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he record-breaking apring runoff
has subsided on the Hudaoh River.
. m‘fhe water kivel of New York's

Rhature waterway in now just a fow
inches above nonnzl. h

For miles, the rives Nows smooth and
¢clear, carrying the pure waters of the
Adirondack anowmelt to their rendezvoun
with the Atlantic Ocean. In the North
Country, the Hudron is one of North
America’s great mountaln streams,
cruising through gorges, crashing over

\ders, churning into & white-water
delight.

Around Glens Palls, however, the river
runs not just into civilization, but Into
Industry.

For years, the Hudson has beena
commerclal waterway, beginning with the
log drives of the Iast century. The river'a
cascades and fatls have turned the mill
wheels and fed the canaln that were the
original engine of commerciaf New York.
The river han atso borae the burden of
carrying away our waste, from sewage to
toxic chemicat.

1n the past decade, water quality in the
Hudsoa'har improved. But its remarkable
#pring beaoly lide the invinible residor of
an industrial digaster: the poliution of more

than 185 miles of the river with hundreds of

thousands of pounda of poisonous
polychlorinated biphenyls, which cause
cancer and birth defects, 1's those PCIs
that stand botween us and a heaithy river.

The fight over what to o abuut the
poitons has caged for nearly » decade. In
1983, the federal Environmental Protection
Agency declared the river, from Hudson
Falls to New York City, one of the nation's
hrﬁn sndd most complicated Superfund
toxic-waste sitca. The state Department of
Environmenta! Conservation and some
environmental groups have advocated
dradging the contaminated river bottom
snd transfering the sediment to & landfill.
That's st DTIC's position, says
depariment snokesman Ben Marvin,
""barring conclusive evidenre that other
ontions will wark ss well or better.”’

But General Blactric Co., the corporation
that pumped 500,000 pounds of PClis into
the river between 1947 and 1976 from ita
plants in For{ Edward and Hudson Falle,
says there is a better way, Bacteria will
eventually hreak down tha chemicals in the
river, a “natural' process that the company
wants {0 help nlong by introducing
additional bacteria, GE, which conld face
hundreds of millions In PCR cleanup coats,
claims its option would be much less costly
and more efficient,

Agninst the backdrop of this debate,
however, comes more bad news. In hast
year'sannusl teats of PCB levels in upper
Hudson River figh, GB, the federa!
government and the state DEC all
found s dramatic Increase in PCB (oxicity,
a8 much sa 300 percent over 1991 levels,
Coming more than 16 years after GE -
stopped using PCBa along the Hudson, this
“spike’’ sont shuck waves through those
concerned alynut cleaning up the river,
forcing all sides in the controversy to ook
anew at thelr propased sokulions.

nuclear spring weckend, the

Hudson atill belongs mostly to

tature, Pew of the pleasure buats
and watcreraft that will clog the river come

Memorial Day weekend ave afloat. Marina

~owners are getting their dockas into shape.

The tempersture muast rize o bit more
belore kida etart awinglng from ropes tied
to overhanging branches and aplashing into
the river, )

There are more than 200 different types
of PCRs. Each varjes in the number and
focation of chlorine atoms sttached tu fta
molecular carbon rings. PCls arc odorlces,
rolorless and range in consistency from
heavy, oily liquids to waxy solids. Because
They are fire resistant and don't conduct
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heat or electricity well, lhe{ have
numerous commercis! applications,
Inchuding insulation in clectricat systems,
PCR pradaction has hean banned in the
United Staten since 1877,

Since 1976, the state has also banned all
fishing on the river between Bakers Fallsin
the Village of JTudaon Falls and the federal
dam at Troy. Voluntary fish-consumption
advisories are in effect {rom the dam gouth
to New York City. Most sffected has been
the commercial siriped bass fishery, which
once sarned New Yorkera $40 miltiona

yesy,

Although New York finally took action
against the contamination In 1576, In that
vear it also let GE off the hook. The
company agreed to conteihute $4 million to
help study the extent of PCB
contamination, but was not required to
admit to any wrongdoing. Indecd, most of
1ts PCH dischargen had been permitted by
the atate. The aaitiemeant al90 abpolved the
company of any further liability for cleanup
costs, now eatimated te run as highas $300
million,

