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Fire’s cause
still unknown

e,

By ANDREA HOPKINS

Bristol Herald Courier

A thick layer of black soot blanketed much of
the Exide Super Battery Plant Friday as company
officials arrived to survey the damage caused by a
massive Christmas Day fire.

As the sun rose above the plant, the extent of
the damage to Bristol's largest industrial em-
ployer became obvious. A large section of the
plant’s roof was in ruins, and what remained had

Herald Courier/Jason Davis

‘As far as the
manufacturing
equipment, everything
is still intact. After we
get the cleanup
completed, we should
be abie to start back
up within three to four
weeks.'
S

Joff Carter, Exide plant
human resources manager

There’s moxe

Malcolm Gavant's management skills will be put to
the test in the wake of the Christmas Day fire. Gavant
has been chosen to be Exide's new senior Southeast
regional operations manager, and he will also be
responsible for oversight operations of the Bristol
Battery Super Plant.- Details are on Page 4A.

plant Friday. But demolition crews were already
moving in to tear down the damaged structure
making way for a new building. %

“As far as the manufacturing equipment,
everything is still intact,” Carter said. “After we get
the cleanup completed, we should be able to start
back up within three to four weeks.”

At the time of the fire, the plant employed about
800 people — making it Bristol's largest industrial
employer. Carter said some of those employees will
be back at work on Saturday, but many will be
temporarily laid off.

By ANDREA HOPKINS

Bristol Herald Courier

Exide officials searching for a bright spot in their
disastrous Christmas Day were hoping Friday that
the plant would be back in business in Jess than a
month.

“Production-wise, we don’t expect to be down
Jonger than three to four weeks,” Human Resources
Manager Jeff Carter told reporters Friday morning.

That may have seemed to be an optimistic
nradietion to those who saw the still-smoldering

Herald CourieriJason Davis

(Above and
left) Smoke.
continues to
rise Friday
from the
Exide Super
| Battery >
" Plant. A
large section
of the plant's
roof was in
ruins, and
what
remained
“had been
blackened by
flames in a
Christmas
Day blaze.

Production downtime expected to last 3-4 weeks

The plant’s distribution center will resume normal
operations Saturday, Carter said. That oper,atlon
involves slightly more than 200 of the plant’s

employees, Carter added.

«(Cleanup operations will take an additional

150-200 employees. But, yes
out of work for three to four

Company officials were con

damage to the plant Friday,

some employees will be

weeks,” Carter said.
tinuing to assess the
and said they could not

lace a dollar value on the loss. Those figures might
be available today, Carter said.

Please see PRODUCTION, Page 14A

been blackened by
flames.

Plumes of gray smoke
continued to drift  sky-
ward from the hull of
the, giant battery pro-
ducer as firefighters con-
tinued to douse hot spots
inside the structure Fri-
day morning. Fire-
fighters were expected to
continue their vigil into
the weekend as the
cleanup. began in ear-

nest.’ ]
“There’s a lot of dam-

age. The entire facility
has suffered damage to
some extent from water
and smoke,” said factory
manager Carl Howell, as
he stood in Exide’s dark-
ened, soot-filled lobby
Friday morning.

The bulk of the dam-
age was confined to the
“formation building” — a
manufacturing area
where up to 30,000 bat-
teries are charged at one
time, said Jeff Carter,
plant human resources
manager. It was that
area where officials be-
lieve the blaze — which
was reported around
3:30 p.m. Thursday —
began.

“We know that it

started on a work table that they used for charg-
ing,” said Bristol Tennessee Fire Chief Phil Vin-
son. “We have information from one of the em-
ployees of Exide that they spotted (the fire) on

this particular area.”

Please see EXIDE, Page 14A

3 spectors know

S INLL

Here is part of
what company and
fire officials had fo
say Friday:

@ The bulk of the
damage was con-
fined to the “forma-
tion building” — &
manufacturing area
where up @ 90,907 r‘ f

batierles are
charged at one time.
1 Although in-

where the fire
began, they are not .
sure how ii began.

@ Company of-
ficials said the fire
had caused no last-
ing environmental or
health problems.

i@ After cleanup is
completed, produc-
tion is expected to
resume in three to
four weeks.

@l The plant’s dis-
tribution center will
resume normal op-
erations today, but
many workers will ba
temporarily laid off.

B The company
lost only a small por-
tion of ils existing
stock of batteries.

e . rar-
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EXIDE

From Page 1

Two plant maintenance workers
saw the fire as they checked the
facility Thursday afternoon, Vin-
son said. The workers — who were
the only ones at the plant when
the fire began — called the fire
department, but the blaze was
burning through the roof by that
_time, Vinson added.

Burn patterns in the building’s
roof confirmed the workers’ ac-
count of the fire’s origin, Vinson
said. But although inspectors
know where the fire began, they
are not sure how it began, the
chief added.

“It was something to do with
where they charge the batteries,
but we don’t know what caused
(it),” Vinson told reporters at a
press conference outside the city’s
No. 4 fire station, which faces the
plant. “It could have been a mal-
function (in the equipment) or a
short in one of the batteries.”

No matter what sparked the
fire, it quickly became a roaring
inferno that took firefighters more
than five hours to bring under con-
trol. The conflagration prompted
fears for emergency workers and
area residents Thursday as poten-
tially poisonous fumes formed a
cloud over the area and a gas line
threatened to blow at one point.

One nearby resident — who said
she didn’t want to give her name
— said she was coming home from

a Christmas celebration when she
saw the inferno raging just yards
from her home. Surveying the
damaged plant Friday morning,
the elderly woman said living in
the shadow of the burning facility
brought fear into her life.

“It scared me so badly I couldn’t
sleep. I would look out every 30 to
40 minutes,” the woman said. “I
got up at 3 a.m. and the smoke
was still coming out (of the plant).

