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Kamala Harris wades into chemical 
spill litigation 
Explosion at wastewater plant led to Ventura County charges 

By Joshua Sebold

Attorney General Kamala D. Harris announced Wednesday that the state 
Department of Justice will join forces with the Ventura County district attorney's office 
in the county's legal battle over an explosion at a Santa Clara Waste Water Co. facility in 
November 2014.

First responders and employees were allegedly injured by an explosion that belched 
out toxic chemical residue from a vacuum truck at the water company's facility in Santa 
Paula.

Ventura County District Attorney Gregory D. Totten indicted the wastewater 
company along with nine of its executives and other employees on criminal charges in 
August. Green Compass Environmental Solutions LLC, an affiliate of the waste water 
company, was also indicted.

The defendants face allegations of criminal conspiracy, handling hazardous waste 
with reckless disregard for human life and dissuading a witness, among a laundry list of 
charges.

Investigators discovered that a worker vacuumed sodium chlorite into the truck, 
creating a chemical reaction with human waste from the treatment plant, leading to an 
explosion.

The incident released 1,000 gallons of chemicals, exposing dozens of victims to 
hazardous substances in the air and injuring several employees and firefighters.

At the time, news reports indicated that Santa Paula Fire Chief Richard C. Araiza 
accused personnel on the scene of misleading first responders about the nature of the 
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explosion. Araiza told reporters at the time his firefighters left their protective gear 
behind and unknowingly exposed themselves to the chemicals emitted by the explosion 
because of the deception.

"The reckless handling of hazardous waste is a danger to public health and safety, 
and will not be tolerated in California," Harris said in a statement. "My office will 
continue to prosecute serious environmental and health violations and will work closely 
with the Ventura County District Attorney's Office to hold all perpetrators 
accountable."

Harris's office noted in a press release that Green Compass "has facilities in Orange 
County, Kern County, and conducts waste disposal services in the Bay Area, making 
this matter one of statewide significance."

Brian Rafelson, a supervising senior deputy district attorney who oversees consumer 
and environmental cases for Ventura County, said he has often worked in the past with 
the attorney general's office on environmental matters.

"We've done that on unlawful disposal of waste by Target, K Mart and other large 
retailers," he said. "This is more unique because its a criminal prosecution."

Rafelson added that the attorney general's office has deep experience handling 
environmental prosecutions. "They offer great prosecutorial and investigative 
resources," he said.

The spill led nearby homes to be evacuated and local businesses shut down for 
several days.

Two of the wastewater company's managers have already pled guilty to lesser 
charges. They face maximum sentences of three years in county jail or house arrest. 
Sentencing is scheduled for June.

Barry C. Groveman and William W. Carter, partners with Musick, Peeler & Garrett 
LLP, are defending Santa Clara Waste Water Co.

The company is also facing a civil suit from one of its employees, Mike Topete, 
alleging that the company's negligence may lead to permanent disability and deformity.

Santa Clara Waste Water Co. filed its own litigation against its insurer, Allied World 
Assurance Co. and 805 Trucking, the company that owned the truck that exploded. The 
complaint, filed in Dec. 2014, called for $7 million to cover the cost of putting out the 
chemical fire.
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