Unfortunately for GF., the federal
Superfund Law. came along, requiring that
Unown polluters hear cleanup coatn.

federal law superneded the swecthaart deg)
with the state. Since then, the company has
been very involved in the dehate about
what cleanup methods (0 use,

that this is the biggest development

on PCBa in the Hudson since the
contamination was discovered in the mid:
1870y, Bridgret Barchny, cnvironmental
direclor of the Hudson aiver Sloup
Clearwater, says of the recent elevated
PCB tevels. "' We are now dealing with
aignificant source of more PCBy getting
into the river. It's unqueationably coming
{frony GE's Hudson Falls plant.”

The highest new concentration was
found in September 1991 near the
Thompson Island Dam, eight miles
downatream from the GE Jiudson Fatls
plant. There, PCB concentration levels
were comparable 10 thoee found in the river
In the 10708, abbut 100 timea the average

‘ I don't think {t's exaggerating tosay

“eoticentration in the late 1980s, Similar

results came in from Port Edward and even
farther downriver in Schuylerville. Al one

By

Jeffidones

focation, sediments had PCB levels of 2.00(
parts per million. *“Theee are very, very ho
sediments,” Matclay observes, The state
believes that to climinate the chemical fron
the {008 chaln, any cleanup must reduce
the contamination level to 01 parts per
dillion,

The leading suspect for the new source i
the GE facility Incated on a high biuff just
below the Fenimore Bridge in Hudeon
Falls. Betwoen the plant and the river are
the riting of an old mil, dating back to the
fxnt century. Part of the miil was & channel
raceway that diverted water todrive the
turbines. A gate had been installed toclose
off the channel, but it apparently fell Into
disrepair,

111's belleved that what has happened is
that PCRs were seeping through fractures
in the bedrock, or old sewer or utility
outflow tines, then Into this old raceway
structure,’ saya Barclay, " The consensus
I that the flow of water war drawing PCB;
out of the bedrock, into the river.”

The raceway channe| has since been
closed by the DEC.

The cleanup negotiations between GE,
DEC and the EI'A have included tatks
about what to do with the contaminated xo



/™ t the Huxson Fallp plant. But a more
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, Waterdance: (ief0 the Hudson Riter abone Stillwater; fabove) o view of GE's Hudson Falls plant

serfous concentration of PCBe appears to
have permeated the aoil under the factory
than anyone mrapected.

Posaible plans far coping with the
elevated PCR levels will be diseugeed today
{Thursday), when the EPA's Science and
Technicat Advisory Committee meets at
the Sheraton Airport Inn on Wolf Road.
The committee was sel up to help re:
evpluate the Hiulnon River'a designation as
1 Superfund site,

Both the state depariment and GR will
roport to the commitice on their
investigations into the new PCB source. Jit
seema tikely that the EPA will make the
fina) decision about how to handle the
Crists, sometime afier the reatscrsment
process in complete next year.

Jack Batty, » apokeaman for GF, would
nol comment on what the company will say
st today's mecling,

A you know, we found the high levels
snd reporied it immediately,’” he ssid, “li's
been a very intensive search. (The aouirce
han} been elusive tosay the least, hut we're
making progress.”

ut on the river, it"a hard o helieve
in the PCH crinis. The bright green
of trees bursting tolife contrants
with the clear blue gky and the billowing
white clouds, The river scoms a¢ prace.
The nonge of red-wing blackbitde, starlings
and robina fill the air. Ducklings trail their
mother alon;‘ the shoreline with military
ision. A lone caprey perches on adead
nch, waiting for s meal to venture too
close to the surface. Two great blue hevong

¢~ look positively prehistoric s they trollin |

he marshes and wetlands.