I'm scared to live up there
where I do. I'm scared of what will
happen.”

Company officials worked to
quell the community’s fears Fri-
day, saying the fire had caused no
lasting environmental or health
problems. Although the blaze re-
leased some sulfuric acid and lead,
most of those materials remained
inside the plant, Carter said.

“The smoke that was coming off
the roof ... would be similar to a
house burning down. It's mostly
plastics,” Carter told reporters. “As
far as acid or lead, any water that
was released during the fire, that’s
all contained in the plant.”

Because of the potentially dan-
gerous residue produced by the
fire, all of the firefighters who bat-

tled the blaze went through a de- -

contamination process Thursday.
And some were taken to the hospi-
tal for precautionary blood tests to
measure lead levels in their bod-
ies.

Teams with the Environmental
Protection Agency were at the

plant Thursday and Friday to test
groundwater and make other envi-
ronmental assessments, Carter
said. It was not clear how long
that process would take.

After fire officials gave the com-
pany the green light Friday, demo-
lition work began on the heavily
damaged building. Fortunately,
the facility’s new addition and bat-
tery storage area sustained little
damage from the fire.

“They’'ve got a crew ready to
start demolition of the building
right now, as we speak,” Vinson
said. “They’re in the process of get-
ting started as quick as they can
replacing the building to get back
in operation.”

PRODUCTION

From Page 1A

“We'll have a better idea of that

tomorrow,” Carter said. “We have -

our contractors on site looking to
see what it's going to take to re-
build the roof and get the equip-
ment in the charging area back in
place.”

The company lost only a small
portion of its existing stock of bat-
teries, many of which were in an-
other storage building, Carter
said. The manager called the stock
losses minor.

“The only batteries that were
lost were the ones in our charging
area, and that was very limited,”
Carter said.

TOdaY’S weather: Forecast for Saturday, Dec. 27, 1997

SOUTHWEST
VIRGINIA

nation

An 80% chance
morning snow, 2-4
inches possible. High,
mid-30s. North wind 10
to 15 mph. Partly cloudy
tonight. Low, lower 20s.
Mostly c|oudz°Sunday.
High, upper 30s.

NORTHEAST
TENNESSEE
A 70% chance light

morning_snow, total 1-2
inches. Temperaturos
remalining between 30
and 35. Gusty, Moslly
cloudy tonight and
Sunday. Low, low 20s.
High Sunday, mid-30s.

LLocal stats

Friday's high was 49

Friday's low was 37

Sunset today will bo at
5:21; sunrise Sunday will
be at 7:40

No rainfall through 8 p.m.
Friday; monthly precipitalion
th h Thursday

0s 10s 20s 305 40s 50s 60s 70s 80s 90s 100 110s
Bands separate high temperature zones for the day.

FRONTS:
COoLD WARM  STATIONARY

MmN e meE e e

HIGH LOW SHOWERS RAIN T-STORMS FLURRIES SNOW ICE SUNNY PT.CLOUDY CLOUDY

© 1997 Accu-Woather, Inc/Via Prosa Grapt

was 1.70

Record high for this date
Is G9, set in 1982

Record low for this date
is 8, sotin 1948




Favant
takes
reins at
Exide

Staff Reports

Overshadowed by the massive
Christmas Day fire that damaged
much of the Bristol Battery Super
Plant was the
announcement -
this week that | |
Exide Corp. | .
had appointed wfy e
Malcolm Ga-
vant as the

company’s se-

nior Southeast | 7 e

regional opera- |/ ,"; Wois %

tions manager. Lol
Gavant, who Gavant

replaces Mike Roberts, becomes
the fourth person to head the
Bristol plant in 1997. Gavant
was on vacation Friday and
could not be reached for com-
ment about the fire.

Roberts has accepted an offer
to head Exide’s Sure Start opera-
tions in Cooper, Texas. Roberts
had been on the job since Sep-
tember, replacing Jim Toews,
who was offered a job with the
company’s Tudor operations in
India but declined. Toews, in
turn, replaced Richard Randles,
who retired from Exide in March
for health reasons.

Gavant has spent the past 20
years with Douglas Battery in
Winston-Salem, N.C. His last po-
sition was as vice president of
technology and manufacturing.
With Exide, Gavant is respon-
sible for oversight operations of
the Bristol plant, as well as
Exide operations in Greer, S.C.

“With the tremendous growth
of Exide over the past five years,
Mike’s expertise was needed in
Texas, and we're proud of the
impact he has made in the time
he has been in Bristol,” said Bill
Barnes, senior vice president of
Exide’s North American opera-
tions. “Malcolm is a vital mem-
ber of the Exide team, and we're
confident we have management,
in place to take Bristol and our
operations well into the next
century.”

A native of High Point, N.C.,
Gavant has been involved in the
management and manufacturmg
of batteries for nearly 30 years.
He received a degree in indus-
trial management from Georgia
Tech. He and his wife, Beverly,
are in the process of moving to
Bristol Tennessee.
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Exide blaze

klers. Sullivan County doesn’t
have a building code and has
no similar requirements.

When Bristol annexed the
plant several years ago, the
city allowed the company to
continue operation without
upgrading its fire-protection
system.

