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Paul Lutz spent 12 years working on the former 
Naval Air Station Joint Reserve Base Willow 
Grove and says he has been following the head-

lines about water contaminated with perfluorinated 
compounds in the area over the past several months.

But there’s one thing missing, the 44-year-old 
Lehigh County resident says.

“Nobody’s talking about the men and women 
who served on the base,” Lutz said.

For Lutz and others like him, that’s a problem. 
He’s one of the most active members of a Facebook 
group of more than 1,600 people, mainly veterans 
and their family members, who believe their time at 
“The Grove” made them sick because of perceived 
exposures to various chemicals. Naval operations 
ceased and the base closed in 2011; the Horsham 
Air Guard Station still operates on a portion of the 
property.

As to exactly which chemicals they were exposed, 
they’re not sure. Some point to toxic volatile organic 
compounds, which were first found in the base’s 
drinking water in the 1980s. Others wonder if they 
were somehow exposed to chemicals from known, 
large fuel spills that occurred on the base over time 
or more commonly known substances such as arse-
nic and lead. Still others wonder if their illnesses 
could have been caused by perfluorooctane sulfonate 
(PFOS) and perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA), which 
although only recently found in drinking water, 
could have been present as far back as the 1970s. 

Or, some say, perhaps it’s a little bit of each.
“Let’s say I was exposed to PFOS. So yeah, it 

might be bad for you,” Lutz said. “But what happens 
if I’m taking in that and also benzene (a chemical 
found in jet fuel)? What about those reactions?”

Whether personnel could have been sickened 
from chemicals in the soil, groundwater and drink-
ing water at the base has been analyzed several times 
by public health agencies over the base’s history.

arT GenTIle / PhOTOjOurnALIsT
Valerie secrease, of franconia, who worked at the base for 26 years, has been diagnosed with malignant melanoma and 

thyroid disease. As one of the administrators of the facebook group, she said it seems like someone is dying every two weeks.

rIch kennedy / PhOTOjOurnALIsT
Paul Lutz, of Lehigh County, worked at the former willow Grove naval Air station joint reserve Base in horsham for 12 years and contributes regularly 

to a facebook group of more than 1,600 people who also worked at the base and believe they are sick from exposure to chemicals there.
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The most recent analysis, conducted by 
the U.S. Agency for Toxic Substances and 
Disease Registry in 2002, concluded that “no 
apparent public health hazards” existed on 
the base then, or previously.

However, an extensive investigation of 
past military records and consultation with 
independent toxicologists by this news 
organization has found issues with the 
health assessments that have been conducted 
so far. Among our findings:

 ■ Since the 2002 report, no public health 
agencies have assessed the health risks 
posed to past or present personnel by known 
toxic contaminations in the base’s drinking 
water. That’s despite updated science on the 
risks posed by chemicals previously found 
in the base’s drinking water, and the 2014 
discovery of contamination of perfluorinated 
compounds PFOS and PFOA.

 ■ The last public health assessment, 
conducted in 2002, did not take into 
account potential exposures to chemical 
contamination through showering, and did 
not calculate the combined health risks of 
the multiple chemicals that had been found 
in the water. Toxicologists with whom this 
news organization spoke say that using those 
methods could significantly increase the 
amount of calculated exposure.

 ■ Military officials could not provide 
drinking water testing results before 1985, 
making it impossible to confirm what 
personnel may have been exposed to before 
that time. This is despite military records 
detailing significant leaks of jet fuel and 
other contaminants on the base before 1985.

When the Agency for Toxic Substances 
and Disease Registry was asked for com-
ment regarding these findings, a spokes-
person responded in an email that the 
agency is considering an update to its 2002 
assessment.

“Because the science of health effects 
from environmental exposures, including 
PCE, TCE, lead and arsenic, has and contin-
ues to evolve and (the agency) has updated 
its approach for evaluating exposures to 
these chemicals, (the agency) is considering 
updating the ... public health assessment,” 
the email stated.

This news organization also sent about 
half a dozen questions to the Navy on 
June 17 for this report, including whether 
the Navy is confident that past health 
assessments are still valid. Communications 
personnel responded that because of staffing 
limitations, answers would not be available 
until around July 6.

looking for details
Lutz believes the military has not 

been forthcoming with information about 
potential health risks to personnel.

