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EPA Is Rushing a Proposed Plan and Requests Public Comment

The United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) recently sent the proposed site remediation plan for the Frontier Fertilizer Superfund site to Davis residents.  A closer look reveals a less convincing story than presented in the yellow newsletter. Specifically, EPA has no solid evidence that an important part of the plan, biological treatment, will work for primary site contaminants. EPA’s analysis provides no evidence that the proposed actions will shorten the length of time for clean up.  EPA is rushing ahead, has not followed its own guidelines for developing alternatives and has shifted focus from the most harmful chemicals to a less harmful one.   EPA wants to finalize the Record of Decision for this site in September and has already held a public meeting on June 22 to discuss the proposed plan.  The FFOSG believes that EPA has produced a plan without scientific credibility and is misguided in its selection of alternatives.  

EPA’s preferred plan includes three basic elements:  1) continued groundwater pumping and removal of contaminants, 2) injection and land application of beer fermentation process waste and 3) thermal treatment.   Groundwater pumping and treatment of the pumped water has occurred at the site since 1993 (EPA and their consultants have upgraded the “pump and treat” system periodically since the site became a Superfund Site in 1994.  EPA plans to continue to operate the pump and treat system until the groundwater and soil concentrations reach the clean up levels (shown on page 5 of the newsletter.)  

Biological treatment is the most controversial part of the plan.  EPA proposes to apply at land surface and inject into the groundwater, beer fermentation process waste with the intention of stimulating microbial activity that will degrade site contaminants.
  There is no credible evidence for this.  Referring to a 6-month laboratory treatment study, EPA’s consultant stated that “This study provided no clear evidence that biodegradation on target  hVOC’s  [site contaminants] was enhanced by the amendments tested.”

EPA proposes to apply heat and inject the beer fermentation process waste simultaneously without any consideration of how heating soil and groundwater to over 190o Fahrenheit will affect the microbes that are supposed to degrade the contaminants.  The preferred plan states on page 6 that there has been success with biological treatment at the other sites with similar contaminants.  EPA has not provided evidence to support this statement.  

A key justification for utilizing the beer fermentation process waste is to reduce nitrate concentrations in the groundwater. Nitrate was a last minute addition to the planning process. Currently nitrate in groundwater extracted by the pump and treat system is removed at the city’s wastewater treatment plant.  EPA has not followed its own process for nitrate (see page 10 in the EPA newsletter).  EPA has not conducted a remedial investigation for nitrate; they have not identified the source of nitrate or defined the extent of the contamination.  During the feasibility study, EPA failed to develop clean-up goals and general response actions or quantify the mass of nitrate, steps EPA considers necessary precursors to developing clean-up alternatives.   

The Feasibility Study revealed no credible reason for moving forward with thermal treatment or anaerobic biodegradation. Both of these actions have risks.  Anaerobic biological treatment has the potential to introduce unwanted substances into the groundwater and increase downward movement of contaminated groundwater.  Most importantly, there is no credible evidence that it will reduce concentrations of site contaminants.  Heating will release toxic vapors.  The Feasibility Study report did not include the use of vapor emission control and treatment equipment for heating to 190o Fahrenheit.  Even with the unsubstantiated estimates of mass reduction for these proposed actions, time frame modeling showed no significant differences in the estimated time to reach the remedial action objectives relative to continuing with the pump and treat system by itself.  The Feasibility Study report stated that “Removing mass in the beginning may not significantly shorten the duration of the pump and treat”

Next steps.    We are at a critical juncture in the clean up process.  The Proposed Plan presents a key opportunity for community input to insure acceptable site stewardship and effective clean up. The ultimate remedy described in the Record of Decision is supposed to be based on community acceptance and 8 other criteria outlined in the Proposed Plan. The FFSOG developed the following proposed community acceptance criteria as framework for evaluating Proposed Plan acceptability.  We want EPA to develop a plan that meets these criteria. 

Proposed Community Acceptance Criteria

1. Remedial actions should pose no health threat to the community or environment.   The primary concern is for those living in neighborhoods near the site.  Remedial actions should be designed to either mitigate or avoid impacts through release of constituents of concern (COC’s) to the air, water or soil.  

2. Remediation implementation.  Proposed remedial solutions should be based on defensible science that can meet a standard of peer review.  Adaptation and implementation of treatment and/or removal strategies and methodologies should be based on understandable and scientifically valid data and analysis.  Sufficient evaluation using the best available analytical tools should demonstrate feasibility and implementability and quantify uncertainty.

3. Future site decisions during the Proposed Plan and ROD processes and beyond should be based on continued and evolving understanding of the site based on accurate data collection and use of physically-based analytical tools.  

4. Site characterization.  Final remedies should be based on complete characterization on the extent of contaminated soil and groundwater.  The extent of contaminated groundwater is currently unknown.  Necessary characterization should be included in future budgets. Additional characterization is also necessary for nitrate.

5. Remediation Implementation Timing.  Clean up should proceed in a timely manner.  A time schedule should be established and adhered to and progress reported to the community regularly.

6.  Clean up Criteria.  Groundwater and soils should be cleaned up to the strictest state standards.  The clean-up levels should support multiple and unrestricted land uses.

7. Contaminant containment.  Continued migration of contaminated groundwater beyond the influence of the current pump and treat system should be halted as soon as possible.  Future operation, maintenance and upgrades of the pump and treat system should include sufficient flexibility and robustness for contaminant capture and hydraulic containment until contaminant levels reach acceptable and applicable criteria.  

8. Priority.  Clean up should be given priority over any site-related or adjacent construction, development and other non-remedial activities.

9. Public Involvement.  The public should be involved in clean up decisions pre and post ROD.  EPA should commit to keeping the public informed through timely and understandable communication, dialog and obtaining feed back on a regular basis until the site is closed.  

10. Contingency Plan.  Given the remedial uncertainties and lack of knowledge of future hydrologic conditions, a contingency clean up plan should be completed and subject to public review. 

11. Destruction of constituents of concern locally is preferable to export.  The community prefers that toxic chemicals be degraded to non toxic chemicals on or near the site rather than exporting them elsewhere for treatment.

What can you do?

Express support for the community or offer changes to the acceptance criteria by emailing the FFSOG at pnieberg@dcn.davis.ca.us.

Decide for yourself.  Read the Feasibility Study (FS) and FFSOG comments on the FS submitted to EPA at : www.hydrofocus.com/news.html.  

Submit comments on the Proposed Plan (PP).  Contact EPA at 1-415-972-3030 for a copy.  Comments are due July 26.  

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The FFSOG is a non-profit, public benefit corporation formed in the State of California.  We are formed as a community oversight group dedicated to keeping the community informed of progress in EPA’s clean-up at the Frontier Fertilizer Superfund Site and to facilitating meaningful public input into the process.
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FFSOG Technical advisor is Steve Deverel

To help us in our efforts, contact us at pnieberg@dcn.davis.ca.us., Frontier Fertilizer Superfund Oversight Group, 3010 Loyola Drive, Davis, CA 95616, (530) 756-6856           

� The site contaminants are pesticides that were dumped or used at the site before 1983.  





