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Oversight: Environmental Impacts on Lower Manhattan due to the Terrorist Attack on the World Trade Center

Res No. 43: Resolution calling upon the Mayor to establish a new ageny by executive order, or else designate an existing agency or division thereof, to coordinate the World Trade Center clean-up efforts in order to ensure that Lower Manhattan, and all surrounding areas as affected by the toxic dust and debris caused by the September 11th tragedy, are made environmentally safe.
March 8, 2002 Hearing

The Committees on Environmental Protection and Health and the Select Committee on Lower Manhattan Redevelopment will hear from representatives of the various federal, state and city agencies which are coordinating and performing the debris clean-up and environmental testing at the World Trade Center (WTC) site. The purpose of the hearing is to update the public on the progress of the air quality testing at and around the WTC site and the general conclusions drawn from such testing. In addition, the Committees are particularly interested in the agencies’ response to the recommendations that the former Committee on Environmental Protection issued in December, 2001 entitled, Air Quality and Environmental Impacts Due to the World Trade Center Disaster. 

The Committees’ intention today is to question representatives of the city, state and federal agencies present at the hearing on the steps they have taken, if any, to implement the recommendations in this report. It is critical that this Committee continues the work of our predecessors by maintaining the pressure on the environmental officials at all levels of government who are overseeing the WTC clean-up effort to ensure that these agencies are doing everything possible to protect the public’s health.

The Committee will also hear testimony on a resolution (Attachment 1) introduced by Council Members Gerson and Gennaro that calls upon the Mayor to take certain steps to ensure the public health of the Lower Manhattan community by either establishing a new agency or designating an existing agency or division thereof, to coordinate the World Trade Center clean-up efforts to ensure that Lower Manhattan, and all surrounding areas affected by the toxic dust and debris resulting from the WTC attack, are made environmentally safe.

City Council Committee Hearings and Oversight Since September 11th
On November 1st and 8, 2001, the Committee on Environmental Protection conducted extensive oversight hearings on the environmental impacts caused in Lower Manhattan by the terrorist attack on the WTC. The Committee on Environmental Protection sought insights on critical issues, including the short-term and long-term impacts of this unprecedented event. The Committee heard testimony from representatives of the federal, city and state agencies responsible for gathering and analyzing air quality data in the wake of the WTC disaster, medical experts and others who are monitoring aspects of the impact on the people who live and/or work in lower Manhattan. 

During its hearings, the Committee on Environmental Protection sought to ascertain the responsibilities and degree of coordination among the different governmental agencies in the collection, testing and cleanup procedures and the enforcement of relevant laws and regulations both at the WTC site and in the surrounding neighborhoods. Many witnesses testified that the agencies were not testing for all of the appropriate substances and were not releasing significant information to the public. Concerns were also raised that government agencies were only testing outdoor air, while indoor air testing and cleanup were left to the discretion of poorly informed and unsupervised building managers.

In late December 2001, the Committee on Environmental Protection released a report entitled Air Quality and Environmental Impacts Due to the World Trade Center Disaster (Attachment 2). The report reviewed the testimony delivered at previous Council hearings and offered a series of recommendations (see pp. 27-31) that former Committee members believed the City should adopt in light of the unprecedented environmental issues facing not only downtown Manhattan, but all of New York City. Some of these recommendations are also based on observations during a visit to Ground Zero and Pier 25 on December 14, 2001. 

Since the hearings of the Committee on Environmental Protection, reports and statements by medical experts, residents and public officials continue to raise health and safety concerns. Five months after the WTC attacks, WTC workers and neighborhood residents and workers continue to worry about the synergy (several pollutants interacting and producing a worse result than the sum of their individual impacts) of the various pollutants emitted by the collapse and the consequences of exposure to those pollutants. In their testimony at the earlier hearings of the Committee on Environmental Protection, individuals expressed fear that the government agencies did not adequately inform downtown residents of the environmental hazards.

According to a January 8, 2002 Washington Post article, many of those who live or work downtown, students who go to school in the area and recovery workers report similar symptoms: nosebleeds, sore throats, bronchial infections and an endless racking cough. According to Dr. Stephen Levin, medical director of the Mount Sinai I. J. Selikoff Center for Occupational and Environmental Medicine, “[p]eople’s airways are narrowing down . . . We have cases of new onset reactive disease for people who were in excellent physical condition prior to September 11th.”

According to the Washington Post article, about one-forth of the City’s firefighters have complained of severe coughing after working at Ground Zero, and more than a thousand have filed notices of claims against the City. Four Port Authority police officers were reassigned from the WTC site after they tested positive for elevated mercury levels in their blood.

The Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) released a study concluding that, while heroic, the government response to the WTC disaster was inadequate with respect to environmental issues.  Of particular concern were those issues affecting local residents, many of whom faced daunting and often unanswerable questions about their health as the cleanup and recovery efforts proceeded. The report says that because no single government agency was in charge of the overall response, issues of residential indoor air quality were inadequately addressed.  In addition, the report states that due to the emphasis on long-term risks, there was minimal discussion of the short-term impact on susceptible populations. (Eric Goldstein of the NRDC is expected to testify at today’s hearing on this report.)

United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) National Ombudsman Robert Martin (who is expected to testify at today’s hearing) has expressed concern over the allegations reported in the Washington Post article that “a large number of people living and working near, or at Ground Zero are experiencing health effects” and that the EPA is “mishandl[ing] their responsibilities to protect the public health and the environment.” The EPA, which has conducted thousands of tests of Lower Manhattan’s air since September 11th, has repeatedly assured residents that the air is safe to breathe and the water is safe to drink.

 According to a press release by Congressman Jerrold Nadler, EPA Region II officials have claimed in multiple public statements that they have no responsibility for indoor testing and cleaning residential buildings in Lower Manhattan. On November 20, 2001, the New York Daily News reported that EPA Region II Counsel Walter Mugdan said, “They [the federal regulations] were never contemplated to apply to someone cleaning an apartment.” Congressman Nadler said he confirmed with Robert Martin that the EPA has performed and is performing indoor testing elsewhere in the United States, contrary to statements by the EPA spokesperson Bonnie Bellow in a recent St. Louis Post-Dispatch article. Congressman Nadler revealed that the EPA had its own offices in 290 Broadway and 26 Federal Plaza extensively tested and properly cleaned while directing Manhattan residents to follow the less stringent New York City Department of Health guidelines. According to the press release, the Congressman argued that “by delegating authority to the more lenient City standard, the EPA may have violated the law, as the agency is compelled to ensure that such City standards are at least as stringent as Federal law.” Representative Nadler and the Ground Zero Task Force called for:  

· Expedited testing of lower Manhattan residences and workspaces for hazardous material levels, and if necessitated by test results, the proper cleaning of such indoor spaces by the EPA or appropriate government agency or designated contractors; 

· Testing and cleanup must be coordinated by a single agency utilizing the strictest Federal guidelines;

· The full, independent and unfettered investigation by the EPA National Ombudsman into EPA’s response to the September 11th attacks in New York;

· The release of all documents detailing the reasons and procedure for the cleanup of 290 Broadway and 26 Federal Plaza, along with who directed that the cleanup be done, who conducted the cleanup and at whose expense was it done; and

· An immediate explanation from EPA of why it did not utilize or enforce strict, Federal guidelines regarding hazardous testing and cleanup downtown, in favor of more lenient City standards.

Hearing of the United States Senate Committee on Environment and Public Works, Subcommittee on Clean Air, Wetlands, and Climate Change, February 11, 2002

On February 11, 2002, the United States Senate Committee on Environment and Public Works, Subcommittee on Clean Air, Wetlands, and Climate Change held a hearing on the air quality in Lower Manhattan. The EPA, Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the New York City Departments of Health and Environmental Protection, as well as health experts and concerned citizens testified at the hearing. A review of some of that testimony follows:

Federal Emergency Management Agency, Marianne Jackson, Deputy Federal Coordinating Officer for WTC Disaster
Shortly after the attack on the WTC, President Bush declared New York City the site of a federal disaster. The Federal Response Plan (FRP) instituted after the President’s declaration triggered the involvement of twenty-six federal agencies, as well as the American Red Cross, to aid New York City in responding with the destruction. FEMA is responsible for coordinating disaster relief efforts. Funding, personnel, technical expertise, equipment and other resources were deployed at the City’s request.


With respect to the monitoring of air quality, Ms. Jackson testified that FEMA immediately began working with the EPA, New York City Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) and New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) to monitor the air quality in and around the WTC site. FEMA named the EPA as the lead agency to conduct sampling of air quality and provided funding to the agency to sample air quality until September 20, 2002. 


Ms. Jackson testified that FEMA, in cooperation with the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), EPA and other state and city agencies, sent agency representatives to the WTC site to establish and oversee safety protocols for the recovery and clean-up. 


FEMA considers the long term health monitoring of first responders critical in assessing future health risks posed to such individuals. Long term health funding was provided by FEMA with the bulk of the funds going towards monitoring the health of firefighters and other emergency responders. For example, blood samples have been taken from these first responders to help establish a “health baseline” against which subsequent blood samples (to be completed by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention {CDC}) will be compared. 


