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Troubled Chiquita Canyon Landfill will cease accepting trash in
2025

Chiquita Canyon Landfill has announced that it is closing active waste disposal operations effective Jan. 1. (Myung J. Chun
/ Los Angeles Times)

By Tony Briscoe
Staff Writer
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Unable to extinguish a smoldering chemical reaction that sent noxious odors into area
neighborhoods and triggered legal action by Los Angeles County, the owners of Chiquita
Canyon Landfill announced Tuesday that they would shut down the 52-year-old

municipal waste site on New Year’s Day.

In a letter to California environmental regulators and public officials, a representative
from Texas-based Waste Connections Inc. said that Dec. 31 was the final day it would

accept solid waste at the 639-acre facility in the Santa Clarita Valley.

“Chiquita had wished to maintain its crucial role in the community’s solid waste
management system, but has made the difficult decision to close its active waste
disposal operations,” wrote Steve Cassulo, the landfill’s manager. “Although Chiquita
has available [capacity], due to the regulatory environment, maintaining ongoing

operations at Chiquita is no longer economically viable.”

For nearly two years, Chiquita Canyon had been struggling to handle the fallout from a
rare chemical reaction that caused broiling temperatures to break out deep
underground in a closed portion of the landfill. The extreme heat roasted decades-old
garbage and damaged the landfill’s gas control systems, causing foul-smelling gases to

drift into nearby Val Verde and Castaic.

The smoldering conditions also caused pressure to build, resulting in geysers of
hazardous liquid waste bursting to the surface and white smoke seeping out of long
fissures. In recent months, Chiquita Canyon has faced increasing pressure from

regulators, who placed restrictions on where waste could be placed within the landfill.
Chiquita Canyon, Los Angeles County’s second-largest active landfill, typically accepted

roughly 2 million tons of solid waste annually. That accounted for about one-third of all

garbage disposed of in L.A. County.
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In a region that has long struggled with waste reduction efforts and waning disposal
capacity, public officials are now examining how the closure will affect the flow of waste

in Southern California.

L.A. County Supervisor Kathryn Barger said public officials had anticipated Chiquita
Canyon’s closure. The landfill had been accepting significantly less waste recently. L.A.
County officials oversaw a diversion of this waste to Simi Valley and Antelope Valley

landfills, Barger said.

So far, there has not been an increase in tonnage sent to Sylmar’s Sunshine Canyon,

which accepts the most waste annually.

ADVERTISEMENT

Barger said she would introduce a motion at the next Board of Supervisors meeting on
Jan. 7, directing Public Works to conduct an assessment of Chiquita Canyon’s closure,
including the environmental and financial implications associated with plans to send

waste elsewhere.

“I'm committed to ensuring that this transition doesn’t lead to any form of price gouging
or unfair practices in waste management services,” Barger said. “Protections must be in
place to prevent increased financial burdens on our residents and businesses. I want to
emphasize that my top priority, though, continues to be bringing relief to the

community that continues being afflicted by the landfill’s noxious odors.”
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L.A. County Public Works had previously expressed concerns about closing Chiquita

Canyon.

A decision to close Chiquita Canyon was not expected to resolve the chemical reaction,
which was occurring in the long-dormant section of the landfill and could persist for
years. The agency noted also that the closure could result in more pollution and higher

fees due to transporting garbage farther.

“As the agency responsible for regional waste planning in Los Angeles County, we will
ensure there are no disruptions to trash collection services in our unincorporated
communities and will work closely with the City of Santa Clarita to help prevent any
disruptions to their services as well,” said Mark Pestrella, director of L.A. County Public

Works. “The health and safety of our residents remains our top priority.”

Over the last two years, residents who lived near Chiquita Canyon had phoned in
thousands of odor complaints to the local air district. Some described the stench of
rotten eggs from sulfur-based emissions. Others reported the smell[] of burning

garbage and plastic.

At local air district meetings, many residents said they experienced difficulty breathing,

nausea, headaches and heart palpitations.

For Sarah Olaguez and her family, they had tried to endure the odors by staying indoors,

running an air purifier and even buying gas masks they sometimes wore outdoors.

But the odors became too much for them to handle. Olaguez, who lived with her

husband and children in Val Verde for five years, moved in April.

She said she knows of at least a dozen of her neighbors who have left too. She said she
was pleased to hear Chiquita Canyon would close. But the problems she and her

neighbors experienced spoke to a larger issue.
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“It’s going to have ripple effects for everyone surrounding the landfill for a very long
time,” Olaguez said. “This is a step in the right direction, but that landfill should have
been shut down a long time ago. And should not have been allowed to be that close to

communities.”

“I think L.A. County, in general, needs to come up with better ways to handle waste.”
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Tony Briscoe is an environmental reporter with the Los Angeles Times. His coverage
focuses on the intersection of air quality and environmental health. Prior to joining
The Times, Briscoe was an investigative reporter for ProPublica in Chicago and an

environmental beat reporter at the Chicago Tribune.
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