CTT’s Pro Bono Community Involvement
Mr. Billy Stilwell (his friends and family all affectionately call him “Spider”) is an 82-year-old veteran of the Korean War.  In 1994, he and his wife Norma purchased approximately eight acres of property near the Trinity River in the rural outskirts of Hutchins to serve as their retirement home.  

The Stillwells are active in their community and have enjoyed a quiet retirement until last year when a commercial composting operation purchased a 117-acre tract north of and adjacent to the Stilwells’ property.  The facility commenced operation without obtaining authorization from the State of Texas as required by law.  Even when inspectors from the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ) discovered the operation, the facility continued to operate without authorization and even challenged TCEQ’s assertion that an authorization was required.  The composting operation is run by Post Oak Grinding, LLC, d/b/a Green choice Organics.  


Even once under the scrutiny of TCEQ regulators, Defendants persisted in evading the TCEQ by applying for the most minimal form of authorization possible for a composting operation, a “Notification of Intent to Operate a Composting Facility.”  The application submitted by Post Oak contained significant misrepresentations as to the types of materials to be handled at the facility, the volumes of materials to be accepted, the methods used to generate compost materials, and the nature and extent of operations conducted or to be conducted at the Post Oak facility.  The applicants even omitted the names of adjacent landowners, such as Mr. Stilwell, so that TCEQ could not mail notice of the operation as required by law.  Nevertheless, TCEQ swiftly approved the application and Post Oak proceeded to take such authorization as license to do as they pleased.  Shortly thereafter, the facility took on the appearance of a solid waste landfill.  Mountains of treated dimensional lumber appeared, along with truckloads of rotting vegetables, raw manure, soft drinks, plastic pots, painted cabinets, and other waste across the 117 acres.  Oppressive clouds of dust continually discharge from the site as well as sickening and nauseating odors.  In addition, a large grinder installed at the site generates incredible noise.  Complaints to TCEQ have been largely ignored, as were complaints to local county officials.  Post Oak continues to operate and take in truckloads of waste.

The Stillwells’ quiet retirement home has been turned upside-down.  Norma has since developed breathing problems and, after bad odors began to appear in their water, subsequent tests revealed that their water well contains high levels of coliforms, a potentially dangerous bacteria often found in animal waste.  The Stillwells feel powerless and ignored by government officials and their new neighbors.  Unable to afford counsel, Curran Tomko Tarski’s environmental attorney, Craig Pritzlaff, offered his assistance pro bono to see if the Stillwells’ peaceful neighborhood could be restored.

After much investigative work and applying pressure on the TCEQ, we are pleased to report that progress has been made.  Through Craig’s efforts, the story caught the attention of a Fox 4 investigative reporter, Becky Oliver, who prepared and aired this report (http://www.myfoxdfw.com/dpp/news/investigative/030711-Compost-Company-Piling-Up-Complaints) on the plight of the Stilwells and their neighbors.  Shortly thereafter, the TCEQ entered into an agreed order with Post Oak Grinding, though it won’t become effective until the commissioners approve at Agenda.  The order requires that Post Oak come into compliance within 15 days of the effective date and if not, then they must submit a registration or permit within 180 days.  The registration/permit will open up public notice/comment and afford an opportunity for a contested case hearing.  Alternatively, Post Oak can cease their operations or modify them dramatically to finally comply with the law.  

Curran Tomko Tarski LLP is proud of Craig’s efforts and the success being achieved.  It’s all part of our commitment to provide our services to those who need them, regardless of their ability financially.
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