Ms. Jackson testified that FEMA provided grants for the clean-up of residential buildings in the vicinity of the WTC site, including a grant program providing funding for HEPA vacuums, air filters and other items to help lower Manhattan residents to re-enter their homes. FEMA aided in NYC DOH’s effort to distribute flyers to residents outlining recommendations on cleaning buildings and homes for reoccupation. 
Environmental Protection Agency, Jane M. Kenny, Regional Administrator, Region II

Under the Federal Response Plan, the EPA is the agency responsible for the disposal of hazardous waste. The EPA also took on the primary role of monitoring ambient air, drinking water and water quality in surrounding bodies of water (e.g., East and Hudson Rivers).  The EPA was also in charge of overseeing the wash-down of workers and vehicles at the WTC site and at the Fresh Kills landfill in Staten Island. 

Ms. Kenny testified that, since September 11, the EPA and other federal, state and city agencies have taken over 10,000 samples of dust, air, drinking water and storm-water runoff at the WTC site, as well as in Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, Staten Island, New Jersey and the Fresh Kills landfill. EPA monitoring has also focussed on pollutants such as asbestos, fine particulate matter, lead, volatile organic compounds, dioxin, PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls) and other substances that pose a threat to the health of WTC recovery workers and the general public. Ms. Kenny testified that the “vast majority of tests continue to find levels of…contaminants below standards or guidelines set to protect public health” and that the EPA has “also found that environmental conditions on and off the [WTC] site have improved considerably over time.” 

While the EPA did find asbestos fibers in outdoor air in and around the WTC site, of more than 5,5000 air samples, only 15 were found to have levels of asbestos exceeding the Asbestos Hazardous Emergency Response Act (AHERA) standard. Eleven of the air samples exceeding the AHERA standard were taken before September 30, suggesting a marked decrease in dangerous asbestos levels. As the leader in monitoring the outdoor environment, EPA cleaned areas registering elevated asbestos levels by using HEPA vacuum trucks. Similarly, samples of volatile organic compounds, such as benzene, have been taken since September 11. In some cases, samples taken at the WTC site showed elevated benzene levels, while benzene levels on the perimeter of the WTC site were very low or non-detectable. EPA issued guidelines as applicable, encouraging workers at the site to wear respirators while at work.

Since September 11, EPA, in cooperation with NYC DEP, has been testing the water quality in the Hudson and East Rivers. While water quality has fluctuated since September 11 (largely a result of tainted runoff of rainwater), all drinking water samples have met federal standards. Furthermore, as of February 11, 2002, follow-up sampling of the East and Hudson Rivers found normal pollutant levels in each River. The EPA has made data relating to September 11 available on its website (www.epa.gov) and at its offices at 290 Broadway.

Ms. Kenny reviewed EPA’s ongoing collection and monitoring of data to evaluate the health risks posed by the disaster. EPA is using data that the agency itself collected, as well as data from OSHA, NYS DEC and academic institutions. Information yielded from this assessment will aid to “better understand the possible health risks to people who may have been exposed to various pollutants during several periods following the disaster.” The EPA is also conducting a comparative toxicity analysis, the objective of which is to “compare the toxicity of the particles released from the World Trade Center collapse to other particulate samples of high and low toxicity that have been tested on animals.”

In her testimony, Ms. Kenny noted that New York City has taken the lead on monitoring the reoccupancy of buildings, and that NYC DEP issued instructions to building owners directing them to use asbestos abatement specialists to determine the presence of asbestos and to coordinate the cleaning if necessary.  


In an apparent effort to deflect criticisms leveled at the EPA for having taken what seemed as ‘extra’ clean-up precautions in federal buildings housing the EPA, Ms. Kenny testified that these precautions were only taken in the lobbies of such buildings, where EPA workers had tracked in considerable amounts of dust. Ms. Kenny stated that similar clean-up efforts were not taken on the upper floors of EPA buildings.  This contradicts what Congressman Nadler is claiming and will be further explored at the hearing.