By TOM McGHEE
Times-News Staff Writer

A Christmas blaze that
gutted a portion of the Exide
Super Battery Plant started in
a room where batteries were
charged, Bristol Fire Chief

Paul Vinson said Friday. i .
“We know it started on a A sprinkler system might

worktable that they use for not have contained the blaze,

charging. ... It could have been .said Vinson. :

a malfunction. It could have “I don’t know if a dry sys-

been a short in one of the bat- tem would have saved it. I i

teries.” he said. don’t know if anything would . . 2 i Al A S

Around 35,000 batteries havesaved it,” he said. B e T

finished charging early on the The city did require the : : £ , Py b

morning the fire broke out, company to comply with the g D e ame

said Jon C. Lundburg, a codes in any new construction. & : =

spokesman for Exide. An at- Structures built since the an- f
- tendant was on hand monitor- nexation include sprinklers,

ing a computer that handles Said Vinson. : .
Two maintenance workers A

the charge while it was in pro- :
gress, he said. and a security guard were the

There are sprinklers scat- only personnel on duty when
tered throughout the 700,000- the fire broke out. The blaze
square-foot plant but none in burned through the roof be-
the 'area where the fire raged fore anyone knew it was under
for five hours. WAVES &

Sprinkler systems and volt- Firefighters at a Bristol
age are a dangerous combina- fire Stﬁtlonl actrosf:;‘ Qflciusrg:::
: : ) ] -om the plant o \
tion. said Jeff Carter, Exide from e : - :

. . kway spotted a plume o ; | ‘
human resources manager. FPar S . . . ; '
Water can carry current and Zgggfgg?)u; lnr;z.’Wh en firefight- Smoke lingers Friday morning at the Exide plant in Bristol after a Christmas fire that started in the batt(::';'eséNhf;;"’gh;;:g~ ?f,ﬁiﬁ'“e

electrocute personnel or fire- : e
-s arrived, one of the plan o ' :

empl maintain alarms that alert out- have notification alarms to closes, said Carter. Since per- nal alarm would ha lted

: 1 ’ ve resulte

fighters. loca-
told them the loca :
But there are systems that gmployees : : ut many com- where it ; 3
e el fos tloRibfte fire, At qb?lit thﬁ Sl:r?i easgenhcssz. Bsystems S Outsiggt}’ﬁ::i go;:nebod} on  sonnel normally work around in a quicker response and 1
et nmeciigghdimpenl Sa?lledtslglle' g ek ﬁotify operators in emergency Medical éer\'ice m§;§:£g¥ Lhe ESpleiand fckatio i damage e
Vinson. calle : ; ¢ that a fire is  Mark V ouse so near, he said, th “Mact 1; ;
: y 5 S ] a , the : 3
Bristol long ago adopted Alarms on the premises dispatch Ce“tdexa Vinson. ChI‘lSrtlrfxe-. g company believes the internal Most likely after all this is
the Southern Building Code, are internal. There is no re- in progress,s d business 10 in ARASTES the only day alarm is all that is needed. I over we’ll sit back and take g
“It's just goo € vear that the plant said he doesn't think an oxter. I s
case see EXIDE.‘M.?-.%

quirement for industries to

which  requires such  sprin-




Exide blaze destroyed
$1 million in batteries

Continued from page 1A
look at this and see if things
could have been done in dif-
ferent ways,” said Lundberg.

The blaze devastated more
than 10,000 square feet of
space and destroyed $1 mil-
lion worth of batteries. But
most of the plant and equip-
ment outside the assembly
area suffered little damage.

Melting lead and heated
battery acid can release sul-
phur and other chemicals that
are harmful if they are in-
haled or make contact with
skin. Tennessee Department
of Environment and Conserva-
tion employees responded to
the eémergency. They moni-
tored smoke and checked to
make sure water didn’t flow
into the sewer system, said
Vance.

While the fire was burn-
ing, said Vance, there was
little wind to carry the smoke
from the site. Water was gath-
ered by a company contain-

ment system. “We had a good
day. We were lucky.”

The company is still moni-
toring the area for environ-
mental damages, and DEC
personnel will report their
findings to the department.
The agency could require
Exide to remedy any environ-
mental damage.

The plant, Which employs
about 800 people, is expected
to reopen in three to four
weeks. Around 200 employees
will work through that period
at a distribution center on the
site. Another 250 will be
called in to help clean up the
damage, said Carter.

A pair of workers who
stopped by to view the smol-
dering ruins Friday said em-
ployees are concerned about
their futures. ;

~ “Most of them have fami-
lies,” said one man, who

asked that his name not be
used.




Exide

By LEE DAVENPORT

Bristol Herald Courier

The Christmas Day inferno that
gutted a large portion of Exide’s
battery assembly plant and filled
the evening sky with a pillar of
caustic smoke has been ruled an
accident.

Meanwhile, a fire official said

C

Deputy fire chief says

=
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ire
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tory’s fire-suppression system had
been recommended months ago —
after a similar but much less cost-
ly blaze in the same area of the
plant — but that the improve-
ments had not been carried out.

The Christmas fire erupted
about 3:30 p.m. in the huge “for-
mation” room where up to 30,000
automotive batteries may be
charged at once. Bristol Tennessee

Deputy Fire Chief Gary Maiden
spent much of Monday at the
plant investigating the blaze and
said he has ruled the fire was elec-
trical.

“We're absolutely sure it started
on the tables in the formation
room, and the only heat source
there was the (direct current) in
those automobile batteries,” he
said.

ruled accident

electricity likely sparked blaze

But what actually was the
mechanism for the blaze remained
a mystery that may never be sort-
ed out, Maiden said.

“Unless you were there at the
very moment watching it, there’s
just no way to tell.”

The plant was shut down for the
Christmas holiday, and just two

Please see EXIDE, Page 12A

Monday that upgrades to the fac-

| e ————

EXIDE

From Page 1A

maintenance workers were there
when the fire broke out, Exide of-
ficials said. Neither was hurt.

Maiden speculated that one of
three things could have sparked
the conflagration, which raged for
more than five hours and still was
smoldering the next morning.

“With a battery, something lying
o~ across the posts could cause a
¢~ short,” he said. “We don’t know if
~ it was that or if any of the wiring
9 harnesses shorted or if something
happened to a battery internally.”

