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bristol throws party to celebrate  
contest victory community, b1

by kyle bagensTose
STAff wriTEr

Bill and Carol Risko, both 81, live on a 
6-acre oasis in southern Upper Dub-
lin. Risko’s father built the home in 

1937, and passed the property down to the 
couple as suburban developments were built 
around it.

Bill loves the property’s natural charac-
ter: Birds flit from feeder to feeder, signs 
warn drivers on nearby Twining Road to 
watch out for the deer, and a shared drive-
way splits off to a summer camp.

But even the couple’s ethereal enclave 
hasn’t escaped concerns over contamina-
tion from perfluorinated compounds in 
the region’s drinking water supplies. The 
Riskos worry that nearby development has 
finally caught up to them; that PFOA and 

PFOS have, over decades, crept down from 
military bases miles to the north through 
area waterways and infiltrated their lives 
through a pair of private wells the couple 
uses for drinking water.

The Riskos’ situation shows that con-
cerns about PFOA and PFOS contamina-
tion reach beyond the boundary lines that 

Private well owners struggle with PFCs

carl kosola / PhOTOjOurnALiST
upper Dublin’s Bill risko points to well equipment 

in the basement of his house. he’s concerned 
that PfOA and PfOS may be in his drinking 

water, but says the military won’t pay to test his 
private well because it’s outside the boundaries of 
the area being investigated for contamination by 

perfluorinated compounds linked to military bases. See Wells, Page A6

He was 76.
That’s longer than many get, yet it 

feels like too soon.
If there is any relief from the grief, it 

is that he went while doing something 
he loved, and that was playing golf. The 
game with the clubs and the dimpled 
white ball had become his passion, tak-
ing the place of the other sport that he 

had loved so much, the one he had devoted practically 
every waking second to ensuring he and those around 
him would succeed.

Football.
For 31 years, Mike Pettine Sr. stalked the sidelines 

of Central Bucks High School West (with two years at 
Central Bucks High School before that), demanding his 
teenage players give every ounce of energy and talent 
they could muster. Many times, even that wasn’t enough. 
Whatever his formula, it worked. His record speaks for 
itself.

“One time a person asked me, ‘What is coaching?’” 

said Chuck Driesbach, who played for Pettine. “I 
thought of Mike. It’s getting people to do things that 
they normally couldn’t do by themselves, getting them to 
take it to the next level.

“He had a way of making you work harder than you 
knew you could, he had a way of getting you to think you 
were better than maybe you were, and he would not let 
you take the easy way out.”

Pettine rode into the sunset in 1999 after 326 wins, 
retiring at the age of 58. Legends such as Pettine never 
really disappear. Their shadows linger forever. Nothing 
will change that, even after a heart attack claimed his 
life as he played a round of golf at his winter home in 
Florida.

Coach, teacher, The 
footprint  
of Mike 
Pettine Sr. 
extends well 
beyond 
Bucks 
County.

calkIns archIves
(file) Mike Pettine Sr. during his coaching days at Central Bucks west in 1997. Pettine died friday in florida.

by gary weckselblaTT
STAff wriTEr

The 55-year-old love 
affair between Hallowell 
Elementary School and 
the Horsham community 
went public Saturday 
when hundreds of current 
and former students 
and staff took a last 
trip down memory 
lane.

Visitors to the 
school, which will 
be demolished 
when the new Hal-
lowell opens in 
mid-April, walked 
the halls and saw 
the classrooms where they 
were taught decades ago 
with an invitation from 
the Hatboro-Horsham 
School District. They 
also viewed photos and 
memorabilia that Princi-
pal Steve Glaize and the 
school’s staff developed 
into exhibits.

Emotions were evident 

as former classmates 
became reacquainted and 
everyone remembered 
good times.

“What this does is 
remind people that the 
most important thing in 

a school is not the 
technology or the 
fitness you can get 
from a new gym,” 
Glaize said in the 
crowded gym-
nasium. “It’s the 
people that make a 
good school a great 
school, one that has 
given unbelievable 

memories to so many. 
That’s why hundreds and 
hundreds are here today in 
this little school.”

