
What’s that smell?

Foul-smelling air pollution is leaking
from a city-owned landfill, affecting

people in both Bristols
and nearby areas. 

 
If you’re bothered by the odors,

or your health is suffering
because of the pollution,

you’re not alone.
 

You have a right to know about
what’s happening at the landfill

and what it means for you. 

A guide to the problems at the Bristol
landfill, the risks to your health, and

what you can do about it

southerlymag.org            bit.ly/bristollandfill

Report it to the city of Bristol, VA
Online: bit.ly/bristol-report
Phone: 276-645-7300 for help getting the form

HOW TO COMPLAIN OR DOCUMENT THE POLLUTION

Take action

Report it to the Virginia Department of
Environmental Quality
Online: bit.ly/vdeq-report

Download Smell My City app to track the
pollution
Online: smellmycity.org

HOW TO ACCESS ASSISTANCE

Join Facebook group “Bristol City-VA/TN Air
Pollution Community Page”
Contact HOPE for Bristol:
www.hopeforbristol.org
hopeforbristol@gmail.com 

United Way of Bristol, TN: Visit bit.ly/uw-
purifier or call 423-968-4912
First Presbyterian Church is fundraising for air
purifiers. Contact FPC Lead Pastor Rev. Samuel
Weddington by private Facebook message for
help getting one or to donate 

Connect with your community 

Get help purchasing an air purifier 
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Open your phone’s camera app and take a
photo of this QR code. You’ll be prompted
to open up an internet browser.

This guide was created by Southerly, a nonprofit
media organization that equips Southern
communities facing environmental injustices with
the journalism, resources, and information they
need to make their communities more informed,
equitable, and healthy.

ABOUT US

We’re following the events in
Bristol. Want to stay updated? 

$3.2 MILLION

$34 MILLION

6,674

Money city has spent on repairs 

Debt landfill has created for the city

Complaints city received May '21 - Feb. '22

5Violations received in 2021 from VA regulators

mailto:hopeforbristol@gmail.com


Your voices

REPORTED SYMPTOMS FROM RESIDENTS
Headaches and migraines
Sinus issues and eye and throat irritation
Nausea and vomiting
Coughing and difficulty breathing
Dizziness and fatigue
Nosebleeds
Insomnia
Anxiety, depression, feelings of helplessness 

When I used to live near the dump, sometimes, especially
on hot summer days, we would smell something foul, like
raw sewage or old trash. There were times when we
would think there were dead mice under the house. We
complained about it, but nothing was ever done. People
need to understand that this is not a healthy situation
and it needs to be rectified as soon as possible. Your voice
matters in this. The more people speak up about it, the
better, especially those living right beside the dump."

Rev. Steven L. Davis Sr., 54

“I get headaches from it [pollution] a few minutes before
I can smell it. My mom gets debilitating migraines. When
we get them, we just want to lie down and take medicine
and go to bed. But you can’t do that every day. What gives
me hope about it is HOPE for Bristol, the group that’s
been trying to get relief for residents. These people aren’t
environmental activists. They just want their peace back.
It is very refreshing to see people willing to step up and
fight for this community.”

Karah Storm, 21

“I took my girls to urgent care so many times because they
had respiratory problems. Dealing with the effects from this
landfill on my babies—it was too much. I moved my family
to the far side of town in November, and we stopped having
the constant symptoms.”

Erica Nophlin, 37

These accounts have been lightly edited for clarity. 

President and founder of Brothers for Christ Community
Response, a ministry that runs sober living houses.

Bristol, Tenn., resident who studies social work and
criminal justice at Northeast State Community College. 

Bristol, Va., resident raising her daughters and young cousin

What’s in the air?

A sweet-smelling chemical, known to cause cancer,
found in gasoline and cigarette smoke. Detected at
levels up to 15x higher than what is normal for
outdoor air in the U.S. Acute exposure can cause
drowsiness, dizziness, irregular heartbeat,
headaches, tremors, confusion; chronic exposure
can cause anemia, excessive bleeding, leukemia.

Multiple chemicals were found in air samples
gathered in 2020 and 2021 by the city of Bristol,
Va., the Virginia Dept. of Environmental Quality
and the EPA. None of them have been detected at
levels known to be hazardous to human health, but
that doesn’t mean they can’t make you (or your
pets) feel sick. 

But that data doesn't show the “cumulative impacts
of all of those chemicals added together,” said
Louisiana-based environmental scientist and toxic
substances expert Wilma Subra.

BENZENE

HYDROGEN SULFIDE
Colorless, toxic, flammable gas. Acute exposure can
cause nausea, headaches, skin and eye irritation;
repeated or prolonged exposure can cause low
blood pressure, ataxia (lack of muscle
coordination). 

Colorless gas that smells like rotten cabbage. Acute
exposure can cause coughing, chest tightness, skin
and eye irritation, and dizziness. The true amount
of methyl mercaptan in the air is unknown, said
independent toxicologist Laura Green, who was
hired by Bristol, Tenn. Existing air samples don’t
have “reliable” data for that gas, she said.

METHYL MERCAPTAN

Sources: All information in this brochure comes from public
records, interviews with experts, and reports from city,
state, and federal agencies. For more info, visit our site.

Want to know more? 
Visit our landing page: bit.ly/bristollandfill

The Bristol landfill
In 1998, the city of Bristol, Va. opened a landfill in an old
rock quarry. The site accepts household and commercial
waste, tires, brush, yard waste and e-waste. Residents
living nearby say they’ve dealt with pollution for years,
though it has intensified since 2019.
 
Bristol officials have been working to fix multiple
structural problems at the landfill. But record keeping
errors and poor communication between city staff and
consultants have slowed the process. The landfill has
violated state permits over the past year. There is a
chemical reaction occurring deep inside the waste,
causing it to heat up. Ernie Hoch,a consultant leading the  
repairs, told Southerly that the “subsurface reaction” is
happening at least 100 feet below the surface; it's unclear
how large it could be. He repeatedly said that the reaction
isn’t a fire, which Virginia law requires landfills to
extinguish. There isn’t any such law for subsurface
reactions. 

Your neighbors and community members are pressuring
local, state, and federal officials to address the problems
or close the landfill. In January, Bristol, Va. City Manager
and Attorney Randy Eads asked the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency and Virginia Department of
Environmental Quality “to take a more active role in
seeking experts to educate the City Council and
management team members on how to rectify the odor
situation.” He requested additional funds to help the city
cover the costs of eliminating the pollution.

Pollution reports from Smell My City data
Landfill location: 2125 Shakesville Rd., Bristol, VA 24201

Map by George Linke