Maiden said the wiring har-
nesses are connected to the batter-
ies to give them an initial charge
Y before shipment. He said they
hung from the ceiling “like a
bunch of spider legs.”

On Feb. 5, an electrical fire
began in the same room while the
plant was in operation. It was put
out quickly and disrupted produc-
tion only temporarily.

“We went down (after that
blaze) and did an inspection, and
we had a list of things,” Maiden

&2

<

Eag

¢

~

Be sz _DH ERACD  COURL

said. “One of them did include up-
dating the sprinkler system and
the fire alarm system.”

The deputy chief said that just a
portion of the formation room was
protected by a sprinkler system.

He defended the plant by saying
the upgrades were “in the work-
ings.”

“All those wheels were in motion
because of the fire there earlier
this year,” he said. “But the plant
is so large that it’s one of those
things that doesn’t happen over-
night.”

Maiden said he could place no
dollar figure on the damage, but
an Exide spokesman has said it
would “handily” run into the mil-
lions of dollars.

Exide officials earlier had said
that production at the assembly
portion of the plant would be down
for three to four weeks while the
mess was cleaned up and the for-
mation room rebuilt. That would
have idled half the plant’s workers
— roughly 400 — while the re-
mainder continued working in the
factory’s new distribution center or

helped with the cleanup.

But on Monday, Exide spokes-
man Jon Lundberg said a plan had
been worked out wherein battery
production could begin again on a
smaller scale in just a week or so,
though he said he could not esti-
mate how many of the idled work-
ers would be returning early.

He said assembly would be set
up in other parts of the facility
and that the-batteries then would
be shipped out to another Exide
factory — possibly in Pennsylvania
or Indiana — for charging.

“We're very excited about it,” he
said. “It took us a little while to
survey the inside of the plant, and
we realized fairly quickly that it
wasn’t as severe as we thought.
Certainly, it did damage to our for-
mation area, but the rest of the
plant did not suffer greatly. ... The
fire walls did exactly what they
were supposed to do.”

Lundberg also said that the laid-
off workers would be eligible for
unemployment and that the com-
pany would continue to provide
the employees’ health benefits
through January.
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Blue sky can
easily be seen
through what
was once the
ceiling of the
formation room
at the Exide
Battery plant in
Bristol
Tennessee.
The room was
the origin point
of a Christmas.
Day fire that
heavily
damaged the
building and
subsequently
idled more than
400 employees.
The damage
was seen
Friday during a
press con-
ferencef/tour,
during which
company *
officials outlined
their inmediate
plans. Crews
have already
begun hauling
away debris to
begin the
rebuilding
process.

Herald Courler/Jason Davis
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New manager says more
than 100,000 square feet

damaged in holiday blaze

By LEE DAVENPORT larger than fire officials first had esti-
Bristol Herald Courier mated. ; g .
Melted battery casings lay in piles
It COU]d, be early May before Bristol alongside strips of insulation and pools of
Tennessee’s _fire-ravaged Exide battery soot-stained water as cleanup crews
plant is again fully operational, the facil- worked to clear debris. Now roofless, sun-
ity’s new pla‘nt manager said Friday. light streamed into the room. At its center
Malcolm Gavant invited reporters to the was a pretzeled, dangling steel framing
sprawling factory eight days after the beam, and the smell of smoke still hung
Christmas Day inferno, showing them its - heavy in the air. ;
gutted center, — a charred chasm 10 times Gavant said that between 100,000 and
- 120,000 square feet “was totally :
demolished except for the concrete | Dottie Webb, right, of the Tennessee Department of Employment
floor.” Fire officials earlier had | Security, works with Exide employees Chris Russell, left, and Billy Ray
said the affected portion of the | Greear, background, as they fill out unemplogment compensation
building was about 9,000 square | paperwork Friday afternoon at the National Guard Armory.
feet. 5
Nearby, about 200 of the com-
pany’'s employees were back at e wor ers
work. The factory once had 12 as- ;
sembly lines. After a week of — e
cleaning and around-the-clock
preparations, it now has four. I e o r e “ e I s
“Our plan is to start anolther
assembly line every day until we NIMET Ah
get all y12 back,” Gavant said. | By ANDREA HOPKINS ° ing in within the next two weeks,

“We're pretty confident we can do | Brstol Herald Courier said Jean Young, district manager for
Hma & die the Tennessee Department of Em-

X han 450 Exide employees ployment Security.

For now, roughly half of the fac- | . More t ; _ Detyellony y
tory's 800 workers are laid off, | idled by the'ma(lSSI;/ﬁ Christmas Day  The workers began arriving shortly
Gavant said he hoped to have | fire that roared through the plaqt after 8 a.m. Friday at the armory,
them back in “three or four | filed fog}uneﬁnp]oymept benefits Fri- ayep though the. claims process was
weeks,” even thaugh it could be day at the Bristol National Guard Ar- not set to begin for an hour. By 1:30

Herald Courier/Andre Teague

much longer before the recon- [ MOV p.m., hundreds of applications had
1 o TR 00 struction is completed. Many of the temporarily jobless been processed.
creld FourlaniEn BN “We had some temporary em- | workers were accompanied by their  “We've filed approximately 455
Exide’s riew plant manager, Malcolm Gavant, ployees, and we will fill those jobs | spouses and children as they filled claims,” Young said. “We moved very
" talks with reporters about the extent of the with our regular employees,” he [ out forms and stood in line waiting to rapidly this time. ... We responded in

damage suffered during the Christmas Day fire get their benefits. The first benefit ERS, Page 12A
at the plant during a press conference Friday. Please see EXIDE, Page 12A | checks for the workers will begin roll- Please see WORKERS, Page
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From Page 1A

said. “Our goal is that every Exide
worker who was working before
Christmas even will be back at
work within the next three to four
weeks at the latest. That is our
goal, if everything works the way I
want.”

