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JEROME, Idaho – Behind the barbed wire, the little
boy pressed his ink-covered index finger onto the mint-
green exit card. And a photograph was snapped of his
frightened face.

Paul Tomita was 4.

It was July 4, 1943. Independence Day at Minidoka, a
camp in the vast Idaho desert, where over 13,000 Japa-
nese American men, women and children were incar-
cerated during World War II as security risks because of
their ancestry.

The wallet-sized paper meant the scared boy in the 

Internment survivors
oppose wind farm plan

Kurt Ikeda, director of interpretation and education at Minidoka National Historic Site, brings his small tour,
including Mabel Tomita, center, and volunteer Tessa Fujisaki, right, to an original barracks at Minidoka in
Jerome, Idaho. LINDSEY WASSON/AP

Japanese Americans call Idaho site a place of healing
Ed Komenda and Lindsey Wasson
ASSOCIATED PRESS

See INTERNMENT, Page 5A

The CEO of Li-Cycle says the com-
pany has sunk nearly $400 million
into a Rochester Hub facility that will
recycle metals used to make electric
vehicle batteries and has no plans to
walk away from the project now.

Li-Cycle co-founder Ajay Kochhar
called the company’s
decision to pause con-
struction at the East-
man Business Park site
two weeks ago “a big
speed bump” caused, in
part, by an upstate labor
market stretched thin
by large-scale construc-
tion projects getting underway at the
same time.

“We didn’t want to find ourselves in
this situation,” Kochhar, a Li-Cycle co-
founder, said from Toronto Wednes-
day. “It was definitely a surprise. But,
you know, we’re a long ways there. And
there’s a lot of money invested in the
ground. We spent $390 million so far
on the facility. And so we have a lot of
sunk investment, time, community re-
lationships. So we want to make this
work. We’ve just got to figure out the 

Li-Cycle
promises
‘restart’ in
Rochester 
CEO says company will
get past ‘speed bump’

Thomas C. Zambito
New York State Team

USA TODAY NETWORK
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Kochhar 

Mai Kakish’s nearly 50,000 Insta-
gram followers delight in her family rec-
ipes for the fresh yogurt dish labneh or
the pomegranate stew rummaniyeh.

“These recipes are so intertwined

with our identity as Palestinians and
who we are,” said the Christian Palestin-
ian-American who uses social media to
maintain ties with her heritage and
counter harmful stereotypes. 

But these days, as she shares pro-
Palestinian content, her Instagram has
become more of a war zone. 

Kakish, 45, has seen an uptick in de-
humanizing language, similar to what
she experienced after 9/11. She’s been
called a savage, compared to Nazis and

told that she should be deported (Kak-
ish is an American citizen). 

“Even recipes threaten people. Even
the word ‘Palestine’ threatens people,”
she said. 

Once a place for Palestinians and
Jews to share positive messages about
their identity and culture, social media
has become an extension of the fighting
in Gaza. 

“My experience online has been a lit-
tle hard, to be honest,” Kakish said.

That’s something Jews and Palestin-
ians have in common these days.

‘My heart breaking 
open on social media’

The past few years have seen a rise in
Jewish and Palestinian content creators
using platforms like Facebook, Insta-
gram, TikTok and YouTube to sow 

As war rages in Gaza, tensions flare on social media
Formerly safe spaces 
see rise in hate speech

Jessica Guynn and Bailey Schulz
USA TODAY

See TENSIONS, Page 7A
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photo could leave after 11 months living
in a cramped barracks with his father,
mother, two sisters and grandmother.

Eight decades later, he returned with
West Coast pilgrims who think the life-
changing atrocity should be remem-
bered. But now another government de-
cision looms as a new threat – a wind
project the pilgrims worry will destroy
the experience they want to preserve.

If approved by the Bureau of Land
Management, the Lava Ridge Wind
Farm would put up 400 turbines on 118
square miles near Minidoka, where sur-
vivors say they are witnessing another
attempt to bury the past.

“If Minidoka was a white memorial to
white soldiers who died in whatever war
it is, do you think that they would offer
free land to Lava Ridge to develop their
windmills there?” Tomita said. “Hell
no.”

Camp in desert 

Two months after the Japan’s Dec. 7,
1941, attack on Pearl Harbor, President
Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive
Order 9066.

Roughly 120,000 people of Japanese
ancestry were taken from their homes
and incarcerated in camps as a potential
threat against the U.S.

Thousands were elderly, disabled,
children or infants. Desperate families
sold belongings and packed what they
could. Luckier ones had white friends
care for houses, farms and businesses.