Leading up to his retirement from 
the Navy in 2012, Lutz says he began to 
experience chronic back pain. Once retired, 
he went to various doctors until one finally 
ran imaging tests and found he was suffering 
from multiple myeloma, a cancer of plasma 
cells in bone marrow that can cause bone 
weakness and fractures.

“I know I’m going to die from myeloma. 
It’s not like something I’m going to live with 
and be 95 years old,” Lutz said.

He began radiation treatment last year 
and chemotherapy treatment in May, but the 
cancer is considered incurable.

Lutz, a husband and father of three, 
says his illness has been recognized as 
being caused by his time in the service; it 

has been deemed “service connected” by 
the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 
meaning he’s eligible for monthly disability 
compensation.

Lutz says the VA never detailed its 
reasoning for the designation. But, he says, 
as a flight engineer he worked extensively 
with petroleum products while refueling 
airplanes. According to the American 
Cancer Society, some studies have linked 
benzene, a chemical found in jet fuel, to 
multiple myeloma, and a review of VA 
records by this news organization found 

that veterans elsewhere have had the illness 
deemed service-connected because of 
exposure to fuel.

The VA does not have a policy 
recognizing a connection between jet fuel 
and its components and cancers, but it “is 
aware that this is a common concern among 
veterans,” a VA spokesperson answered in an 
email. “VA continuously monitors scientific 
and medical literature and is interested 
in potentially designing a study to gain 
knowledge on this issue.”

The VA can only address similar health 

diagnoses from a collective group of 
personnel who were stationed at a common 
base or deployed in cases where “special 
exposure scenarios” have been identified, the 
spokesman explained. The VA has registry 
programs for veterans in such scenarios, 
for example, as those who may have been 
exposed to Agent Orange, or those who were 
exposed to a variety of potentially harmful 
substances during the Gulf War.

“VA does not currently have a method 
to track personnel on service at a particular 
base otherwise,” the spokesperson added. 
However, the VA and the U.S. Department 
of Defense are working to develop an 
“Individual Longitudinal Exposure Record, 
which could potentially fill this gap in the 
future.” 

Some members of the NAS JRB Willow 
Grove Cancer Diagnosis Facebook group, 
believing they may have been made ill by 
chemicals on the base, say they have been 
denied service connection or are skeptical 
of trying to prove a connection. That’s 
according to Valerie Secrease, a 64-year-old 
Franconia resident who worked at the base 
in Willow Grove for about 26 years as a 
civilian and reservist.

Secrease is one of the administrators of 
the Facebook group, which was created in 
early 2013 by the widow of a veteran who 
died from cancer that ultimately was deemed 
service connected. Secrease maintains a 
private list of former personnel who’ve been 
diagnosed with or succumbed to cancer and 
other illnesses, and says it now numbers 
more than 100, including individuals who 
have been denied service-connected benefits.

“It seems like every two weeks somebody 
is dying,” Secrease said, adding that the 
most commonly referenced cancers are of 
the throat, stomach, colon and bladder.

Secrease also suffers from health issues; 
she’s been diagnosed with malignant 
melanoma and thyroid disease, and also 
wonders if her high cholesterol and high 
blood pressure may have been caused by her 
time at the base. She has not yet applied to 
have any of the illnesses service connected, 
and says she isn’t encouraged by the 
attempts others have made.

“Many of (the people) on the cancer page 
have been denied compensation because 
they (the VA) say there is no proof of 
service-connected disability,” Secrease said.

Secrease and Lutz both say that 
environmental contamination of various 
chemicals used at the base was common 
knowledge among personnel, but it’s only in 
retrospect that they view it with any alarm. 
Along with fellow personnel, Secrease and 
Lutz recall fuel leaks, water fountains closed 
off with plastic for unknown reasons, high 
lead level notices, and soil being removed 
from various sites for disposal. There were 
never any widespread concerns or warnings, 
they said.

“When you’re not conscious of it or not 
sick, you don’t really think about that stuff,” 
Lutz said. “You know in the back of your 
mind … but you don’t think it’s going to be 
right on top of you. You’re worried about 
flying airplanes, not about what’s in the 
water.”

A history of contamination
That hazardous chemicals have been 

found in the soil, groundwater, and even 
drinking water at the 1,200-acre former joint 
reserve base is well-documented.