The family of Bill 
Walbert, the school’s first 
principal, made the trip 
from New England “to be 
with us. That’s the impact 
this place has had.”

Community  
bids farewell  
to Hallowell

phoTos by kIm weImer / PhOTOjOurnALiST
reagan O’Brien, 3, of horsham, draws a 

picture on the wall of hallowell Elementary 
School in horsham on Saturday. 

Steve Glaize, principal of hallowell Elementary 
School in horsham, greets former students 

attending the district’s farewell party.
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more on the life  
of pettine in sports

See Hallowell, Page a2

See CoaCH, Page a2

nascar looks to daytona  
for boost sports, c1

Watch hundreds 
pay tribute  
to Hallowell 
Elementary.
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the military is using to investigate 
the issue. The military’s maps 
show that with few exceptions, the 
private well sampling program has 
stopped at the township lines of 
Horsham, Warrington and Warm-
inster, and in some directions, 
even more enclosed areas. Within 
the boundaries, more than 200 
private wells have been found to 
be contaminated at levels deemed 
unsafe, but those like Risko won-
der if there are even more beyond 
those lines.

“They’re setting up artificial 
boundaries. How can you deter-
mine water pollution with postal 
codes and township 
boundaries?” Risko 
asked. “That’s a 
bunch of baloney.”

Risko first 
became concerned 
after water supplier 
Aqua Pennsylvania 
tested nearby pub-
lic water wells and 
found the chemicals 
at ranges between 
20 and 40 parts per trillion (ppt). 
Those amounts are about half of 
the Environmental Protection 
Agency’s recommended health 
limit of 70 ppt, but they’re still 
higher than normal and suggest 
something is polluting those wells. 
The safety of the EPA’s number 
is also disputed. Researchers else-
where have recommended limits 
at a fraction of that amount, with 
some even calling for a limit of just 
1 ppt.

Aqua, like most water suppliers, 
doesn’t say exactly where its public 
water wells are located because of 
security concerns. Still, it made 
Bill Risko wonder. Just how far 
away are the public wells? If those 
wells contain the chemicals at 
unusual levels, is it possible his 
well might be even higher?

Making matters worse, Bill 
Risko said he’s recently been 
treated for a tumor on his bladder, 
an organ that is often the target of 
environmental contaminants — 
and his wife has a rare lymphatic 
condition. Their doctors can’t say 
whether the chemicals could be 
the cause of their ailments.

Bill Risko, who served on the 
Naval Air Station-Joint Reserve 
Base Willow Grove as a Naval 
reservist in the 1950s, said he 
asked the military to sample 
his wells to see if the chemicals 
might be there, but he was denied 
because of his location.

“Pollution like this is involved 
in aquifers, which could go miles,” 
Bill Risko said. “So don’t try and 
convince me that I don’t have a 
problem.”

Testing the wells on his own 
would cost several hundred dol-
lars and require clearing logistical 
hurdles. Installing a carbon filtra-
tion system to filter the chemicals 
would cost at least $1,000, even if 
he installed the system himself.

Rich Menna, whose Northamp-
ton home is seven miles northeast 
of the Riskos, has already spent far 
more than that. The Linden Road 
resident lives about a mile and 
a half from the heart of the con-
tamination at the former Naval Air 
Warfare Center in Warminster.

Menna says he asked the fed-
eral government in 2016 to test 
his private well water, but it ini-
tially declined to do so because the 
home is outside the investigation 
area. Instead, he took matters into 
his own hands and paid $400 to 
test his water. The test showed it 
contained 32 ppt of the chemi-
cals — nearly three times the level 
found in a nearby Northampton 
public water well. 

Still, the level was below the 
EPA’s 70-ppt advisory, so Menna 
didn’t qualify for free bottled water 
or a hookup to a public water sys-
tem, which is being offered to pri-
vate well owners in the tested area 
with contamination above that 
threshold.

“The EPA and my township 
had no answer for my problem, 
except to look into a home filter 
system,” Menna said.

Or, Menna said he was told, he 
could ask neighbors with private 
wells about connecting to public 
water. Menna estimated the costs 
could be tens of thousands of dol-
lars per home and didn’t pursue 
the option.