At Minidoka, they lived in wooden,
tarpaper-covered barracks, braving
summer heat and winter cold on 50
square miles of remote, high desert. In
tight quarters without much privacy,
women waited until nighttime to use la-
trines. Up to eight family members
shared rooms on cots without mattress-
es. For Christmas dinner, children ate
hot dogs.

Under armed guard towers, Minido-
ka residents worked in fields cultivating
crops for little pay. But they built a com-
munity in what was essentially a prison
camp.

They organized churches and plant-
ed gardens. They created city of sorts
with stores, watch and radio repair
shops, a health clinic, a barbershop, an
ice rink, a swimming pool and a baseball
diamond.

Today, few original structures remain
as reminders of a chapter in U.S. history
the government worked to erase before
issuing reparations and designating
camps national historic sites decades
later.

Now, a new project with fences of a
different kind is envisioned for the
wide-open public land dotted with
sagebrush and cheatgrass.

Wind project opposed 

As the Biden Administration aimed
to fight climate change by permitting 25
gigawatts of renewable energy on public
lands within the decade, a company
named Magic Valley pitched a wind
farm that would be the second-largest
in the U.S. and produce up to 1,000
megawatts.

Lava Ridge would erect towering tur-
bines in parts of three counties and dou-
ble Idaho’s wind energy production.

“There is a tremendous need, a mar-
ket based need for clean energy in Idaho
and across the West … being requested
by utilities, by businesses, by state lead-
ers, and really by many Americans who
are trying to get this country toward en-
ergy independence,” said Luke Papez,
project manager at Magic Valley, a sub-
sidiary of New York-based LS Power.

“This is a very good site to locate a pro-
ject.”

With global warming, wind farms
have been framed as avenues to in-
creased economic activity, new local tax
revenues – and a vital tool for the White
House’s clean energy goals.

“Renewable wind projects are a criti-
cal component of the Biden-Harris ad-
ministration’s commitment to confront-
ing climate change, promoting clean air
and water for our current and future
generations, creating thousands of
good-paying union jobs, and jump
starting our country’s transition to a
clean energy future,” said Interior Sec-
retary Deb Haaland in a statement.

Magic Valley now hopes to win BLM
approval next year and to begin con-
struction in 2025 and start operations
by 2026.

But opposition is nearly universal in
the high desert where the company
would build hundreds of miles of tem-
porary fencing and roads, plus hun-
dreds of concrete slabs for turbines.

There are fears the isolated land-
scape that draws travelers will be per-
manently scarred, explosives used for
construction will damage an aquifer –

and the project will cast shadows on the
desert Minidoka survivors visit.

As the BLM nears a final decision,
Minidoka survivors and descendants
are declaring the site a place of healing
that commemorates traumas their fam-
ilies still struggle to unpack and resolve.

“I don’t mean to take sides in history,”
said Idaho Rep. Jack Nelson, a Repub-
lican. “But the reason we study history
is so we don’t do those things again.”

Boy in the photo

During his 11 months at the desert
camp, Paul Tomita longed for his Seattle
home surrounded by lush greenery. He
asked his mother: What did we do
wrong to end up here? When are we go-
ing home?

“Of course, my mom had to song and
dance around it,” recalled Tomita, now
84. “Even though I was that young, I
knew something was wrong.”

Tomita’s family and thousands of
other Japanese Americans were under
control of the Army’s War Relocation
Authority. “They told us when we could
eat, when we could sleep, when we
could do anything,” he said.

Unrelenting dust in their single room
worsened his asthma and sent him re-
peatedly to the hospital barracks.

When thick desert dust blew through
holes in the family’s barracks walls, his
mother dunked newspaper in water to
plaster the biggest ones. But the materi-
al dried and crumbled.

“Dust on your face, dust in your ears,
dust up your nose, dust in your mouth,”
Tomita recalled.

Eventually, Tomita said, U.S. soldiers
on the other side of the barbed wire
knew the Japanese Americans at Mini-
doka were not a threat. “Even if we got
through the fences,” he said, “where are
we going to go?”

Leaving but never forgetting

While Tomita’s family was incarcer-
ated, his father applied for an East Coast
job with the Office of Strategic Services
– a precursor of the CIA.

His assignment: Translating U.S.
propaganda into Japanese flyers urging
surrender that would be dropped in the
South Pacific.

To return to life outside, Tomita, his
older sister and his younger sister, then
2, needed a leave card with a fingerprint
and photo.

At war’s end, the family returned to
Seattle, where neighbors had safe-
guarded typesetting equipment that al-
lowed them to restart the family print-
ing business.