In 1995, the Willow Grove base and 
adjacent Air Force property were added 
by the Environmental Protection Agency 
to its list of national Superfund toxic 
waste sites. Numerous areas on the bases 
were designated as “potential sources of 

rIch Kennedy / Photojournalist
Chemical contamination at the former base was common knowledge, according to lutz. But there were never concerns or warnings, 

even with fuel leaks, closed water fountains, high lead levels and soil being removed for disposal, he said.
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Continued from Page A3

Hazardous	chemicals	have	been	found	in	the	soil,	groundwater	and	even
drinking	water	at	the	1,200-acre	former	Naval	Air	Station	Joint	Reserve	Base
Willow	Grove	and	adjacent	Horsham	Air	Guard	Station	as	far	back	as	the
1970s,	according	to	available	documentation.	The	chart	below	lists	some	of
the	chemicals	that	have	been	detected	at	levels	above	the	U.S.	Environmental
Protection	Agency's	drinking	water	standards	and	advisories,	and	includes
what	the	levels	were	and	when	they	were	detected.	

PFOS	(perfluorooctane	sulfonate)

EPA	advisory	level:	0.07	ppb

Highest	level	found:	11.9	ppb	(2014)

PFOA	(perfluorooctanoic	acid)

EPA	advisory	level:	0.07	ppb

Highest	level	found:	3.28	ppb	(2014)

TCE	(trichloroethylene)

EPA	 	standard:	5	ppb

Highest	level	found:	300	ppb	(early	1980s)

PCE	(tetrachloroethylene)

EPA	drinking	water	standard:	5	ppb

Highest	level	found:	91	ppb	(early	1980s)

Lead

EPA	drinking	water	standard:	15	ppb

Highest	level	found:	20	ppb	(1985)

Arsenic

EPA	drinking	water	standard:	10	ppb

Highest	level	found:	22	ppb	(1985)

Benzene	

EPA	drinking	water	standard:	5	ppb

Highest	level	found:	Not	found	at	NASJRB

Source:	National	Guard	Bureau	and	Navy	documents

See Base, Page a11
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contamination” by the EPA, including 
sites related to aircraft maintenance, fuel 
operation, personnel training, stormwater 
retention and washing areas.

The EPA lists 28 different “contaminants 
of concern” at the former base, including 
a number of known carcinogens. Nine 
of the contaminants have been found in 
groundwater, the rest in soil, according to 
the EPA.

Known contamination goes back even 
further than 1995. Military records reviewed 
by this news organization show that in 
1979, the bases’ drinking water systems 
were tested for trichloroethylene (TCE), 
a degreaser used to clean machinery and 
a known carcinogen. Tests confirmed its 
presence, along with a similar chemical 
called tetrachloroethylene (PCE), at levels 
well above the EPA’s current drinking water 
standards.

Historically, the Horsham bases had used 
three wells for drinking water: two on the 
joint reserve base, and a third on what is now 
the air guard station. Documents reviewed 
by this news organization indicate that the 
military changed which wells it used for 
drinking water several times between 1979 
and 2014, when all well water was deemed 
unsafe to drink because of perfluorinated 
compound contamination.

In early June, this news organization 
reached out to the Navy’s Base Realignment 
and Closure program and personnel at the 
air guard station to ascertain which wells 
were used for drinking water at which times, 
and when filtration systems were installed to 
remove TCE and PCE from the water.

The Navy’s BRAC office had not sent an 
answer as of Friday. Jacqueline Siciliano, 
environmental manager for the air guard 
station, said in an email that all wells on 
air guard property had been abandoned 
decades ago, and that the base has regularly 
alternated between the two Navy wells to 
provide drinking water to its personnel. 

Available military documents do provide 
results of TCE and PCE sampling from 1979 
to 1984, and show significant contamination 
in the two Navy wells.

Over that time span, the first Navy well 
averaged 25.7 parts per billion for TCE and 
39.2 ppb for PCE, while the second well 
averaged 15.8 ppb for TCE and 17.2 ppb 
for PCE. The third well, referred to the Air 
Force well, averaged 8 parts per billion for 
TCE and 5 ppb for PCE.

Current EPA drinking water limits for 
both TCE and PCE are set at 5 ppb. Samples 
as high as 300 ppb for TCE and 91 ppb for 
PCE were found in the wells at different 
points between 1979 and 1984, according 
to a 2002 report by the Agency for Toxic 
Substances and Disease Registry.