The Hudson looks surprisingly clean,
The state has brought the problem of
municipal scwage dischargs under control.
Tn Queenshiry and Water{ord, and
downriver in Rhinebeck, Port Ewen and
Poughkecpaie, residents drink the water,
wided by fliiters and chembcal additives.
They don’t scem worried about the toxina.

“PCBs are not very soluble in water,”
says Tony Fortl, a rescarch acientist with
the state Department of Health, “‘The hig

concezn is {ish consumption, because fish
biosccumulate to s Iarge degree. .

“That's the fronk thing,” he says, “The |
Hudson has been cleznad up qulte a b, But
the PCH problem remaing, You can’t see it,
you ean't taste it. But it's in the fish.”

The word is oul among the people fishing
fllegaliy along the path of a 34-mile cance
trip last weckend between Fort Edward
and Waterford. A man casting for bana
from his rowboat says he will throw back
|n{|Mnu he eatches: “"They're not safe to
“ ”

But there's also 8 general antagonism
agsinat the atate for danning fishing on the
upper Hudaan, One resident complaing that
Jocal mnﬁmn sregrowing up without
accesa to the time-honored sport. A state
employee (elty us that he's got his own
secret hass cove. (Don't ssk—it's s scceel)
He wouldn't eat the (ish, either. Too msny
ulcers on their bodies and things wrong
with thelr fins, he II};I. B\;t ﬂ}h l;i“wn;:l
U represents only & tiny fraction
thmshlng. Tn J988, an estimated 26 800
:‘;ce.nud anglers spent 282,100 days on the

ver,

A more extensive survey conducted by
Clearwater hetween June 1991 and July
1982 was more disturbing, After
interviewing 338 Hudvon anglers,
Clearwater found 58 percent planned to
keep their catch, While the percentage waa
just 22 percent in the upper Hudeon, where
the problem is worse, it was 73 percentin
the lower Hudson.

hortly before sunset, ot the
Schuylervifle Yacht Basin, Judy
Schmitt:Dean is getiing her marina
tready for summer. She fs slso chatrwoman
of EPA's local Cltizen Lintson Gr:uo‘p.
which, lixe the Science and Technological
Advisory Committec, was created (o carry
out the {edera! Superfund resvatuation.
Althoygh the federal agency ia neutral
about whether or not to dredge, Schmitt-
Deanisn't, “Dredging,” she says, “ls the
technologleat equivatent of the Bdaed”
But, she xdds, the best pergon totatk tols
Staron Ruggl, 8 tocal activiet and reaident
PCR expert, t

Ruggi has followed the controversy since
the Iate '70s, whan the DEC first proposed
i o 0

ﬁpm Edward, A slate siting board gave
the project the go-zhead, but they were
blocked in court by & group called Citizen
Environmentaiists Against Studge
Encapsulation. So the DEC stlected
another aite, and it turned out to be Ruggi's

farm.

*In the fal! of 1985, we got a knock on
the door saying 'You're it." "' Ruggi recalls.

She says state officials sald they would be
whiling to buy the whole 100-acre farm at
market value, but that I the family fought
them, they would take only the 55 scres
they needed, and the Ruggis would be feft
to get the best deal they could for the rest.
“They weran't too nice to deal with,"” she
says bitterly, .

1 the Rugreis 3id Hight, and alier three

snd half years of hesrings, the siting board
rejected thelr farm, The Separtment has
since renewed its efforte to turn the originel
wite into a landfill. Ruggl, meanwhile, has
become n leader of

. ,

“1 am definitely pnti-dredging,” Ruggi
decinres, “'because it will roquire the
establishment of & toxic wasté dump, [da
firmiy betieve in the biodegradation theory,
Not beeause I'm a scientist, But I have
sltended so many meetings, and | have
listened to the sclence that surrounds this
ﬂmiccl. Therefore | think that the prohlem

definitely taking care of itself. When you
weigh that againet the crestion of a toxic
waate dump, we are much better off leaving
{the PCB:? where they sra.” -

Ruggi aleo hias Little use for Clearwater's
Bartiay, or Scenic Hudsan, snother group
that favors dredging.