When the children entered high
school, their mother presented them
with their Minidoka exit cards.

After earning a master’s degree in re-
habilitation counseling at Oregon State
University, Tomita provided consulting
and rehabilitation services to compa-
nies and government agencies on the
West Coast. He and his wife adopted a
daughter, now 53 with a child of her
own.

In July, Tomita brought a copy of his
exit card when he returned to the camp
for an annual pilgrimage. He wants fu-
ture generations to be able to visit this
treasured site for Japanese Americans.

“Because they dumped us there,” he
said. “Like it or not, it is our sacred land.”

Associated Press climate and envi-
ronmental coverage receives support
from several private foundations. The
AP is solely responsible for all content.

Internment
Continued from Page 1A

Minidoka survivor Paul Tomita, left, and his wife, Mabel Tomita, right, a survivor of Tule Lake and Gila River, sign a World
War II-era 48-star flag as part of a project in Twin Falls, Idaho. The project began to promote Fred Korematsu Day.
PHOTOS BY LINDSEY WASSON/AP

Paul Tomita displays a copy of his exit card granted to him on July 4, 1943, as the
family was allowed to leave after Tomita’s father signed loyalty documents and
passed security clearance to work for the Office of Strategic Services, which
later became the CIA. 

right reset of the plan and come back
stronger.”

Kochhar said Li-Cycle tallied $4 bil-
lion in overlapping construction pro-
jects taking place in the upstate region,
including the 745,000 square-foot Fair-
life dairy production facility in Webster,
slated to open in 2025.

Plenty of challenges ahead

The setback has Li-Cycle facing sub-
stantial headwinds in the months
ahead.

The federal government has yet to
commit to the $375 million loan prom-
ised Li-Cycle earlier this year if it could
achieve project milestones set by the
U.S. Department of Energy (DOE).

Last week shareholders filed a pro-
posed class action lawsuit in Manhat-
tan, claiming Li-Cycle misled investors
about the construction woes.

Shares of Li-Cycle stock plunged in

recent weeks after a high of more than
$8 per share in August 2022.

The company has laid off workers
and is working with financial advisers
as it plots the future for a project whose
cost it now estimates in the range of
$850 million to $1 billion, up from $560
million.

And lingering questions remain
about what led the company to halt con-
struction, among them whether the
company should have anticipated the
labor challenges sooner.

In late October, Li-Cycle’s general
contractor, Florida-based MasTec, in-
formed the state Department of Labor it
would be laying off 102 non-union work-
ers beginning Nov. 3. A MasTec spokes-
man could not immediately be reached
for comment.

‘Moving at a very fast clip’

Kochhar said the labor issues became
clear in recent months as the project
moved beyond the planning and design
stage into the more detailed piping and
electrical work, as the “construction
curve” accelerated.

He said work was “moving at a very
fast clip” to build a plant that would be
the first of its kind in North America.
“It’s not an easy job,” he said.

He praised the work of contractors
and sub-contractors.

“We’re not pointing fingers at any-
body,” Kocchar added. “We own this
project. We have the biggest things to
lose in the game through this project.”

The idea behind the plant is a novel
one.

It involves recycling and refining lith-
ium, nickel and cobalt – so-called “black
mass” – to create new batteries for use
in electric vehicles.

The company envisions creating a
new domestic market of batteries in a
supply chain dominated by China, while
removing hazardous lithium-ion batter-
ies from the waste stream.

U.S. Sen. Charles Schumer has
championed the idea as a way to reduce
the nation’s reliance on China while
turning upstate New York into a hub for
battery production. He’s estimated
hundreds of thousands of electric vehi-
cles would run on batteries with compo-
nents harvested in Rochester.

Kochhar said the market for Li-Cycle
remains strong despite recent concerns
about the pace of electric vehicle sales
in the U.S.

“If you can make it, you can sell it, it’s
always going to be the case,” he said.

Building back trust

He remains committed to the idea.
“It’s not a question here of ‘Is it via-

ble, does it make sense for us?’,” Koch-
har said. “It’s not about that. It’s really
more about how do we get there. And
given now we know what we know, how
do we re-strategize for a restart.”

The company has invested time and
money building a staff in Rochester with
the promise of creating an estimated
270 permanent jobs, he said.

“Understandably, peoples’ trust gets
shaken and we know that,” Kochhar
said. “It’s our job to kind of build back
and it’s going to take some time.”

“We just want to be careful not to
over-promise either,” he added. “It
would be disingenuous for me to say
we’ll be back tomorrow.”

Li-Cycle
Continued from Page 1A