At some point in time, filtration systems 
known as air strippers were installed to 
filter the chemicals from water before being 
distributed to the two bases, according to 
various military documents. But this news 
organization was unable to determine 
exactly when; a 1996 report stated that 
“exposures were stopped in the early or mid-
1980s when water treatment began,” but 
Siciliano wrote in an email that her review of 
records showed “the stripping towers were 
installed in the late 1990s (to) early 2000s.”

The Navy’s BRAC office did not respond 
to a similar request for information sent in 
early June.

A review of annual state drinking water 
records dating to 1993 show the continued 
presence of TCE and PCE, although almost 
always in amounts several times lower than 

the EPA’s 5 ppb drinking water standard.
The system did eclipse those standards 

for PCE during monthly tests in 1997 (20 
ppb), 1999 (20 ppb), 2000 (15 ppb), 2002 
(7 ppb) and 2012 (6 ppb). Virginia Cain, 
spokesperson for the state Department of 
Environmental Protection, says the bases’ 
untreated water has been routinely sampled 
and she confirmed the air strippers have 
been successfully cleaning the water.

“The system ... would have exceeded 
the (limit) for PCE many times,” if the air 
strippers weren’t in place, Cain wrote in an 
email.

The finding of TCE and PCE in drinking 
water set off investigations into the source 
and extent of the contaminations and 
clean-up efforts, bolstered further by the 
Superfund designations, that continue to 
this day. The EPA’s website states that soil 
and groundwater on several sites of the joint 
reserve base have been successfully cleaned, 
while clean-up continues at others.

The military’s ongoing efforts are 
chronicled in more than 430 documents and 
reports, dating to 1986, that are housed at 
the Horsham Township Library.

Many of them document instances of 
environmental contamination that former 
personnel recall. Fuel leaks were a common 

occurrence. According to a 1996 analysis by 
the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease 
Registry, a significant leak occurred in 1979, 
when an estimated 9,000 gallons of JP-4 jet 
fuel was found to have leaked from a storage 
site on what is now the northern end of the 
adjacent air guard station, near Keith Valley 
Road.

The report noted that it was just one 
of “several undocumented jet fuel spills of 
between 5,000 and 30,000 gallons” expected 
to have been released on the site before 
1979. The report stated that the spills had 
resulted in a contamination plume in the 
groundwater that migrated north to off-
base areas. In 1992, the JP-4 jet fuel also was 
discovered floating on the surface of the 
nearby Park Creek, the report stated.

In 2006, soil north of the storage site 
was investigated because it fell along the 
path of a natural gas pipeline right-of-
way. According to a 2008 report by private 
contractor TetraTech, “the (right of way) 
segment of the site had not been previously 
subjected to any direct investigation as part 
of the environmental restoration activities 
associated with the (storage) site.”

Twenty-seven years after the 1979 fuel 
leak was discovered, the 2006 investigation 
by TetraTech found chemicals commonly 

used in jet fuel were still present in both 
groundwater and soil. In groundwater, the 
report found common jet fuel contaminants 
benzene, ethylbenzene, naphthalene and 
xylene — all toxic — above state regulatory 
levels. Benzene was found at 560 ppb, or 
more than 100 times current EPA drinking 
water standards.

Benzene, ethylbenzene, naphthalene, and 
three other contaminants also were found 
in soil, although below levels that would 
be a cause for concern, the report stated. 
Minutes from the December 2009 meeting 
of the joint base’s Restoration Advisory 
Board stated that the soil had been removed, 
temporarily stored in an on-base hangar, and 
then shipped for treatment and disposal at 
“two facilities in the Philadelphia area.”

Two former base personnel, speaking on 
the condition of anonymity, say the hangar 
containing the soil was left open to the air, 
and that personnel nearby could smell a 
strong fuel smell during daily operations.

Similar issues also occurred at a “Fuel 
Farm” site on the joint reserve base. 
According to a 2015 Navy report, it was 
discovered in 1986 that fuel had overflowed 
from one of two, 210,000-gallon fuel storage 
tanks on the site. Workers removing the 
tanks five years later reportedly found that 
the bottom of a third tank, previously used 
to hold fuel before being used to hold oil, 
had holes as large as 1 inch in diameter.

About 3,500 cubic yards of contaminated 
soil — weighing about 3,500 tons — was 
excavated from the area and sat nearby for 
three years, the report said.

