theithacajournal.com - www.theithacajournal .com http://www.theithacajournal .com/apps/pbcs.dil/article?A1D=/200711...

This is a printer friendly version of an article from theithacajournal.com
To print this article open the file menu and choose Print.

Back

Article published Nov 6, 2007

Sateingsts S. Hill school's air is safe for kids

By Krisy Gashler

Journd Staff

ITHACA — Representatives from the state Departments of Environmental Conservation, Hedlth and
Education reaffirmed their belief that South Hill Elementary School is safe and no further testing is needed
a apublic meeting at the school Monday night.

Some parents, dected officids and environmentd activists a the meeting continued to ingst that further
testing of classroom air must occur before they will fed safe.

Karen Cahill, environmental engineer with the DEC, and Susan Shearer, assistant sanitary engineer with
the Department of Hedlth, presented the methods and results of testing for volatile organic compounds at
South Hill Elementary Schoal this summer.

South Hill Elementary underwent a sexries of tests for the compounds, including trichloroethylene or TCE,
which was used by Morse Chain, the previous owner of Emerson Power Transmisson until the late
1970s. Emerson, a state Superfund sSite, Sits across Aurora Street from South Hill Elementary. TCE is
consdered alikely carcinogen.

TCE was detectable in samples outside the school and under the school's sub-dab but not at levels that
concern the date officias. The “background” level for TCE that State officials consder omnipresent in
urban, indugtriaized areas is 0.8 micrograms per cubic meter, Cahill said. The highest detection under the
basement sub-dab was 1.1 micrograms per cubic meter. Insde the school's crawlspace air, there was no
detection of TCE.

Some attendees at the meseting, including Walter Hang of Toxics Targeting, and Rich DePeolo, a South
Hill parent, took issue with the state's definition of background becauseit is based on other samples of
urban, indudtrialized aress.

In rurd aress, there could likely be no detection of TCE or other volatile organic compounds whatsoever,
they argued, and the state representatives confirmed this.

The compounds exigt in virtualy every indudtridized area, Shearer said.

Cahill said sheisthe project manager for the Axion/National Cash Regidter Ste, the NCR sewer, which
runs partidly along Aurora Street adjacent to the school, and the Emerson site. She said she works with
contaminated Ithaca Stes virtualy every day.

“I've looked at alot of soil vapor datain Ithaca,” she said. “To be honest, when | saw that [South Hill
Elementary] data, | was very happy.”

Cahill said the DEC tested for 63 different compounds. TCE is the most commonly known compound in
the South Hill area, because of the extensive contamination from the Emerson ste. But other voldile

lof3 12/19/2007 12:37 PM



theithacajournal.com - www.theithacajournal .com http://www.theithacajournal .com/apps/pbcs.dil/article?A1D=/200711...

20f 3

compounds can come from avariety of products, including unsealed gas cans, paint and paint remover,
nall polish, refrigerants, carpets, floor wax and air fresheners.

Common Council alderwomen Maria Coles and Jennifer Dotson, both D-14, represent South Hill. Along
with half a dozen others a the meeting, they argued that further testing should occur at the schoal.

“It's very reassuring that what you have found so far is not as darming asit might have been,” Coles said.
But she said other testing related to the Emerson Site has shown that air and soil vapor samples change
with time and can give radically different readings on different days, weeks and months.

“This points to the need to test again and maybe again,” Coles said.

Assemblywoman Barbara Lifton, D-125th, and County legidator Pam Mackesey, D-City of Ithaca, dso
attended to urge further testing.

The representatives from the state agencies repeatedly affirmed their belief that the school is safe.

Mark VanVakenburg, chief of the central section for the Department of Hedlth and a public hedth
secidig, said he would fed safeif the South Hill test results were from his own home.

“Yes absolutely. No question about it,” he said.

Cahill said as a gtate agency, their primary responsibility isto protect the environment, but a secondary
responsibility isto be fiscaly responsible with sate tax dollars.

“It istaxpayer dollars,” Cahill said. “We don't want to spend state taxpayer dollars if it's not warranted.”

Cahill estimated that the initid testing done by Emerson on the school grounds cost gpproximately
$8,000. The indoor school testing carried out by the DEC cost $22,000. Cahill said another round of
testing, including indoor air, would cost more than $22,000.

The DEC'sinitid tests did not include tests of indoor classroom air, as mandated by their “guidance for
evauaing soil vapor intruson,” Hang argued.

Cahill said they did not conduct classroom air testing because the tests were carried out during the
summer, when the building is open and fresh air disspates contaminants. Indoor ar sampling is normaly
conducted during the hegting season, when trgpped air holds higher levels of contaminants.

DePaolo said that since the heating season has now begun, the state should spend the money and test the
indoor classroom air, not assumethat it is clean based on test results from the sub-dab and crawlspace
ar.

“You dont tell me | have abrain tumor by testing my neck,” he said.

Shearer said because the Ithaca City School Didtrict has not formally requested further testing, she could
not definitively say that the state agencies would not pay for additiona testing, but that the director of her
bureau, the Bureau of Environmenta Exposure Investigation, said testing funds would not be approved if
the school didtrict requests them.

“Asof now our initid answer isno,” she sad.
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“Y ou have to have core technica basisfor the decisions you make,” Cahill added.
If the state agencies refused to pay for additiond testing, the school digtrict could pay for the testing itsdlf.

Paul Mintz, the didtrict's assistant superintendent for business services, said the money for testing would
have to come from cutsin other programs in the operating budget. The Board of Education would decide
whether to appropriate money for that purpose.
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