New York City Department of Health, Commissioner Thomas Frieden; and New York City Department of Environmental Protection, Commissioner Joel Miele

Commissioner Frieden reviewed DOH’s role in responding to the attack on the WTC.  Immediately after the attack, DOH mobilized to coordinate health-related operations to respond to the WTC attacks. DOH instituted surveillance systems to track activity in the emergency departments at surrounding hospitals to determine what types of injuries WTC survivors, first-responders and rescue/recovery workers had sustained, determine the staffing and equipment capacity of these emergency departments and hospitals to respond to the influx of patients, monitor injuries and/or illnesses sustained by rescue workers at the WTC site, and review the reporting of symptoms and diseases by hospitals to monitor the possibility of a bioterrorist attack. To date, Lower Manhattan residents and workers have complained mostly of “short-term” effects; including a persistent cough, acute breathing problems, the worsening of pre-existing respiratory diseases (e.g., asthma), irritation of the eyes, nose and throat, headaches, nausea and mental health problems (e.g., anxiety, stress-related illness).  

Since September 11, DOH has played an ongoing role in testing and analyzing indoor and outdoor air samples in and around the WTC site. Dr. Frieden testified that, while some spikes in asbestos and other contaminants have been detected, “the data from air quality tests thus far have been, in general, reassuring” and that “none of the testing done to date has shown results that would indicate long-term health impacts.”  The EPA, DEC and DEP have taken the lead on issues related to outdoor air quality, with DOH reviewing the data. For its part, DOH, along with the federal Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR), sampled air and dust samples taken at thirty residential buildings during November and December 2001. (At the hearing we will ask the Commissioner where these buildings were located.) These samples showed no elevated asbestos levels in the air. However, low levels of asbestos and fiberglass were found in dust samples taken within these buildings. DOH issued several advisories to building owners and residents in order to set a protocol for cleaning dust. 

Commissioner Miele testified that DEP has been a major player in overseeing and monitoring the operation of the City’s sewer and water systems, as well as regulating asbestos abatement. Since September 11, DEP monitors have constantly been recording asbestos levels in the outdoor air. Since there is no current standard for acceptable levels of asbestos in outside air, DEP has been using the EPA’s indoor post abatement re-occupancy of schools standard to determine whether asbestos levels were hazardous. Commissioner Miele testified that of 3,864 samples taken from outdoor monitoring sites in Lower Manhattan, schools located close to the WTC site and from the outer boroughs, only 9 samples (0.2%) exceeded the federal re-occupancy standard for indoor air (those 9 samples were taken close to Ground Zero). Commissioner Miele noted that public health experts were confident that, based on the sampling of outdoor air performed by federal, state and local entities (including DEP), “airborne asbestos levels do not pose a threat to human health” and noted that “health professionals have stated that short-term exposure to airborne asbestos, at levels equal to or lower than 0.01, carries an extremely low risk of causing asbestos-related illness.”

Commissioner Miele discussed issues surrounding the re-occupancy of commercial and residential buildings in the vicinity of the WTC. Building owners were required to “assess the building’s structural strength and stability using qualified professionals; restore gas and electrical services; restore building water services, including flushing, re-filling and cleaning roof tanks where necessary; assess the presence of hazardous materials such as asbestos, and remediate as required under applicable City regulations using qualified professionals; and inspect, clean and repair mechanical and HVAC systems.” DEP assisted property owners in cleaning their property and 

“developed and distributed advisories to building owners and occupants; established HELP lines for concerned owners or tenants to respond to complaints or concerns about proper abatement procedures for contractors; provided telephone consultation to building owners, contractors, consultants and tenants related to asbestos clean-up; performed site inspections and conducted building surveys; reviewed sampling data submitted by building owners, their contractors and consultants; reviewed the scopes of work for clean-up of asbestos-containing material; and developed emergency certification procedures and offered daily certification exams to ensure a property trained and qualified work force was available.” 

Despite DEP’s involvement in distributing information regarding indoor clean-up, Commissioner Miele noted that the actual building clean-up is the responsibility of the building owner and that clean-up is to be done pursuant to City regulations. 


In addition to examining asbestos levels in the City, DEP also monitored the potable water supply and New York Harbor. Commissioner Miele testified that “neither New York Harbor, nor the City’s potable water supply were degraded by the World Trade Center attack.” 

Stephen M. Levin, M.D., Medical Director,  Mount Sinai – Irving J. Selikoff Center for Occupational and Environmental Medicine
The Selikoff Center for Occupational and Environmental Medicine is a NYS DOH-funded institution that was established by the New York State legislature to examine and treat work related injuries. Over 250 WTC site workers have gone to the Center with health complaints arising from their work at the site. Dr. Levin testified about the Center’s general observations at the Senate hearing. 

