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Oversight Hearing on the Environmental Impacts on Lower Manhattan due to the Terrorist Attack on the World Trade Center.
On November 1, 2001, the Committee on Environmental Protection will conduct an oversight hearing on the environmental impacts on Lower Manhattan due to the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center (WTC). 

In the weeks since the WTC was attacked, there have been growing concerns regarding how agencies at all levels of government are handling the clean-up and air testing procedures at and around the WTC site. This oversight hearing will bring together all of those agencies as well as medical experts and environmental testing firms who are monitoring the situation. One important focus of the Committee is finding out who has primary responsibility for making decisions regarding testing and clean-up procedures, the protocols being employed, coordination activities of the many agencies involved and enforcement of relevant rules both at the WTC site and in the surrounding neighborhoods.

City, State and Federal agencies are monitoring and analyzing air quality data in the wake of the WTC disaster. Following the collapse of the Twin Towers, significant quantities of smoke, dust and other potentially hazardous substances have been released into the air. The smoke contained dust, ash, soot and other burning materials present at the site. This issue has become a source of great concern to the public. It has been widely reported that people feel that the agencies are not testing for all of the appropriate substances as well as not releasing significant information to the public or that when data is released,  it is incomplete. There is also concern that government agencies are only testing outdoor air, while indoor air testing is being left up to individual building owners.  


Joel Kupferman, Executive Director of the New York Environmental Law & Justice Project, as well as numerous medical experts and representatives of various environmental testing facilities, are pressing the EPA, as well as the other government agencies, to release information and analysis on other substances in addition to asbestos. These include dioxins, PCBs and other toxins that may be released from burning wood, paper, plastics, vinyl-coated wiring and cable, urethane foam upholstery, vinyl floor tile, synthetic fiber carpets, or mercury from fluorescent light bulbs; and carbon monoxide and sulfur oxides, which may be released with the smoke and gases. There is also the issue of synergy (several pollutants interacting and producing a worse result than the sum of their individual impacts) that these organizations are asking the agencies to evaluate and test for. 

As stated earlier, the Federal, State and City governments are monitoring air quality in and around the site. According to news reports, the EPA is monitoring for asbestos and particulate matter in the air, and for asbestos in the dust. The New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) is monitoring for carbon and fine particulate matter in the air. The New York City Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) is monitoring the air as well. While there are some test results being posted on EPA and DEP web sites, there does not seem to be any one website or agency that the public can turn to for comprehensive air quality information. 

In articles from The New York Times, The New York Post and the New York Daily News, the agencies have said that the air tests have shown no health hazard from the foul-smelling smoke plume. Dust samples taken at and around the site have not indicated relatively high levels of asbestos. According to a New York Daily News article on September 29, 2001, there were occasional spikes in the EPA’s air tests of asbestos, but the vast majority of the samples showed levels of asbestos well below levels that EPA officials said trigger concern. However, another New York Daily News column on October 26, 2001, reported that federal documents show that toxic chemicals and metals – from PCBs to dioxins- have been released into the environment in the Ground Zero area since September 11th. The documents obtained show the presence of the substances in levels above or approaching federal safety standards on numerous occasions. EPA and City officials responding to the New York Daily News column said that the frequently acrid smell coming from the WTC site does not pose a health risk for most people and that short-term irritation of eyes, nose and throat does not translate into any significant or long-term health effects.


However, on October 9, 2001 the New York Daily News reported that an independent study conducted by Virginia-based toxicology firm HP Environmental has shown higher levels of asbestos in the fallout dust than previously measured. The study, which used an EPA-approved test, found that the force of the explosions shattered the asbestos into fibers so small that they were smaller than the size of particles that EPA was testing for. According to the article, scientists and public health experts are unsure about the health risk posed by this finding. Some argue that the smaller fibers do not possess the pine-cone shape of the larger fibers, and therefore are unlikely to scrape the lungs in the same way and lead to the same adverse results. Others argue that the smaller fibers will more easily lodge deep in the lungs causing potentially significant health problems. EPA has not released any information regarding the effects of smaller asbestos fibers or any reaction to HP Environmental’s study. Today the Committee will be asking the agency and others to comment on HP Environmental’s study as well as their own findings.


Issues and concerns affecting people who live and work around Ground Zero 

In general, dust in the air can cause adverse respiratory symptoms and eye and throat irritation. Because dust will continue to remain in the air as clean-up efforts continue, residents and workers in the vicinity of the WTC have been encouraged to take precautions when returning to their homes and to their places of business such as avoiding unnecessary outdoor strenuous activity, keeping windows closed and setting the air conditioner to recirculate air.

Most test results from EPA and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) sampling in the WTC area indicate zero or very low concentrations of toxic substances, including asbestos (some results have been higher). However, inhaling fine particulate matter (dust), even if it does not contain toxic materials like asbestos, can cause respiratory irritation which may worsen or trigger a chronic illness such as asthma. Persons with pre-existing respiratory conditions are most at risk as well as children and the elderly.