But it could be that long before
the laid-off workers see their first
unemployment checks. More than
400 lined up at the National
Guard Armory to fill out the nec-
essary paperwork.

“When they start receiving their
unemployment checks, that’s be-
tween them and the unemploy-
ment commission,” said Jeff Cart-
er, head of human resources at
Exide. “We will do everything pos-
sible on our side to get them their
benefits.”

The company has said it will

continue to provide idled workers’
health benefits through the end of

the month.

Gavant said the reconstruction
of the formation room would be
carried out incrementally.

“We're still rounding up supplies
and materials,” he said. “We ex-
pect the first section to be done
around the middle of February. ...
We expect to be totally complete
and rebuilt ... by the first of May
at the latest.”

But before construction may
begin, the plant must choose a
fire-suppression system for the
“formation” room, where thou-
sands of automotive batteries may
be charged at once. Fire officials
said the fire likely began in or
around a battery while the plant
was closed for the holiday and that
existing sprinkler- and fire-alarm
systems had been inadequate.

Fire officials have said that a
fire-suppression system was rec-
ommended months ago — after a
much less costly fire in the same
part of the plant. An upgrade was

planned but had not been carried
out.

“We have sprinkler people in,
and we have plans to make the
room less fire-friendly,” Gavant
said. “We will sprinkle the room
and will divide the room into sec-
tions with two-hour fire-rated
walls, and it should contain or
stop anything like this from hap-
pening again, especially something
of this magnitude.”

Gavant, who took over for
former manager Jim Toews just
before the fire, was meeting with
reporters for the first time as chief
of the Bristol Tennessee plant.

“These are kind of strange cir-
cumstances,” he said. “I hate to
meet you guys like this.”

When asked how much damage
the fire caused and how much it
likely will cost to rebuild, Gavant
said he could provide no figures.
“Let’s just say it's many millions,”
he said.

WORKERS

From Page 1A

less than 10 days. It’s been a very
massive undertaking.”

Young said her staff was work-
ing along with Exide to ensure
that the process went smoothly for
the laid-off workers. The procedure
was similar to the one used by the
Department of Employment Secu-
rity in the past when local indus-
tries have shut their doors, Young
added.

For their part, the idled workers
appeared grateful for the help
from the state unemployment
workers and from Exide. Many

said that the situation was not as
dire as it could have been and that
they believed the company was
doing everything it could to take
care of its employees.

“It’s pretty rough not having the
money coming in,” said William
Riffey of Abingdon, who was in
training at the time of the fire.
“They’re helping us out as much as
they can.”

Many of the workers learned
about the catastrophic fire by,
watching television news broad-
casts as they spent Christmas Day
with their families. Riffey said the
news was “devastating,” but he

was looking forward to returning
to work in the next four to six
weeks.

Paul Campbell, of Blountville,
also learned about the fire from
news reports. Campbell — who
supports a wife and two children
— said the fire “could have hit us
real bad.”

But Campbell said he is one of
the lucky ones: He will go back to
work Monday.

“They’re in the process of re-
building, and they are going to call
us all back,” Campbell said. “We're
pretty lucky. It could have de-
stroyed the whole place.”

.
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Exide to rebuild — with sprinklers

By TOM McGHEE
Times-News Staff Writer

The building Exide Corp.
erects on a portion of the com-
pany’s plant demolished by
fire will include something
missing from the burned struc-
ture: a sprinkler system.

The Bristol, Tenn., Fire De-
partment told the company to
install safety devices in the
burned area of the plant after
an earlier fire last February,
Deputy Chief Gary Maiden
said Friday.

Managers at, the plant off
Volunteer Parkway had plans
to comply with city fire codes
before last week’s blaze, said
Malcom Gavant, manager for
Exide’s Southeastern region.

They were in the process of
installing alarms before a
10,000-square-foot portion of
the plant was razed by fire, he
said.

The department set no
time limit for compliance, said
Maiden.

“Normally, if it’s something
small like a fire extinguisher
replacement, we normally give
people 30 days. But if it’s a
large situation like this where
a sprinkler system is involved,
we try to work with the people
in order for them to retrofit
these systems in with their re-
constructions and their reno-
vations,” he said.

The Christmas Day fire
broke out in a room where bat-
teries were charged. Normal
sprinkler systems that spray
water are hazardous in high-
voltage areas. Water conducts

54

electricity, and if a sprinkler
head is accidentally knocked
off, personnel working in the
area can be electrocuted.

Some -dry systems release
chemicals that extinguish fire
by removing oxygen from the
air and are also dangerous.

The company will install a
system that keeps the contents
of pipes dry until sensors de-
tect smoke. If a pipe acciden-
tally ruptures, said Gavant,
water won't pose a hazard. An
alarm will signal employees to
leave the area before sprin-
klers begin pumping water.

“We have plans to make
the room less fire-friendly,”
said Gavant.

Most of the plant was built
in rural Sullivan County be-
fore the city annexed the
property. The county doesn’t
enforce building and fire
codes similar to those fol-
lowed by Bristol.

Once the city annexed, it
required all new buildings at
the site to comply with the Na-
tional Fire Protection Associa-
tion and Southern Building
Codes. The codes are included
in city regulations.

But the city didn’t require
compliance in facilities built
before the annexation.

The state also includes the
codes on its books.

“These are national codes
that we adopted. There are
state codes, but the county has
no one to enforce them,” said
Maiden.

City Manager Tony Massey
said Bristol may consider re-
quiring industries to upgrade

Kot ; K\%SPOE‘T Tiomes

existing buildings to comply
with the fire codes when they
are annexed. “It’s something
we’ll take a look at,” he said.