Navy records show that the contaminated 
pile was not tested for jet fuel or other 
contaminants until April 1994. At that time, 
tests showed contamination levels below 
state clean-up standards, which were deemed 
to not pose a threat to human health. The 
1994 report stated that the soil was slated to 
be relocated to a fill area on the southern end 
of the base.

When asked if such fuel piles would 
be considered a potential route of 
inhalation exposure to on-base personnel, 
a spokesperson for the Agency for Toxic 
Substances and Disease Registry said in an 
email that it would be difficult to assess the 
risk without sampling data. 

“In general,” the response stated, “(such 
piles) would not present a significant 
exposure risk unless individuals were 
directly in contact with these soils and the 
soils were significantly contaminated.”

Although benzene and other fuel 
constituents leaked into soil, surface water 
and groundwater at these sites, no state 
or military records reviewed by this news 
organization ever identified them as having 
reached drinking water or otherwise posing 
a risk to health. 

However, when attempting to review 
original testing records, this news 
organization found that those created before 
1985 were not available, and thus could not 
be verified. Particularly of interest were the 
results of the 1979 sampling that originally 
found TCE and PCE in the bases’ drinking 
water.

“Federal facilities were not required 
to comply with the Comprehensive 
Environmental Response Compensation 
and Liability Act (CERCLA) until 1986,” 
Bill Franklin, BRAC public affairs officer, 
wrote in an email, naming the legislation 
that initiated the Superfund program. “Any 
pre-CERCLA records might be found at 
the National Archives or a Federal Records 
Center. However, it was not common 
practice to track such records or ensure they 
were sent to archive storage facilities.”

rIch Kennedy / Photojournalist
lutz, who displays plaques from his military service in his home office, believes the 
military has not been forthcoming with information about potential health concerns.

See Base, Page a12

Base
Continued from Page A10



A12 SundAy, June 26, 2016
The InTellIgencer

From The FronT PAge

The human risk
Despite the long history of 

environmental contamination, an extensive 
review of available documentation found 
that no analysis ever performed at the 
base concluded that the presence of the 
chemicals would have caused a widespread 
health hazard to personnel.

The most recent and conclusive report 
is the 2002 Public Health Assessment 
performed by the Agency for Toxic 
Substances and Disease Registry, a division 
of the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention responsible for assessing public 
exposure to toxic substances. It analyzed 
the possible effects of contaminants known 
to have been found above EPA drinking 
standards in the base’s water system.

Even personnel on base before TCE and 
PCE were cleaned from the drinking water 
shouldn’t have been affected, according to 
the agency. The 2002 report acknowledged 
that six contaminants had been found 
at levels above the EPA’s drinking water 
standards but calculated that the amount 
and length of exposure was not expected to 
have led to illness.

The report used a “conservative” 
approach that assumed personnel would 
have consumed daily the highest amount of 
each chemical ever found in drinking water 
on the base. For TCE, that was 300 parts per 
billion, or 60 times the EPA’s standard of 5 
ppb. For PCE, it was 91 ppb, or more than 
18 times the EPA’s current standard.

Arsenic, lead, barium and a man-made 
chemical called 1,1-dichloroethylene also 
were analyzed after being found above EPA 
drinking water standards.

The report assumed military personnel 
would have been on the base a maximum 
of six years and drink two liters of water 
a day, and civilian workers for 30 years, 
consuming one liter of water a day. It also 
incorporated lower body weight for children 
who lived on the base.

After running the numbers based 
on EPA cancer risk models for each 
contaminate, the agency found that, with 
the exception of arsenic, none would be 
expected to cause more than one extra case 
of cancer in a million people, which is the 
EPA’s acceptable risk level.

For civilian employees, the agency found 
that an extra 1.4 cancers per 10,000 people 
would be expected due to arsenic. However, 
the report downplayed the findings, 
suggesting prior studies that established 
how much arsenic was safe to consume were 
flawed and didn’t match the situation at the 
joint reserve base.

“EPA classified arsenic as a carcinogen 
based on epidemiological studies where 
people consumed water containing 170 
to 800 ppb arsenic for a 45-year exposure 
period. The maximum detected arsenic 
concentration in station wells was 22 
ppb,” the report stated. “The study 
(also) failed to account for a number of 
complicating factors, including exposure 
to other non-water sources of arsenic, 
genetic susceptibility to arsenic, and 
poor nutritional status of the exposed 
population.”

