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"Slaughterhouse operators admit dumping waste"

By JAMES ELI SHIFFER, Staff Writer

The operators of a small hog slaughterhouse near Goldsboro admitted Tuesday that for more than a decade, they secretly dumped raw wastewater into a creek to save money on sewage treatment.

The Lakeview Packing Company Inc. of Snow Hill pleaded guilty Tuesday in U.S. District Court in Greenville to conspiracy to violate the Clean Water Act, U.S. Attorney John Stuart Bruce announced in a press release.

According to the U.S. Attorney's Office, "the company's prior owner installed a series of underground pipes that bypassed their permitted septic system" and dumped waste from the kill floor and employee bathrooms into Contentnea Creek, a tributary of the Neuse River. "The bypass system was designed so that it could be hidden from detection by inspectors."

The "prior owner" was in fact a member of the family that has run the slaughterhouse since 1975, Lakeview's secretary-treasurer, Gwen Blackburn, said in an interview Tuesday. Blackburn wouldn't say who that family member was, but she confirmed the government's description of the offense.

"We regret very much that violations occurred," she said. "We've taken all steps we can to ensure they don't happen again. We hope other people learn from our experience."

Blackburn said she and the other family members who run the plant didn't know anything about the hidden discharge pipes until Aug. 13, 1998. That day, an agent with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency showed up and told them about the illegal pollution, she said. Bruce said investigators found out about the violations from an employee of the company. The illegal pollution started in the mid-1980s, he said.

The plant closed for three months and rebuilt its sewage treatment system, Blackburn said. It took more than three years for the case to yield a criminal conviction. Sentencing for the company is scheduled for June 24. Lakeview faces a maximum of five years' probation and a fine of $500,000 or twice whatever the company saved by breaking the law.

"Everybody's thinking is different now than it was in 1975 or 1980 or whenever it was that it happened," Blackburn said. "People now have a concern for the environment they didn't use to have."