Sparks said it may be ille-
gal to require compliance
from companies coming into
the city.

The fire in February was
caused by faulty wiring that
has been repaired. It occurred
at a time when the plant was
fully occupied, and damage
was minimal. Last week’s
blaze broke out when only two
maintenance workers and a
security guard were on duty.

The blaze burned through

the roof before anyone knew it

was under way. Unlike alarms
at some other industrial facili-
ties that alert area emergency
dispatchers, Exide’s alarm sig-
nals are confined to the plant.

. Replacement alarms will
register with emergency serv-
ices, said Gavant.

The company didn't re-
lease a precise damage esti-
mate. Exide lost ‘“many
millions of dollars,” in the
fire, said Gavant.

There was little damage
throughout most of the 700,000-
square-foot plant. The compa-
ny expects to have all 12 as-
sembly lines fully operational
within three weeks. Four lines
are already running, and
around 50 percent of the 800
employees are working.

Batteries will be charged
at other company plants until
the building that burned is
back online. The facility is ex-
pected to be completely re-
built by next May.

Jon. 3, 1996
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Times-News photo — David Grace
A worker examines the area of Bristol’s Exide plant that
was destroyed in a Christmas Day fire.
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Work continues Wednesday on Exide formation rooms (above and top right) that,

when finished, will allow Exide employees to charge more batteries each day than

were being formed before the Christmas Day fire.
;_.———————w—

Exide’s
relbirth
nearly
finished 22
Bristol plant soon
to begin charging

batteries again as
fire recovery work

g,

nears completion
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By ANNE GRUNDON

Bristol Herald Courier

Equipment will be delivered over the
weekend that will allow employees at
Bristol’s Exide battery facility to begin
charging batteries Monday for the first
time since a Christmas Day fire destroyed
the facility’s formation center, plant
manager Malcolm Gavant said
Wednesday.

Contractors and employees who
formerly worked in the formation room,
the area where batteries receive their
electric charge, are busy putting the
finishing touches on the room where 7,000
batteries will be formed each day next
week. Others already are working on
three other formation rooms that, when
finished, will allow Exide employees to
charge more batteries each day than were
being formed before the fire.

“This area has literally been under
construction 24 hours a day, except for
Sunday afternoons, since Dec. 26,” Gavant
said. “We had planned to expand the
formation area before the fire, and we’re
doing that now. We’ve had excellent
cooperation between dedicated employees,
contractors and suppliers.”

When completed in about four to six

[NEE NS ETINONRE |
As part of the construction,
18 ‘scrubbers’ that clean
the air will be installed over
the formation room.
Southern pine trees have
been planted along Edison
Circle, and insulation has
been installed above the
fan room to create buffers
to the surrounding areas.
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weeks, the formation area will be vastly
different from before, said environmental
health and safety manager Norm Enix.
Thick walls separating the four areas and
narrow doorways have been engineered to
slow the spread of fire should one occur. A
sprinkler system with an advanced alarm
system also is being installed so that, in
the event of fire, employees will receive an
audible warning to drop their equipment
and get out. That alarm will be followed
in minutes by a spray of water, he said.

Please see EXIDE, Page 8A
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said.
The plant now employs about

750, said Human Resources Man-

Enix said the system is state of
the art and designed so that those
using electrical equipment will
have time to leave before fche
water begins to spray. Othgrwwe,
there is danger of electrocution, he
said. .

As part of the construction, 18
“scrubbers” that clean the air \ylll
be installed over the formation
room, Enix said. The old facxl.lty
had 12 scrubbers, he said, adding
that the additional units will be
part of the expanded facility. Plant
officials also have planted South-
ern pine trees along Edison Circle
and installed insulation above the
fan room to create buffers to the
surrounding areas. 3

“We want to be invisiblg and in-
audible to our neighbors,” Gavant

ager Jeff Carter. All those who
worked in the formation room
prior to the fire have been offered
a job at the plant. Some are help-
ing in other manufacturing areas,
and some are helping with the
construction. Only 12 opted to wait
until their original job is available
before returning to work, Carter
said.

While all the changes are occur-
ring, the actual assembly process
continues to grow. Gavant said
30,000 batteries a day rolled off
the assembly line last week for the
first time since he came to Bristol
late last year. A hiring spree con-
tinues, he added, to replace those
who have left the plant and to fill
newly created jobs.




Exide cites
Bristol fire
as factor

in downturn

By ANNE GRUNDON

Bristol Herald Courier

The cost of rebuilding Bristol's
Exide Battery Plant after a Christ-
mas Day fire is partially respon-
sible for the company’s recent trou-
bled financial condition, corporate
officials said Thursday.

Stock prices have dropped dra-
matically in recent weeks and
Standard & Poor’s has placed the
company on CreditWatch with
negative implications, a signal to
its creditors that the company may
be unable to repay loans, accord-
ing to Jeil' Anderson, manager of
Bristol's branch of J.C. Bradford.
And earlier this month the com-
pany predicted that earnings for
the quarter that ended Sept. 27
would be below those for the same
period last year.

According to company spokes-
man Mark Semer, the costs associ-
ated with rebuilding the charging
facility at the Bristol Tennessee
plant, a $2.8 million bad debt re-
lated to bankruptcy filings by
three of the company’s customers,
and a decision to sell products that
yield a lower profit margin are re-
sponsible for the decrease in earn-
ings.

But, Semer said, the company
now expects its per-share earnings
to be better than the prediction
made earlier this month, which
ranged from a five-cent loss to a
10-cent gain. The earnings will be
announced next week, he added.

The Christmas fire at the local
plant destroyed the charging facil-
ity where assembled batteries are
given their electrical charge. Mal-
colm Gavant — senior production,
operations and distribution man-
ager for Exide’s southeast region
— told reporters during a Wednes-
day tour of the rebuilt facility that
the fire cost the company about
$15 million.