Instead, he spent about $3,000 
to install a carbon filtration system 
for his well, which he’ll have to 
maintain at a cost of several hun-
dred dollars a year. After updating 
the EPA and Navy on his efforts, 
he said the government has agreed 
to begin testing his water regu-
larly to ensure it’s safe to drink, 
which he’s thankful will be done. 
But Menna still worries private 
well owners such as himself can be 
overlooked.

On Feb. 15, this news organiza-
tion reached out to the Navy office 
handling the cleanup with ques-
tions about its private well sam-
pling program. No response was 
received by press time.

The military and EPA have 

sampled hundreds of private wells 
in the region, finding more than 
200 have been contaminated above 
70 ppt by the chemicals. Military 
officials have also previously said 
they’re legally unable to provide 
remediation for wells with levels 
below 70 ppt, because it is the num-
ber the EPA has established as safe.

However, even some private 
well owners within the military 
testing boundaries said they’re 
being left behind.

Horsham resident Suzanne 
Fairlie has lived near the intersec-
tion of Horsham Road and Lime-
kiln Pike, about a mile and a half 
from the Horsham Air Guard Sta-
tion, for more than four decades. 
Her private well has been tested 
twice by the EPA; both times the 
chemicals were detected at about 
half the agency’s recommended 
limit.

Still, she’s concerned the expo-
sure may be impacting her health. 
And she’s particularly frustrated 
that Horsham is implementing 

a plan to filter the chemicals to 
below detectable levels — about 5 
ppt combined — in public water, 
but private well owners are left to 
fend for themselves.

“I don’t understand why private 
wells don’t have zero tolerance,” 
she said. “I pay the same taxes, and 
I don’t get the same protection.”

She’s also concerned the contam-
ination will harm her property value 
and that there aren’t enough useful 
educational materials, such as infor-
mation about blood testing, health 
effects and contamination maps.

And things haven’t always gone 
smoothly — even for those whom 
the military and EPA have agreed 
to help.

Lauren Sandy-Saxman, a life-
long Warminster resident, is one 
such person.

She, her husband and their two 
children have rented an apartment 
near the intersection of County 
Line and York roads since 2011. 
The property, which has well water, 
is almost exactly halfway between 

the two bases and is a mile and a 
half from the nearest base fence 
line.

In the second half of 2014, the 
military began testing public and 
private water wells in the region. 
Sandy-Saxman said the EPA didn’t 
test their rental property’s well 
until spring 2016 — and the results 
showed the well contained 75 ppt 
of the chemicals, above the EPA’s 
recommended limit.

“I always felt the water was 
safe ... I never had an issue worry-
ing about it,” Sandy-Saxman said. 
“Turns out it’s quite the opposite.”

Her family began getting 
biweekly shipments of bottled 
water for cooking and drinking 
until a work crew hooked them 
into the Warminster public water 
system in December. She said one 
can identify impacted homes such 
as hers by looking for the “scars” 
in yards — freshly disturbed earth 
where the pipes were put in.

But was it too little too late? 
She said she recently discovered 
she has a cyst on her kidney, one of 
the primary organs health studies 
have shown the chemicals might 
harm. And her 4-year-old daughter 
has been diagnosed with a kidney 
reflux disorder, she added.

“Did (the chemicals) play a 
role?” Sandy-Saxman wondered. 
“We’re never going to get a true 
answer.”

Whether or not the chemicals 
played a role in their conditions, 
the family now must pay for pub-
lic water, an unanticipated cost, as 
well as medical bills. Still, she said, 
she and her husband are reluctant 
to join one of several lawsuits seek-
ing class action status for area resi-
dents with contaminated wells.

“This is going to drag on for 
many, many years,” she said, plac-
ing blame on the military’s past 
actions. “I just wish there had been 
better (environmental) policies 
in place for how to remove (the 
chemicals).”

The delay in Sandy-Saxman’s 
public hookup is topped by War-
rington’s Johnson family: husband 
Kris, wife Shannon, a son, 7, and a 
daughter, 4.