The analysis also acknowledged that 
while some individuals may have been 
exposed to additional amounts of chemicals 
in soil and different water bodies on the 

base, that was not factored into its risk 
calculations.

“In these areas … contaminant 
concentrations are below state and federal 
regulatory limits and below levels expected 
to result in illness or harm from exposures 
during recreational activities,” the report 
stated.

Lead was also found in the drinking 
water, the report stated. In 1985, it was 
detected at 20 ppb, higher than the EPA’s 
present drinking water standard of 15 ppb. 
Despite analyzing health risks for children 
who may have lived on the base for up to 
six years, the agency concluded that the 20 
ppb lead level, along with levels of other 
contaminants, were not “expected to cause 
adverse health effects in adults or children.”

A spokesperson for the agency did not 
directly answer a question from this news 
organization about whether it would still 
come to that same conclusion today.

The spokesperson wrote in an email that 
the lead level of 20 ppb and arsenic level of 
22 ppb were collected at an on-base supply 
wellhead, and not an exposure point such as 
a tap in on-base housing or work places.

“Given the distribution and potential 
mixing, it is difficult to estimate what the 
on-base personnel (including personnel 
and their families who resided on base for 
periods of time) were exposed to at the tap 
in the past,” the response stated.

In addition, the response noted, the Navy 
implemented measures to prevent exposures 
as soon as contaminants were detected in 
the supply wells.

Fourteen years later
In the 14 years since the Agency for 

Toxic Substances and Disease Registry 
released its analysis, toxicology experts say 
the science has been updated regarding 
some of the chemicals in question.

Dr. Perry Cohn, a retired environmental 
health epidemiologist in the Environmental 
and Occupational Health Surveillance 
Program at the New Jersey Department 
of Health, says the science has evolved in 
particular around arsenic and lead.

“Arsenic was probably downplayed too 
much back in 2002,” Cohn wrote in an 
email. “More recent evidence of health 
effects from low doses is stronger, though 
not yet totally consistent. Arsenic, like lead, 
may not have a totally safe dose.”

The level of PCE analyzed by the 
2002 report also could pose a health risk, 
according to Cohn. Pointing to a 2009 study 
that appeared in the Environmental Health 
journal, Cohn says there is evidence that the 
levels of PCE analyzed in the federal report 
— 91 ppb — potentially could have affected 
the offspring of adults living or working on 
the base.

“Certain types of birth defects have 
been seen relatively consistently with PCE 
exposure from drinking water at levels 
below 100 ppb,” Cohn wrote.

In a 2005 report, the EPA offered new 
approaches to analyzing cancer risks for 
children. Applying those recommended 
methods, Cohn said he found that levels 
of TCE exposure would have led to an 
estimated cancer risk of about 1 in 10,000 
for children who had lived on base from 
birth until age 6.

Those numbers aren’t particularly 
critical for the joint base; according to 
military documentation, the number of 
active duty personnel at the base peaked at 
about 1,500. Conservatively assuming each 
had two children and stayed on the base for 
six years, that would only amount to about 

two cancers between 1950 and when the 
contaminants were found in the 1980s.

However, there are other potential issues 
with the 2002 study, according to Cohn and 
other experts. For one, it didn’t account for 
personnel absorbing TCE and PCE through 
their skin or inhaling the vapors while 
showering.

“Showering is a route of exposure for 
(TCE and PCE),” Cohn wrote. “There have 
been decades of debate about how much. It 
depends on vent fans and opening windows 
during warm weather.”

Regardless, Cohn says that estimates of 
additional exposure from showering range 
from 50 percent to 200 percent of exposure 
through drinking water — meaning the 
2002 analysis could have only accounted 
for a third of the exposure to chemicals for 
those living on base.

Asked why the 2002 report did not take 
into account combined exposure routes, 
an agency spokesperson stated that the 
agency “reviews environmental exposure 
information in a stepwise fashion.”

“Historical concentrations of TCE and 
PCE at the station supply wells were found 
to be below levels expected to cause health 
effects,” the response stated. “Therefore, 
ATSDR did not expect to see levels of 
concern when accounting for additional 
exposures via the dermal or inhalation 
pathways.”

Dr. Harry Milman, a consulting 
toxicologist and president of the consulting 
and expert witness firm ToxNetwork.com, 
also says that the health risks of TCE and 
PCE can be analyzed both separately and 
together, as they are similar chemicals that 
have similar health effects.

