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At approximately 3:15 P.M., Tuesday, May 1, 2001, a release of sulfur dioxide from General Chemical Corporation, Richmond resulted in closure of several roads and a community alert to "shelter in place". The incident was initiated when a motor vehicle struck a nearby power pole knocking out power to the General Chemical plant at 525 Castro Street, Richmond. The plant manufactures sulfuric acid from waste or "spent" acid and elemental sulfur.

The District received a notification from General Chemical at approximately 2:28 P.M. of an evolving problem resulting from a power outage, with no "off site consequences". At 3:08 P.M. the District received an alert from the Contra Costa County Health Department Hazardous Materials Unit that a visible plume was impacting the nearby area. Initial reports were of a plume blowing west toward the adjacent refinery.

Upon arriving at the scene, at 3:30 P.M., District inspectors observed a release of sulfur dioxide (SO2) and sulfur trioxide (SO3) from the plant. Preliminary information indicates that a solenoid malfunctioned during a re-start of the plant allowing a partial pathway of S02/SO3 to go to atmosphere. At approximately 6:30 P.M. the release ended, and the plume stopped. Subsequently, at about 1:30 A.M. Wednesday, May 02, 2001, a second incident occurred associated with the restarting of the plant. This second event lasted approximately 30 minutes, and did not result in a community alert as the plume remained in the immediate area of the plant.

Emissions estimates are not yet available, however maximum emissions, based on vessel capacity are approximately 500 pounds of S02 and 250 pounds of S03. Air samples have been taken and will be analyzed by the District laboratory.

Combining with moisture in the atmosphere, S03 will form sulfuric acid (H2SO4). Sulfuric acid is an irritant to skin, eyes, nose and throat. At high levels of exposure, it will cause burning of tissue. At this time, it is believed that exposures did not reach this higher level.

The District has issued General Chemical Corporation a Notice of Violation for causing a Public Nuisance on May 1, 2001.

  

 