Many of the workers at Ground Zero have not worn gas masks or other respiratory protection. Enforcing clean-up laws on the site has been difficult as well as knowing which clean-up laws apply. The Committee endeavors to find out today what procedures are in place to protect the workers at Ground Zero and which Federal, State or City laws apply to the clean-up efforts.


The protection of these workers is of particular concern in light of recent news 

reports (e.g., New York Times, October 30, 2001) about City firefighters who are suffering from so-called “World Trade Center cough”. According to these articles, approximately 4,000 firefighters (out of the 11,000 member uniformed force) are being treated for persistent coughing and chest pain that is believed to be the result of working at the WTC site.  The Fire Department plans to provide four-hour medical exams to all its employees to evaluate whether any might be at risk for long-term health problems due to their work at the WTC site.  In addition, the Fire Department has distributed 4,000 inhalers to firefighters to help alleviate their coughs and breathing problems.



Ordinarily, asbestos cleanup is a quarantined procedure employing plastic sheets 

to contain the affected area and negative air pressure to ensure that nothing harmful escapes. Workers wear full-face respirators, special protective suits that cover their whole bodies, and gloves. After the cleanup, workers discard their clothes and put them into labeled bags that are taken directly to a landfill. It does not seem apparent that these procedures are being followed at the site or when residences and office buildings are being cleaned.



According to the OSHA website (www.osha.gov), effective cleanup of dust requires 

that it be prevented from becoming airborne again. No dry sweeping or standard vacuuming should be permitted. Hard surfaces should be wet-cleaned (with a wet mop or wet rag) and HEPA
 vacuumed. Soft surfaces should be HEPA vacuumed. After use, rags and mops should be bagged while still wet and then discarded.


According to the website, all persons performing cleanup operations should wear air purifying respirators. Adequate protection will be provided by properly fitting disposable particulate respirators rated N95. (Disposable dust masks do not provide adequate respiratory protection and are therefore ineffective.) Waterproof gloves should also be worn. Work clothes should be bagged before leaving the area and laundered separately. Rigorous personal hygiene is also essential. Hands should be washed before eating, drinking, smoking, touching the face, or using the bathroom.


Recovery and clean-up operations are likely to go on for many months. During this time, it is likely that higher than usual levels of airborne dust may continue to spread throughout nearby areas. This hearing will shed light on the information available from the agencies involved in the testing and cleanup of the WTC site and address concerns the public and medical field have about these environmental impacts as well as others affecting not only Lower Manhattan but all of New York City. The hearing also intends to inform the public as to what they should do and what precautions they should take in protecting themselves as we look towards the future.

Schools Near Ground Zero

Several schools had to close in the wake of the World Trade Center disaster.  According to news reports, out of eight schools that closed only two have reopened.  One of these is Stuyvesant High School, which reopened on October 9th.  Stuyvesant is located on Chambers Street, four blocks north of the WTC site.  In the weeks following the reopening, students and teachers have complained about headaches, burning eyes, difficulty breathing, and bloody noses.  While the Board of Education has stated that air testing at the school has shown the air to be safe, parents are concerned that students’ ailments are related to the school’s proximity to the disaster site.  According to the New York Times (October 18, 2001), the Board is conducting ongoing tests at Stuyvesant for asbestos, fiberglass, lead dust, silica and particulate matter.

Parents are particularly concerned about barge operations taking place just north of Stuyvesant.  Trucks are delivering debris from the WTC site to barges near the school.  The barges are then taken to Staten Island to be unloaded at Fresh Kills.  The Stuyvesant Parents Association feels that the barge operations may be causing additional dust and pollution near the school and have requested that the barges be moved to another location.

Trucks Involved In Cleanup Operations

The cleanup of the WTC site is a massive operation that will require the removal of approximately 1.2 million tons of debris.  It has been estimated that the cleanup will take between nine months and one year to complete.  One result of this massive cleanup effort is an increase in truck traffic in Lower Manhattan.

It is the Committee’s understanding that certain procedures are required to be followed with trucks carrying debris, such as covering them and hosing them down to minimize the spread of dust and other contaminants.  It is unclear which agency is in charge of enforcing these rules and whether the rules are uniformly being followed.  The Committee is also concerned about trucks that may be idling for long periods of time near the WTC site.

Fresh Kills

In response to the WTC disaster, the City has reopened the Fresh Kills landfill to allow law enforcement officials to examine the debris from the WTC site.  Fresh Kills was officially closed as a landfill for residential waste in March 2001.

While news reports have discussed the reopening of Fresh Kills, no details have been provided about how long it will remain open or about where the debris being brought to Fresh Kills is being taken after it is examined.  The Committee hopes that this hearing will provide more detail about the role of Fresh Kills in the cleanup operation.

� HEPA stands for High Efficiency Particulate Air filter. Professional cleaning services should already be equipped with HEPA vacuums. Department and hardware stores sell HEPA vacuums for residential use.





7
4