“This is different from combining the 
cancer risk of TCE and arsenic, for example, 
two very different chemicals whose 
exposure, absorption and health effects are 
significantly different,” said Milman, who 
worked for 18 years as a toxicologist for the 
EPA.

Analyzing TCE and PCE together would 
yield a higher risk than analyzing them 
separately, Milman said.

Taking another look
A review by this news organization of 

Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease 
Registry studies conducted elsewhere found 
that the agency has applied these concepts 
during health assessments at other military 
bases. Perhaps the most well-known is 
an analysis conducted at Camp Lejeune, 
a Marine base located in Jacksonville, 
North Carolina, and the site of widespread 
drinking water contamination in the mid- 
to late-20th century.

An original agency analysis of Camp 
Lejeune, conducted in the mid-1990s, 
found no apparent health risks; however, it 
was later thrown out after the McClatchy 
News Service reported that a wealth of 
information on prior benzene exposures 
wasn’t incorporated.

As the Lejeune contamination received 
attention from lawmakers, the federal health 
agency began re-evaluating exposures at the 
base. The agency conducted health studies 
on former personnel and found elevated 
levels of cancers and other illnesses. In May, 
the agency released its draft of an updated 
public health assessment, which concluded 
exposures to benzene, TCE, PCE, vinyl 
chloride and other chemicals had been at 
levels high enough to affect the health of 
personnel. 

The study combined the effects of 
inhalation, skin contact and ingestion, and 

also analyzed the risks of TCE and PCE 
together, said Dr. Nachman Brautbar, an 
internist and nephrologist who specializes 
in toxicology and has consulted on cases 
from Camp Lejeune. That’s important, he 
explained, because personnel not only were 
exposed to the contaminated water during 
work, but they also drank it, breathed it in 
and absorbed it through their skin during 
showers at home.

“So you had essentially triple exposure 
(at Lejeune). You have skin absorption, 
inhalation and ingestion,” Brautbar said.

The Lejeune report stated that pairing of 
the TCE and PCE was based on science the 
agency updated in 2004 — two years after 
analysis had concluded at the joint reserve 
base in Willow Grove without looking at 
combined effects.

Asked about the discrepancies between 
the two reports, a spokesperson for the 
Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease 
Registry wrote that the 2004 document did 
update the agency’s approach for combining 
TCE, PCE, and 1,1-dichloroethylene 
exposure.

“PCE and TCE may be additive for 
neurologic effects, but slightly inhibitory 
for liver and kidney effects,” the response 
stated. “ATSDR considers an additive 
approach for these chemicals to be 
conservative.”

In addition, the 2002 joint base health 
assessment did not take into account any 
exposures to PFOS and PFOA. Though 
unregulated, the chemicals have caused 
alarm in the region after being found in 
local public and private water wells above 
safety levels recommended by the EPA.

In 2014, testing by the military of the 
Horsham Air Guard Station drinking water 
found concentrations of 11.9 ppb for PFOS 
and 3.28 ppb for PFOA. Combined, those 
levels are 216 times higher than the EPA’s 
recommended limit of 0.07 ppb for drinking 
water.

By contrast, levels in the most 
contaminated area public well, in 
Warminster, reached 1.43 ppb combined, 
more than 10 times lower than the air guard 
station. Customers in Warminster also likely 
benefited from water being diluted by other, 
non-contaminated wells hooked into the 
system before reaching their taps.

Rob Bilott, an environmental attorney 
who has been writing to the EPA for 
years detailing the dangers posed by 
perfluorinated compound contamination 
nationwide, said he wasn’t aware of any 
drinking water system in the country that 
has had PFOS levels higher than the air 
guard station.

The exposure there could have taken 
place as far back as the early 1970s, when 
use of the firefighting foams that contain the 
chemicals began, and continued until 2014, 
when all water on the base was deemed 
unsafe to drink.

The spokesperson for the Agency for 
Toxic Substances and Disease Registry 
wrote that it is conducting a new public 
health assessment to evaluate PFOS and 
PFOA exposures near the base, which 
was previously reported by this news 
organization.

However, that study will evaluate “public 
health implications,” in “offsite public 
and private drinking water sources,” the 
response stated, making no mention of 
former on-base personnel.
Kyle Bagenstose: 215-949-4211; email: kbagenstose@
calkins.com; Twitter: @KyleBagenstose
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By BIll o’Boyle
(WilKes-BArre) Times leAder

WILKES-BARRE (AP) 
— Charles Schilling, like so 
many others, lost everything 
in the 1972 Agnes flood.