Dr. Levin noted that first responders (e.g., police, fire and emergency medical personnel), as well as citizens escaping the WTC and its environs, were caught in enormous clouds of debris caused by the collapse of the buildings. Exposure to these materials continued well after the collapse of the building, as the buildings continued to smolder and dust was constantly agitated during the rescue and recovery effort. Dr. Levin testified that these conditions were a cause of concern because of the health problems they did (and could potentially) cause, including respiratory tract difficulties and the aggravation of preexisting respiratory illnesses.  Dr. Levin also pointed out that office workers returning to work in buildings around the WTC had also been experiencing respiratory problems. Psychiatric problems have been reported in all affected populations. 

Dr. Levin was particularly concerned about clean-up of indoor spaces within commercial and residential buildings in the area. He stressed that many of the workers used to clean up the inside of affected buildings were untrained, were cleaning without protective gear, and were often hired off of the streets. Dr. Levin called this practice a “public health failure.” 

In addition, Dr. Levin stressed the need for the creation of a medical surveillance program for those individuals known to have been exposed to high levels of debris, smoke and dust (e.g., first responders).  He stressed the need for “a consortium of medical institutions under the guidance of occupational/environmental medicine expertise can be established, working in coordination with the appropriate government agencies, to provide clinical evaluations and treatment programs.” 

Air Quality Assessment by the University of California, UC Davis 

On February 11, 2002, researchers at UC Davis released early findings that superfine airborne particles had been emitted into the air by the burning wreckage of the WTC. According to the Davis study, a good deal of these particles measured as small as 0.09 micrometers, smaller than the particles routinely tested for by the EPA (the mass of airborne particles allowed by EPA standards is 2.5 to 0 micrometers). Dr. Thomas Cahill, a professor of physics at Davis, presented some of these findings at a hearing held on February 23, 2002 by the National EPA Ombudsman. 

This study raises concerns that the EPA and other government agencies have been using a standard to assess the presence of airborne particles that has not taken into account the actual size of a great deal of the particles present in the air. The Davis team has noted that these superfine particles can travel deep into the lungs, only to be removed by and through the bloodstream.   Larger particles, such as those that the EPA detected, are typically filtered through the nose or coughed out of the throat.   According to the Davis study, the very fine particles that are not regulated or monitored by the EPA pose the greatest threat to people’s health near the WTC site. 

Barge Operation and Debris Removal Process

In the days immediately following September 11, the city, state and federal government devised an emergency plan to begin removing debris from the WTC site in order to search for survivors.  The Mayor’s Office of Emergency Management (OEM) designated the Department of Design and Construction (DDC) to carry out the debris removal operation.  This has been a tremendous amount of work executed by hundreds of workers sifting through the rubble non-stop since the towers collapsed.  The debris removal operation is now nearly complete and DDC’s latest projections are that all of the rubble should be cleared as early as May 2002.  

In a March 6, 2002 article entitled “Officials Detail WTC Recovery, Rebuilding”, Newsday reports that 1.4 million tons of debris had been removed at a cost far lower than originally projected.   Nevertheless, the debris removal operation has not been as seamless for local residents and students.  After the debris is taken from Ground Zero, it is brought by truck to two piers; one is at the Battery Maritime Terminal and the other is at Pier 25, on the west side.  The debris is taken off the trucks by giant cranes, loaded onto a barge, and then hauled to the Fresh Kills landfill on Staten Island.  

Within the vicinity of Pier 25 are three schools; Stuyvesant H.S., PS 234, and IS 89, and a number of large residential buildings, including Independence Plaza North, which is home to some 30,000 residents.  Students who were exposed to the dust and debris from the collapse of the WTC complain that they continue to suffer as a result of the dust that remains airborne as it is carted from the WTC site and loaded onto the barge at Pier 25.  Residents complain specifically about the crane that carries debris from the trucks to the barge and the dust that becomes airborne as a result.  Another concern that parents, teachers and faculty have raised is the emissions from the diesel trucks that are carting the debris and the fact that the debris is not containerized. 

The Parents Association (PA) of Stuyvesant H.S. are requesting that the barge operation be removed from Pier 25 completely. Members of the Stuyvesant PA have expressed their concerns not only about ongoing exposure to potentially harmful dust, but also about the noise, vibrations, smell, and sights stemming from being located so close to the barge operation.  Parents will testify to these concerns at today’s hearing.  

The Council will learn a great deal about what life has been like for residents of Lower Manhattan since September 11.  Next week will mark the six month anniversary of the attacks on the WTC and we will be moved to think about the horrible tragedy once again.  For many New Yorkers, however, the horror of September 11 has not subsided.  The dust is still in the air, buildings are still not safe to occupy, and of course there is a gaping hole where the towers once stood.  It is important that the Council consider residents’ health concerns and do all that we can to see that the city, state, and federal governments are responding to these concerns as well as the Council’s recommendations.  
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