not
anti-business. We are
an advocate for ap-
propriate development
of Jefferson Coun-
ty, which includes ap-
propriately sited man-
ufacturing and light
industry. But Rock-
wool? Residents are
more than justified in
calling for a full stop.
From unfair tax breaks
to toxic emissions by
our schools, the JC-
DA’s Rockwool deal is terrible for Jefferson
County, and the more we learn the worse it
looks.”

Maloney said that the JCDA should find
companies that match up to the Envision Jef-
ferson 2035 Comprehensive Plan and that
such businesses “should have absolutely
no reservations about investing in Jefferson
County.”

She called on Diehl and others at the JCDA

Lori Maloney
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“to work transparently to attract businesses
that complement our economic strengths and
improve our quality of life. The JCDA should
conduct economic and environmental reviews
and avoid unfair tax breaks. Until the JCDA
reforms the way they operate, nobody is go-
ing to buy what they are selling.”

Of “Project Shuttle”

Diehl says most people aren’t familiar with
the process involved in bringing a businesses
into a new area.

“When a site consultant goes looking for a
new location they draw a big circle on a map
and say, we’re looking for a site in this lo-
cation, and then they go looking for proper-
ties that meet their criteria. They’re looking to
eliminate options at that time and if they see
a property, the state economic development
people would ask the county development
authority to put the property on their website
and then the development office begins to go
through files in a given area.

Diehl said site consultants are looking for
specific information about the site and the re-
gion, its roads, traffic, types of soil.

“They’re going through to start eliminating
properties,” he said, adding names for the proj-
ects names follow the selection of some sites.
‘Project Shuttle’ was literally pulled out of the
air. You have to call it something and you’re
not going to use the company’s name.”

Diehl said as negotiations begin it becomes
easier for state development office officials to
discover what company is involved, informa-
tion the company most often does not want
announced. That’s why companies require
non-disclosure agreements.

“Everybody signs NDAs,” Diehl said, not-
ing the agreement also allows the jurisdic-
tion to determine more information about the
company’s needs such as the number of work-
ers and the anticipated revenue. “We have to
be able to begin to figure out what we get out
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WVU Medicine Primary Care - Inwood Aﬂ

is now accepting new patients!

With expanded facilities and three providers who are a part of the WVU Medicine
network, patients will also have access to the MyWVUChart/EPIC electronic
medical record system. Conveniently located with easy access,
Primary Care - Inwood is a great option for Inwood area residents.

“We need to have the jobs
that pay a living wage
here. We have to have

a diverse economy, to
have a vibrant economy.
Rockwool is the kind of
company we need in
Jefferson County."

I NIC DIEHL, Jefferson County
Development Authority executive director |

of the deal. It’s standard practice. Otherwise
the client goes away.”

Diehl said the development office began
doing its homework on Rockwool once that
NDA was signed.

“We learned it is well thought of interna-
tionally, and among the greenest in the world,
that is is super-concerned about environmen-
tal issues, and workers get regular raises, re-
ally good benefits and the company promotes
from within,” he said. “We were very com-
fortable with this company based on what we
read.”

In his interview with the Spirit, Diehl also
pushed back at critics who accuse the devel-
opment authority and the state economic de-
velopment office of giving away the store.

“Everything is laid out in state Code. ‘If
you give this, then you get this,”” he said. “I
can’t discriminate who I give tax incentives
to. That’s in West Virginia State Code. It is
what it is.”

He also said the state and county did every-
thing it is required to do to alert the public
about Rockwool.

“We got zero public input,” he said. “We
had 40 open meetings before July 2018. It is
crazy how many meetings there were. No-
body came.”
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