Semer would not comment on
the cost, but said the number
quoted by Gavant is “way off
base.”

The company’s bad debt came
from business dealings with
Champion, APS, and R&S Strauss,
Semer said. As for the Standard &
Poor's corporate credit rating of
BB- assigned to the company,
Semer said Exide “plans to set up
a meeting to discuss the situa-
tion.” The range of S&P ratings,
from high to low, is AAA. AA. A,

Please see EXIDE, Page 16A
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BBB, BB, B and D.

Anderson said he has received a
lot of questions about Exide stock
in recent weeks because of a drop
in price to just over $5 per share.
He said the stock, which once sold
for more than $50 per share, is a
good investment “if you're willing
to be a'longer term holder. I think
Exide still has the potential to be
the $20 to $30 stock they were a
year or two ago.”

Exide stock sold for $7 per share
when the market closed Thursday.

Anderson said the latest S&P
rating came after the drop in stock
prices. Now that the Bristol plant
has made its final repairs and em-
ployment is at an all-time high,
the stock value likely will increase
again, he said.

“This hard time is going to make
Exide work even harder,” he said.

Gavant said he also remains op-
timistic.

“We know were not doing as
well as we should,” he said. “This
company is too big to fall down, so
I'm not worried about it.”
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Jerry
Wheeler,
addressing the
Exide gathering
Tuesday, said,
“We're talking
about a
company
located in a
residential
neighborhood
that boasts of
building 7
million
batteries per
year. | would
caution against
economic
growth at the
expense of

public health.”

Norman Enix, group environment, hea
the Bristol plant. :

xide permit
| draws fire

forum

Ith and safety manager at Exide, describes the pollution-control measures in effect at

Plant’s neighbors
ask state to halt
expansion plans

By ANNE GRUNDON
Bristol Herald Courier

More than 50 neighbors of Exide’s Bris-
tol Tennessee battery plant complained of
air and noise. pollution Tuesday as they
opposed a state permit that wquld a]lox:'
the company to step up production by 25
percent.

Officials from the Tennessee Department

" of Environment and Conservation’s Divi-
sion of Air Pollution Control recorded the
comments but admitted that a preliminary
review indicated the company is eligible for
the permit.

“We're talking about a company located
in a residential neighborhood that boast§
of building 7 million batteries per year,
said Jerry Wheeler, president of the Exide
Community Homeowners Association. ‘I
would caution against economic growth at
the expense of public health.” \

The meeting was part of a standard
state process before issuing a requested air
emissions permit, said Ron Culbertson,
chief administrator of the Division of Air
Pollution Control.

The comments will be used to determine
whether a permit will be granted that
would allow Exide to build another “bag-
house” and add an assembly line to its
operation. ‘

Norman Enix, group environment,

Page 14A

health and safety manager for Bristol's

See EXIDE, Page 14A

Andre Teague/Bristol Herald Courier

Bristol Herald Courier/Virginia

EXIDE

From Page 1A

Exide plant, said the baghouse is a
filtering system that works much
like a vacuum cleaner to dispose of
waste. Three baghouses already
exist on the property and are used
to remove 99.9 percent of lead emis-
sions from the air, he said.

The planned baghouse would. be
identical to the existing three, he
said, noting that the company now
has emissions well below permitted
levels.

With the additional filtering sys-
tem in place, Exide would be able to
increase production from 7.5 million
automotive batteries per year to
about 10 million per year, said Rick
Newberry, the plant's manager. An-
other 30 employees potentially could
be hired as a result, he said.

But neighbors asked that the per-
mit be denied. They complained of
odors, excessive noise and continu-
ous truck traffic near their homes.
The problems will worsen if Exide is

allowed to increase production, they
said.

“Lead can kill you,” Wheeler said.
“I get calls about pungent odors,
discoloration on lawn furniture and
windows. And all of us know about
the noise.”

Pamela Costagliola called it
“abundantly ludicrous that this
plant is allowed to operate less than
one mile downwind of Avoca El-
ementary School.”

She said residents need only look
as far away as Saltville to see what
environmental pollution can do to a
community. In the 1970s, mercury
contamination left by Olin Chemical
Co. earned the Southwest Virginia
town a place on the federal Super-
fund list.

“I'm here to tell you the city does
put economic growth above us,”
Costagliola said.

Chris Houser said he and his wife
have a clear view of the existing
baghouses from their home and
often have to turn up their televi-

sion to hear it above the noise of the
plant.

“I wonder what a fourth baghouse
will do to our quality of life,” he
said.

The comments will be considered
as the state makes a final determi-
nation on whether the permit
should be issued, said protection
specialist Manir Ahmed. He said he
expects to make a decision “within
several weeks.”

In the meantime, Neal Lebo, ex-
ecutive director of environment,
health and safety at Exide’s corpo-
rate office in Reading, Pa., said the
concerns of residents will be taken
seriously by the company.

Exide currently complies will al]
state and federal environmenta)
regulations and plans to continue
that if the permit is granted, he
said.

“We plan to go back and take o
look at all the concerns that have
begdn raised here tonight,” Lebo
said.
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explain in-lieu-of-tax

agreement between Exide and city

By MATTHEW LANE
mlanc@timesnews.net

BRISTOL. Tenn. — City and
county officials last week ex-
plained the in-lieu-of-tax
agreement Exide Corp. had
with the city of Bristol.

The explanation comes a
few days after a town hall
meeting where about 50 Bris-
tol residents voiced-their con-
cerns over a proposed project
to install new equipment at
the Exide plant.

