
Lower Neponset River Ecological Restoration

Citizen Advisory Committee
Draft Meeting Summary

October 30th, 2008

Attending CAC members: Barbara Baxter, Mary Burks, Dave Colton, Ian Cooke, Spencer Day, Terry Dolan, Rosanne Foley, Wendy Ingram, James Keyes, Maria Lyons, Martha McDonough, Maura O’Gara, Richard O’Mara, Patrick Paquette, Gil Solomon, Ellie Spring, Hugh Stringer, Stephen White, Bob Vance

Attending agency liaisons: Joan Kimball, Mary Griffin, Paul Locke, Vandana Rao, Tim Purinton, Dan Bertrand

Facilitators:  Pat Field, Sara Cohen

Review of Agenda and Meeting Summary from September

· September meeting summary to be reviewed by CAC members for one week; comments to be sent to Sara Cohen.

· Question about whether NYT article on dam removals, along with Riverways’ response could be posted to project website.  This has not yet been posted, but it will be pulled together and posted.

Presentations

All the presentations from the meeting are available on the project website: http://cbuilding.org/neponset
As a result, the content will not be summarized here.  Rather, this summary captures questions and answers that occurred throughout the presentations.  In some cases, slide numbers are referenced to mark the point in the presentation when the question was posed.

BRIEF OVERVIEW OF PCB’s

Presentation by Paul Locke from the Department of Environmental Protection

SLIDE 5

Q:  Are PCB aroclors liquid when dumped into water?

A:  Yes, they were generally introduced via sewer pipes (rather than land dumping).
Q:  Can you clarify what you mean by “heavier” aroclors?

A:  Chlorines weigh more than the hydrogen atoms they replace on a PCB molecule, which makes the whole molecule heavier – the more chlorines, the heavier the molecule.  This weight means they are less volatile (less likely to be released into the air).

PCB’s AND SEDIMENTS

Presentation by Tim Purinton from Riverways

SLIDE 3
Q:  Can you explain why the PCB levels in the sediment seem to change between the different time periods?

A:  Sediments move downstream into the estuary during higher flows.  This underscores the point that run-of-the-river dams (not a lot of storage; what flows in flows right back out) are poor containment structures for sediments.  Sediment builds up and then gets flushed downstream during larger storms.

Q:  Why are the PCB levels behind T&H so different between the USGS and the Malone and MacBroom (MM) study?

A:  MM study used different definition of sediment. USGS used material that was impounded or able to be dredged. MM used only material that could be dredged (doesn’t include very watery material called “black mayonnaise” that cannot be easily remediated).

Q:  Why did MM and USGS find the same PCB levels behind Baker, if they used different definitions of sediment? 

A:  The difference only applied to this “black mayonnaise,” of which there is very little behind Baker relative to T&H.

Comment (Tim Purinton): This difference in definitions of sediment highlights the importance of being very clear what the numbers represent when engineering a remediation plan.  Currently, our studies are still in the feasibility/conceptual stage. If we move to the engineering phase, we would take a more extensive look at the volume and containment of PCBs.

Comment (Ian Cooke): One of the Baker boards failed in March 2007 and was repaired in the fall of 2007.  There is some question about whether the missing board or the high spring flows are responsible for the large loss of sediment from Baker between 2006 and 2007.

Comment (Tim Purinton): Just because the sediment volume behind T&H doesn’t change between the two time periods doesn’t mean the sediment didn’t move.  It may have been flushed out and replaced then from upstream between the two time periods.

Comment (CAC member): It doesn’t seem like the numbers are yet stable enough to base decisions on.

Q:  Do the T&H sediments end up at Baker, when they are flushed out?

A:  There are many deposition areas between the two dams that sediments flushed out from T&H could settle in temporarily.  But these will periodically re-suspend, possibly settle at Baker, and eventually move out into the estuary.  Overall, there are 7,350 cubic yards of sediment that move through the whole system on an annual basis.

