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Fearful residents take last swing at Clean
Earth PFAS test
Luke Mosseau  1 hr ago   0

Luke Mosseau

ORT EDWARD – A total of 77 organizations have come out in opposition to a
potential research permit for ESMI/Clean Earth’s PFAS-contaminated soil

remediation experiment at their Fort Edward facility on Towpath Lane. 

The New York State Department of Environmental Conservation public comment
period ended on February 17; residents and environmental groups contributed several
arguments against the experiment that would bring 5,000 tons of PFAS-contaminated
soil to the community to remediate over the course of a two-week period.  

“Safe and effective PFAS treatment options are sorely needed to address pervasive
PFAS contamination; however, this project is neither safe nor effective,” residents
said in their comments to DEC. The comments further critiqued the requested
permit’s "flawed scientific foundation and its failure to analyze the tests’ impacts on
local disadvantaged communities" of Hudson Falls and portions of Glens Falls that
are directly downwind from the Clean Earth facility in Fort Edward, said the Clean Air
Action Network of Glens Falls. 
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During the DEC public comment period, CAAN and hundreds of concerned residents
explained a few of their key reasons for opposing Clean Earth's two-week permit. The
first, they say, is that the temperatures proposed by ESMI/Clean Earth are "too low to
fully separate the PFAS from the soil and too low to completely destroy the PFAS that
are removed from the soil."

Additionally, there is a concern that Clean Earth would store post-processing soil
outdoors before lab analysis of the soil shows how much and what types of PFAS are
in the soil. "This soil would be very dry from the heat treatment process, so soil dust,
potentially containing PFAS, would blow off-site. People can breathe in PFAS
particles and dust is a known carrier of PFAS. Rain could wash water-soluble PFAS
out of the soil and into the nearby Bond Creek or other tributaries of the Hudson
River. PFAS in an uncovered soil pile can also leach into groundwater," the comments
explained.

Concerned residents have pointed to early air modeling submissions that show
potential for emissions from the Fort Edward plant that could blow into these
downwind communities.  

In their fight for permit approval, Enviri, Clean Earth's parent company, has
responded to The Post-Star to address these pollutant claims that occurred during
public comment. 

"Clean Earth is seeking a permit to conduct a safe, efficient, and scientifically rigorous
two-week trial under NYSDEC oversight. In our two public meetings for community
member comment and our permit application, Clean Earth referenced multiple peer-
reviewed studies and EPA modeling methods to support the statement that emissions
will remain well below health-based limits, with no expected increases in noise,
traffic, dust, water discharge, or other community impacts," said Karen Tognarelli,
vice president of communications at Enviri, in a statement to The Post-Star. 

"The results of our two-week trial will provide all parties, including the regulatory
community, with reliable full-scale data reflecting our longstanding record of
compliant operations and our priority on protecting people, communities, and the
environment. We will continue to cooperate with NYSDEC and look forward to
NYSDEC rendering a decision and the resolution of the process," Tognarelli's
statement continued. 

Residents also raised fears that this experiment could evolve from a two-week trial
period into a decades-long project of toxic exposure for Fort Edward, Glens Falls and
Hudson Falls, which they say are already stricken by high health and pollution
burdens. "Most troubling, if Clean Earth is able to present its research project as
successful, the company will likely 'pursue a permit modification for the acceptance of
PFAS contaminated soils at the facility' and operate the Fort Edward site continuously
to thermally receive and treat PFAS-contaminated soil at scale," residents stated
during public comment. 

Included among the 77 organizations and coalitions involved in public comment are
the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC); Energy Justice Network; Military
Poisons; National PFAS Contamination Coalition; Grassroots Environmental
Education; Sierra Club Atlantic Chapter (New York’s chapter); New York Renews, a
coalition of more than 400 groups; Clean + Healthy; Citizen Action of New York; and
Physicians for Social Responsibility, New York. Locally, The Fort Stops PFAS and the
Grassland Bird Trust have also signed on, according to a press release. 

In Clean Earth's statement to The Post-Star, Tognarelli added that "PFAS removed
from the soil through thermal desorption would be incinerated on site, despite
warnings about the creation of Products of Incomplete Destruction (PIDs), which
would also be PFAS compounds. Some Products of Incomplete Destruction (PIDs)
would be short-chain PFAS that would be lighter than the original PFAS and thus
would travel further from the facility on air currents. Airborne PFAS eventually fall to
the ground, where they contaminate soil and surface water and can leach into
groundwater." 

"Pollution of private and municipal wells has been traced back to PFAS in air
emissions from factories and other industrial facilities," Tognarelli stated.

In a press release, CAAN stated that the organization "fears that DEC is giving Clean
Earth a pass because of the experimental nature of the permit and the relatively small
amount — 5,000 tons of soil — to be processed under the RD&D permit." 

"PFAS lab analysis can take weeks. ESMI says that if a lab test finds that PFAS
remains in the soil, it would return the soil to its plant for repeat treatment, but that
would be after PFAS could have been introduced into the environment and local
populations have been exposed to these toxic and highly persistent chemicals," CAAN
stated in a release to The Post-Star. 

During public comment, Denise Trabbic-Pointer, a retired chemical engineer,
weighed in, suggesting that Clean Earth may not have the proper safeguards in place
to ensure the two-week experiment's regulation. Trabbic-Pointer explained how Clean
Earth has yet to reveal the source of the PFAS-contaminated soil. "ESMI admits that
as of now, it does not know the character of the soil that will be used during the
proposed RD&D project, nor does it know what kinds of PFAS will be present in the
soil or in what concentrations," Trabbic-Pointer said. "Given the low proposed
temperatures and the uncertainty regarding the nature of the soil to be used in the
proposed project, it is highly likely that longer-chain PFAS will be broken down into
harmful shorter-chain PFAS." 

Trabbic-Pointer worked for DuPont and a spin-off company for 42 years, while for the
last seven years she has served as the Sierra Club Michigan Chapter's toxics and
remediation specialist.

"Fort Edward and Hudson Falls residents refuse to be guinea pigs. Also the
Cumulative Impacts Law has a de minimus standard so that even a small increase in
pollution to an already impacted community would be sufficient to deny the RD&D
permit," Clean Air Action Network concluded in a press release. 

Last June, Clean Earth held a public participation meeting where many members of
the public presented their objections. Earthjustice, a national public interest legal
organization, is responsible for preparing the comments opposing approvals for this
project on behalf of its client, Clean Air Action Network of Glens Falls. 

For now, Clean Earth and the surrounding residents await DEC's decision regarding
the two-week permit.  

Luke Mosseau is a staff writer. Contact: 518-742-3224, lmosseau@poststar.com.
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