The family lives in one of the 
most highly contaminated neigh-
borhoods, on Valley Road immedi-
ately to the northeast of NAS-JRB 
Willow Grove. Shannon said their 
private well was tested in early 
2015 and was found to contain 
approximately 1,100 ppt of the 
chemicals — slightly less than 16 
times higher than the EPA’s rec-
ommended limit.

About two years after the test, 
the family is still waiting to be 
connected to public water. In the 
meantime, they’re getting bottled 
water for drinking and cooking 
and using contaminated tap water 
for bathing and everything else.

“I feel really unnerved by the 
situation,” Shannon Johnson said.

She said the family signed an 
agreement to be connected to 
public water in June 2015, but the 
hookup has been delayed by con-
fusion between the Warrington 
and Warminster water authorities 
about which system would provide 
water service. The home sits on 
the boundary of Warrington and 
Warminster. Last summer, she said 
the Warrington utility told her 
they’d be connecting the home to 
its system by December 2016.

“But there’s been no prog-
ress since then,” Johnson said. “I 
haven’t gotten a phone call back.”

Christian Jones, director of 
water and sewer for Warrington, 
wrote in an email that the town-
ship only has a record of receiving 
a signed connection agreement 
from the Johnsons in June 2016. 
Jones said he didn’t know who told 
the family when they’d be con-
nected, “but it was not from the 
township.”

Jones said connecting the John-
son home to public water is taking 
some time because it is “one of 
the properties that does not have 
a readily accessible existing water 
main to tap into.”

“We must extend the Valley 
Road water main first in order to 
connect a certain property,” Jones 
said, adding he anticipates work 
to begin within the next several 
weeks. “This whole situation is 
very unfortunate and we are doing 
our best to facilitate the connection 
of properties to public water as effi-
ciently and effectively as possible.”

Johnson said her biggest con-
cern is the health of her children. 
She said her youngest, who has 
lived at the Valley Road home for 
her whole life, has some health 
issues.

After nearly two years of wait-
ing, she said she’s anxious for 
clean water to finally flow through 
their taps.

“It’s just a risk that I don’t want 
to take anymore,” Johnson said.
Kyle Bagenstose: 215-949-4211;  
email: kbagenstose@calkins.com;  
Twitter: @KyleBagenstose

Wells
Continued from Page A1

Kyle bAgenSToSe / STaff
Straw covers disturbed earth where a public water line was installed in Warminster. Lauren 

Sandy-Saxman, who lives in the house with her husband and two children, says their private 
well was found to be contaminated with PfOa and PfOS last year. The top of the private 

well, which is no longer in use, can be seen on the right side of the straw strip.

unwell water history
Since 2014, 22 public drink-
ing water wells and more than 
200 private wells in Bucks 
and Montgomery counties 
have been shut down due to 
contamination by unregulated 
chemicals perfluorooctane 
sulfonate (PfOS) and per-
fluorooctanoic acid (PfOa), 
affecting the drinking water of 
more than 100,000 people.
The bulk of the contamina-
tion is occurring near a trio 
of former and current military 
bases in Horsham, Warmin-
ster and Warrington, and is 
suspected to have originated 
in firefighting foams used 
on those bases as far back 
as the early 1970s. Con-
tamination from unknown 
sources has closed wells 
in Doylestown, Chalfont, 
East Rockhill and other 
communities.
This news organization has 
been investigating and writing 
extensively on the topic, telling 
the stories of local people who 
believe they’ve been sickened 
by the chemicals, speaking 
with health experts on poten-
tial effects of exposure, and 
examining actions taken by lo-
cal, state and federal agencies.

cArl KoSolA / PHOTOjOuRnaLiST
Bill Risko, standing by the well head outside his upper Dublin home, 

is concerned that PfOa and PfOS may be contaminating his drinking 
water, but says the military won’t pay to test his private well.

Bill Risko talks 
about dealing with 
the chemicals in 
his private well. c
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This map shows 
the location of area 
military bases, the 
boundaries of private 
well investigations and 
the neighborhoods of 
private well owners 
interviewed in this 
story.

mapping contamination
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