Q:  If “black mayonnaise” is not dredgeable, how do you get rid of it in the case of dam removal?

A:  Site would need to be dewatered, so you’re not dealing with wet sediment.  Once it’s dried, it can be removed.

Q:  Is it the volume of sediment that matters more or the toxicity of what’s there?

A:  Paul will be addressing how to interpret some of the numbers we’re looking at from the perspective of safety.

Q:  Is there a more technical term than “black mayonnaise”?

A:  Colloidal suspension.

PCB’s AND SOILS

Presentation by Paul Locke from the Department of Environmental Protection

Q:  Did you conduct any sampling near the Grant Company?  I can’t believe those levels would be as low as the levels you found where you sampled.

A:  Our sample locations were chosen based on where the banks were known (or highly suspected) to have had river dredge spoils placed on them, which is not the case of the Grant site. That is not to say other sites couldn’t be contaminated, and there may be more sampling to come, but the existing sampling was specific to risks that would be associated with exposed dredge spoils.

Q:  What was dredged and why?

A:  (Ian Cooke) My understanding is the Lower Neponset was dredged for flood control as part of a larger land reclamation project upstream in which 3,000 acres of wetland were drained/filled for industrial purposes in Canton and Dedham. Others may have a different understanding.

Q:  On what basis will you target future sampling?

A:  Either we find additional areas that might have received dredged spoils or we identify areas that might have been exposed to PCBs through other sources, such as direct dumping, deposits of sediments from large floods, etc.

Comment (CAC member): Testing at Grant site should be a priority.  There has been dumping there for years and those are very densely populated neighborhoods.

Q:  Could contaminated dredge spoils be deeper down than where you tested?

A:  We went down about 12” and have no reason to think clean sediments would have been deposited on top of river spoils.

Comment (Steve Pearlman from NepWRA): We plan on going out next week with DEP and DCR to identify additional sites for sampling, including some boat ramps.

PCB’s AND HUMAN HEALTH RISKS

Presentation by Paul Locke from the Department of Environmental Protection

Q:  I see people fishing at Mother Brook and I’m concerned we need to clean this area up so people are not exposed to contamination through fish.

A:  The sediments in Mother Brook up above the dam are much lower in concentrations of PCBs and fish aren’t able to access Mother Brook from the areas containing the most contamination.  Still, until we remediate all the PCBs we must be very diligent in our fish advisory signage.

Q:  I am involved in the Lead Action Collaborative.  We are currently dealing with the blood levels for lead that trigger action and it seems clear they are set far too high.  How do we know if the PCB “safe” levels are really safe?

A:  That is a good question.  With lead there are more direct links to adverse human health effects than with PCBs, where “we might not know what we don’t know.”  For these reasons we think conservatively about all choices related to exposure.

Q:  How is the distinction made between “subtle” and “catastrophic” symptoms?

A:  Perhaps that’s not a good choice of words.  There are two scales, really: the scale of obviousness (from asymptomatic to clearly symptomatic) and the scale of harmfulness (from not harmful to severely harmful).  It’s important to be clear what we’re talking about when we discuss the nature of the risk.

Comment:  Let’s get the PCBs out.  We know they are carcinogenic and we don’t want them in the river or estuary.

Comment (Paul Locke):  The bottom line is somebody has to pay for it and somebody has to prioritize based on levels, exposure, etc. People in this room may be helping to prioritize. There are unique opportunities for remediation when it can be associated with another project, such as a redevelopment or dam removal project. 
Q:  Going back to the 3,000 cubic yards of material that seemed to disappear from the Baker dam between 2006 and 2007, where did that go? 

A:  We think it probably went out into the estuary.  We do not believe it went onto any of the banks.

Q:  Due to the known threat of PCBs, people have been requesting a risk assessment on the Neponset.  Is the study DEP has done (looking at the potential exposure to PCBs on the banks, conducting some additional sampling at other sites, and reviewing the USGS sampling in the sediments) the public health risk assessment people have been asking for?