Jerry Wheeler, president of
the Exide Community Home
Owners Association, opposes
the expansion. In a 17-page
statement, Wheeler expressed
concerns ranging from possi-
ble contamination of the land,
to noise pollution, tc the stan-
dard used to gauge air quality
at the plant.

Wheeler claims  Exide
leased the property and build-
ing previously belonging to
the old Sperry Corp. for a pe-
riod of five years, rent free
and without paying property
taxes.

Mike Geylin, director of
corporate communications for
Exide, said the company pur-
chased the property — be-
tween 140 and 150 acres — for
$3.5 million in 1994.

Bristol’s Deputy City Man-
ager Mike Sparks said the
property was then turned over
to the city and owned by the
city through the Bristol Indus-
trial Development Board.
When the property was sold to
Exide in 1994, an in-lieu-of-tax
agreement was established,
Sparks said.

“Hypothetically, let's say a
company buys property for X
amount of dollars. Then it's
deeded to the IDB with an
agreement of paying in lieu of
tax equal to the amount of tax-
es normally paid on the prop-
erty as established by the
county tax assessor,” Sparks
said. “During that five-year
period the property is owned
by the IDB, the company can
make investments into the
property without paying addi-
tional property taxes.”

In March, the in-lieu-of-tax
agreement ended and the IDB
turned about 100 acres of the
property back over to Exide
for $1, and according to
Geylin, Exide let the city keep
around 40 acres near the
plant, which now houses Bris-
tol Fire Station No. 4.

Sullivan County Tax Asses-
sor Bobby Icenhour said dur-
ing the five-year in-lieu-of-tax
agreement, Exide paid nearly
$30,000 a year to both Sullivan
County and Bristol.

“Exide paid $29,111.23 each
year to Sullivan County and
around $29,000 to Bristol,”
Icenhour said. “This year, Ex-
ide will pay $257,520.93 in
property taxes and a little less
than that to Bristol.”

Icenhour said the agree-
ment is a “good deal” for the
county and the city.

“We assessed the property
at the asking price before Ex-
ide purchased it and that
amount stayed constant for a
five-year period which al-
lowed Exide to make improve-
ments to the property without
being taxed,” lcenhour said.
“It's a good deal hecause we
still get something forit.”

In his statement, Wheeler
also raised the issue that Ex-
ide is believed to be violating
soning laws by being zoned
M-1 (light industrial) rather
than M-2 (general industrial).

Sparks said the issue of a
zoning change has never been
raised by either side.

According to Bristol zoning
laws, examples of M-1 zoning
include animal clinics, auto
parts manufacturing, carpen-
ter shops, coal yards, enclosed
facilities for manufacturing,
ice plants, machine shops,
pharmaceutical produets
manyfgeturing. stone cutting
and wyprehouses.

Examples of M-2 zoning in-
clude bottling works, building
materials yards, chemical
manufacturing, dairy prod-
uets. foundries, motor fuel sta-
tions, planing mills, stock-
yards, truck terminals and
warehouses.

“Exide was never zoned M-2

ause they never asked for
Sparks said. “No one
raised the question. They
could operate under an M-1 or
M-2. because both provide for
manufacturing.”

Because M-2 zoning allows
for more heavy-impact uses.
Sparks said it is more benefi-

cial for the neighbors of Exide

{0 be zoned M-1. .
“M-2 is a more heavy-1m-

pact district,

stockyards and

slaughterhouses. An  M-1
wo'uld be less invasive to the
neighborhood than an M-2 is,”
Sparks said.




i

”
~
>
I3

VR Y Mac. 3\, 2001
SEDNEEARa e [ e
DPING anead

Q hour ahead tonight to observe

3\ Don'tforget to set your clock one
Q Daylight

Exide plant
in Bristol
is spared

@ Iowa, Pennsylvania
plants closing under

latest series of cuts
By ANNE GRUNDON

Bristol Herald Courier

Exide's Bristol Tennessee bat-
tery plant has been spared the
latest series of company cuts.

On Friday, Exide announced
the ¢ losings of battery manufac-
turing facilities in Iowa and Penn-
sylvania.

An estimated 500 people will
lose their jobs when those plants
are closed, and another 450 Exide
employees will be affected by
work force reductions at the com-
pany’s European facilities, said
company spokesman Tim Yost.

The plants to be closed are in
Burlington, lowa, and Dunmore.‘
Pa., Yost said.

The cuts are part of a corporate
restructuring plan announced
when Exide acquired GNB Tech-
nologies last year, Yost said.

He said the latest cuts should
complete that restructuring plan
and that no cuts are anticipated
at Exide’s Bristol facility or its
other operations.

“You never know what the fu-
ture holds, but we're hoping that
the changes from the restructur-
ing are behind us now,” Yost said
in a telephone interview Friday.

“The production from the two
plants that will be closed will be
spread around several of our other
plant- but it's really too early to
tell vwaat impact it will have on
Bristcl or any other facility.”

E:* . acquired GNB last year
when “both were limping along in
many ways” due of an overcapac-
ity of battery manufacturing, Yost
said. The acquisition has helped
Exide become a stronger company
and to eliminate some of the un-
néeded capacity, he said.

Since acquiring GNB, Exide has
closed or sold three distribution
facilities, closed 60 North Ameri-
can branch offices, stopped pro-
duction of automotive batteries at
an Ontario facility so that pro-
duction there could be trans-
formed to industrial batteries, and
closed an automotive battery
manufacturing facility in Dallas.

Exide officials earlier said some
of the production from the Dallas
facility would be transferred to

See EXIDE, Page 8A
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Bristol. Exide purchased Bristol's
old Unisys plant in 1993 and has
transformed it into the world’s
Jargest automotive lead-acid bat-
tery manufacturing facility. More
than 25 million batteries have
rolled off the assembly line in
Bristol since the plant opened.
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