"They are sbaolutely not sincere,” Rupgl
contends. “ And1asy that because they
refuse to address the sclence of this project,
| trist to gort this out in my mind. And ['ve
come (o the concTusion that they are not an
environmental group, They aren fab
{ntersat group, becaune their only focun is
the Hudson River. An environmenta! group
muat be equally concerned with the water,
the tand and thealr,”

cimednwithd - i, FCBY
§ i \ "
'Sﬂmmﬂmmﬂm‘ the rest of it is jusl GE PR,

While the river was being dredged, R
explaina, alrborne PCBy would ﬁ'::pc. %
same would be true at o landfil, unti) it wae
capped. “You csnnot u‘y that catablishing
4 toxic waste dump, which will be open to
&:lnir for ':robarly two ’X’J"""‘ i

er,” the continues. “All they say s
them out of the river,"” Yoy et

Tronically, Rugg! thinks some good has
come of the new Increase in PCB levels,
Although the environment han sufferad
another blow, she aays, it's good to know
where the problem Is coming from. :

1t scems that during the siting bosrd
hearings, there were glways some odd
PCBs turning up in the tests that didn't
show the same amount of “weathering™ as
most of those in the river, One thenry was
that the PCBs were entering the Hudson
from sources other than GE, through
scwers and storm dmins, But no one seems
to have thought about the problem lurking
under the old Hudaon Falls plant,

Atleast Rugg! and Darciny agree on one
paint. “My |usrlc!on." sye Ruggl, "in thar
this has heenfthe source] all along.*

lodegradation "'may have .
mof;dom'pmemgl n':' clgia'm:p
3 ' srchay, *
take the PCRs :n'dy Ism them in lmm
kind of containment setting, But that
nhould not be confused with GR's
contention that if you just leave it in the
river it will take care of ieelf.”

GE spckeaman Batty confirms that the
conipany believes the chemicals will
eventually decompose. Rut true elimination
of the chemical has yet to be accomplished
in any natural setting.

Argues Barclay: '‘In the lab, you canget
bacteria to partially break down some

That's where the acience !’Tl. M‘
Ty thwatsr

And Barciny saye cleamsp advocates
absolutely are concerned about Creating o
hasardoun waste landfifl: “1t's not an ides!
situation regardiess of where it's sited, But
you have to put it in perspective, They
iready have atoxic dump, And it happens
to be the Hudron River. There are noways
o prevent that toxic waste from spreading
down the river. It's completely
uncontrotied.”

The alternative is a modern Iandfill that's
properly lined, monitored and capped. I's
the “'fesser of two evils,” Barclay says.

And the activist thinks the EPA will
eventunlly decide to dredge, The federal
agency has already tested the techpology in
the Sheboygan River In Wisconsin and New
Bedford Marbor in Masanchusetts, where
no measurable FCBs were detected
afterward, according to Barclay.

he weekend trip down the Hudson
snakes past long, lazy stretches of
witd banks, dalry and sod farms,
and charming country homes. The canocs
pasa through six lovingly maintained locks,
part of the Champlain Canal, bulh between
1916 and 1819, The focks help gete
acversl watcrfalls, and the eanal uees the
Hudson until it gocs inland at Fort Edward.
Around every hend, the paddicrs expect
10 see Huck Pinn and his {riend Jim, two
{fugltives floaling to an imaginsry and
elrive freedom, Several kids are out
{gnoring the state’s fishing ban=but it's the
thought (hat this beautiful, but polluted,
river has In some measure been taken away
frum s that Engers,
There must He thousands of youngsters
g:owinz up wlong the Hudson who should
spending hours et her side, tossing
hooks and lines in the water, ‘urnin'
lessons of life and nature, as kids have for

. eons. But they can't.

‘That loas {s one of New York's great
calamities, How long will {t-be unti] her
boauty ne longer hides her toxic tragedy?®