A:  There are different types of risk assessment.  One process is comparing conditions to standards.  What we did here, comparing soil samples and fish to standards is one type of risk assessment.

Q:  When you do an assessment you can find an “imminent hazard” in which case some responsible party needs to take immediate action to eliminate exposure.  In this case, is it right that you found no “imminent hazard to public health” (immediate and now) but that it is not yet determined that there is no “significant risk to human health: (longer-term and over time).
A:  In the soils (on banks), we have found no evidence of “imminent hazard” which would have triggered immediate fencing and other measures to eliminate exposure.  In contrast, the levels in fish have reached the imminent threat level, which is why we have a fish advisory in effect.  In the sediments (under water), there isn’t an imminent risk because exposure is minimal. 

Q:  At some point it would be good to discuss how the clean up options play out in the different scenarios.  For example, if there is or isn’t a responsible party and under the different removal scenarios.

A:  DEP’s role is to make sure that whatever action is selected, nothing is done to make the conditions of the river worse for human health or increase ecological risk.  To the extent possible, we’d like to see the conditions improved by removing any contamination that may pose a longer term risk. 

Q:  Is it known whether PCBs can get into the blood stream through the skin, or would it need to be ingested?

A:  There is some debate about this, but we believe that some fraction is absorbed through the skin.  Part of reason you don’t get more absorption through skin is that the PCBs adhere very strongly to the sediments, which can’t pass through the skin.  Another limiting factor is the negatively charged cloud around the molecule due to the chlorine atoms, which makes it harder to absorb through the skin.

Q:  Do we know that the contamination behind the dams is the cause of the fish contamination?

A:  We do know that the concentrations behind the dams, as well as in the braided channel, are higher than other places, but we don’t think that eliminating the contamination just behind the dams will fully eliminate the concentrations in the fish.  Keep in mind there is a PCB fish advisory for all freshwater fish in Massachusetts for sensitive populations.  We have a baseline PCB concentration out there that will probably be around for a long time, but it would be a huge step forward to bring the concentrations in the Lower Neponset to levels found in other rivers in the region, by getting rid of the material behind the dams.

PCB’s AND ECOLOGICAL RISKS

Presentation by Paul Locke from the Department of Environmental Protection

SLIDE 44

Q:  Can we add humans to the scale that looks at the harmful effects of PCBs on animals?

A:  We could make lots of boxes for humans based on exposure categories.  E.g. eating the sediment, walking on it, etc.  It wouldn’t be represented in a single box.

Q:  There seems to be a disparity between the potential risks and the level of concern on the part of DEP.  Is it the case in this state that if a risk isn’t highlighted as a result of a development project then DEP will only get involved in the event of the most egregious risks (“imminent hazard”)?

A:  If a situation is not posing an imminent risk, then it goes on a list that gets dealt with according to priorities set by democratic processes (such as line items in budgets).

Q:  Are there chemical fingerprints that can help track a compound back to the company that disposed of it?

A:  There are some difficulties with this.  First of all, fingerprints degrade over time, through breakdown of the compounds in the environment.  Secondly, fingerprints are not precise when there are many sources being mixed together, as was the case in the Neponset.  When we can tie certain compounds back to sources, such as we have partly done with Mother Brook, we try to follow these leads, but there is no magic finger for finding the polluter.

Q:  How do you test for PCB’s in humans?

A:  Studies in MA have looked at blood levels (New Bedford, related to eating fish; Pittsfield, related to soil exposure and inhalation).

PCB CLEANUP ALTERNATIVES

Presentation by Tim Purinton from Riverways

SLIDES 12 & 13
Q:  What is the measurement along the left side of the slide?

A:  Elevation above sea level.

Q:  Where does dredged material from river go?

A:  If PCBs are > 50 ppm, they must go to a hazardous waste landfill site out of state.  If not, they can go to a more typical landfill that will accept them.
Q:  Can you clarify the difference between a partial dredge and full dredge?

A:  A partial dredge leaves some material on the newly exposed banks and covers it with 2 feet of clean material.  A full dredge removes all the sediments from the area.  A solution in the Neponset may end up being a combination, based on more detailed sampling.  In this case, the more contaminated material (>50 ppm) would be fully removed while the less contaminated material could be partially dredged and capped.

SLIDES 15, 16, & 17

Q:  Is the dam in place in your diagrams of the T&H banks?

A:  For the discussion of where the contaminated sediments are, it doesn’t really matter.  But if the dam were to stay in place, and the sediments were cleaned out, the area I’m showing would remain covered by the impoundment, so the discussion mostly becomes relevant in the event of a removal or partial removal, so that the impoundment is lowered.

Q:  When you expose the banks through dam removal or partial removal, do you remove the top of the newly exposed banks and then cap them or do you cap them just as they are?

A:  We test the banks and determine what part needs to be removed, based on levels of contamination, level of stratification of sediment, where the sediment is distributed, etc.  We use our best judgment to peel down to the level needed to eliminate problems and determine how much material would need to be placed on top to stabilize and minimize the risk.

Q:  When you refer to banks in this discussion, you’re talking about the newly created banks due to lowering the impoundment, not the existing banks, right?

A:  Yes.  As part of a remediation package we may look at the existing banks, too.  The whole area will be treated together within the project.

Q:  In the event that the dam remains, would there be a partial dredge of the contaminated sediments?

A:  One approach would be to stratify the sediment and remove down to what they feel is appropriate under the impoundment (similar to work done in Boston Harbor).  However, contamination standards for sediment beneath the water column are less rigorous than those for exposed soils.  In other words, cleanup is likely to be much more rigorous if sediments were to become exposed banks.

Q:  In the Baker Mill pond, there are concrete walls on both sides.  How do these get affected?

A:  They would likely not change under any scenario.  Moving them would potentially mobilize more soil areas to be affected under flood conditions, whether or not the dam remains in place.  The concrete walls will probably remain a fixed element, unless we wanted to return to a fully natural bank, but in that case there are probably diminishing returns to removing them because you’d still get a lot of benefit from the riparian area between the wall and the river.

Comment:  The concrete walls should be shown in the Malone and MacBroom visual renditions, which they currently aren’t.  Additionally, the river should be shown as lowered and narrowed under a dam removal scenario, which they aren’t.

Q:  Are there design approaches that could maintain some of the aesthetic desirables (visual scape, sound) in the event of a dam removal?

A:  A design could involve a partial removal to maintain some of the visuals, engineered riffles for acoustic value, etc.  This stretch might have some natural white water characteristics, too.  It’s true that full dam removal would be the best ecological result, but we’re very aware of the need to think creatively about all the interests and how to address them.

Final Points of Discussion:
Brainstorm from Joan Kimball, of Riverways:

Possibility of a vertical partial removal, so that the structure of the dam on each side would stay in place but an area in the middle would be removed.  This would have to be studied to determine of it is feasible, but it might be a way to preserve the historical feel of the place while still achieving some of the ecological goals.  Riverways will try to bring in pictures of what this might look like.

Brief discussion about whether options for the dams can be considered entirely independently from one another.  Tim Purinton reminded people that funding associated with improving fish passage might not be available to take down T&H if Baker were to remain in place, because fish migrating from the ocean couldn’t take advantage of the improved passage at T&H if they couldn’t get over Baker to get to it.  Usually such funding looks to sequence projects going from downstream to upstream.  If there were clear signs that something would be done to achieve fish passage at Baker, then we may have a chance at convincing funders to fund removal of T&H.  If funding were to come from other sources, the projects could be thought of more independently. 

Clarification:  there would be no visual change at Baker resulting from the removal of T&H.

Next Steps:

Facilitators will take an electronic survey of where people are at with their thinking about options for each dam.  This poll will not attach names to any respondents and will not be in any way binding, but will give some sense of overall sentiments and leanings at this point.

Next meeting scheduled for November 20th.

The meeting was adjourned at 9:00.
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