He still has newspaper 
accounts of the devastating 
natural disaster that he can 
read and re-read in case he 
wants to remember every-
thing about June 23, 1972.

For Schilling and all 
victims of the flood, there 
are more bad memories 
than anyone really wants to 
remember.

In a recent interview 
Wednesday with the Times 
Leader, Schilling talked 
about the experience and 
how it changed his life and 
the lives of many Northeast-
ern Pennsylvania residents.

Schilling, 90, lived at 
66 Gordon Ave. in South 
Wilkes-Barre with his wife, 
Yolanda, and their son, 
Charlie, when the Susque-
hanna River broke through 
the levees and reached one 
mile in width. The river 
flowed through houses and 
businesses, leaving behind 
a trail of devastation and 
layers of stinking flood 
mud that greeted returning 
residents.

“Our house was 
destroyed,” Schilling said, 
sitting at his kitchen table 
on the day before the 44th 
anniversary of the ’72 flood. 
He displayed a copy of the 
June 26 Scranton Times that 
carried a front page picture 
of Schilling’s old neighbor-
hood, with his house right 
in the middle surrounded by 
water.

“The night before, I 
walked to the top of the dike 
with my neighbor to see 

what the river looked like,” 
Schilling said. “We both 
said we had seen it like that 
before. We never thought 
there would be a flood.”

But at 7 a.m. on June 
23, Schilling left his home 
and took his family to high 
ground. He returned to Gor-
don Avenue five days later.

“I remember walking 
down Gordon Avenue and 
my house was in the middle 
of the street,” Schilling said. 
His house was knocked from 
its foundation by his neigh-
bor’s house, which hap-
pened to now be resting on 
Schilling’s foundation.

Schilling said he never 

removed anything from his 
house before the flood hit — 
he lost furniture, clothing, 
photographs, sentimental 
items.

“Nothing could be 
saved,” he said. “We 
decided to get a house out 
of the flood plain. We didn’t 
want to ever go through 

another flood.”
A lot of the photos Schil-

ling lost were of his son, 
Charlie, he and Yolanda’s 
only child. The couple were 
married for 19 years before 
Charlie arrived.

“We lost all of Charlie’s 
baby photos,” Schilling said.

As he flipped through the 

newspapers of June 1972, 
Schilling said there was a 
lot more lost in the flood. 
He said furniture and cloth-
ing were easy to replace, but 
there was a lot more lost that 
could never be recovered.

Schilling said since the 
flood, he hasn’t talked to 
any of his Gordon Avenue 
neighbors — people he 
talked to almost every day 
back then.

“They all scattered,” 
Schilling said. “There used 
to be a mom-and-pop store 
on every corner and they 
disappeared after the flood.”

Schilling found a news-
paper account of his wife, 
Yolanda, being interviewed 
by NBC-TV’s Ron Nessen 
that aired on NBC Nightly 
News with John Chancellor.

“Time is flying by so 
fast,” he said. “Yolanda is 
gone 21 years now. My son 
lives in Virginia.”

Schilling said he helped 
pile sandbags in the days 
leading up to the flood.

“But we never thought 
the dikes wouldn’t hold,” he 
said. “We never thought it 
would flood.”

Schilling said it was a sad 
time — a bad time — for 
everybody affected.

“Everybody was in the 
same situation,” he said. 
“Everybody lost so much.”

His advice to anyone who 
lives in the flood plain today 
is simple.

“Take as much of the 
stuff you value and get it to 
safety,” he said. “And when 
they tell you to get out, then 
get the hell out.”

Survivor recalls devastating Wilkes-Barre flood in 1972

AImee dIlger / AssociATed Press
charles schilling, 90, looks over newspapers he saved from 1972 with coverage of flooding during 

Hurricane Agnes. As the susquehanna river broke through levees on June 23, 1972, schilling 
evacuated his family to high ground before flooding knocked their house from its foundation 

and destroyed their clothing, furniture, photographs and other sentimental items. 


	DAILY_CMI_INT_A003_062616.arc.pdf
	DAILY_CMI_INT_A010_062616.arc.pdf
	DAILY_CMI_INT_A011_062616.arc.pdf
	DAILY_CMI_INT_A012_062616.arc.pdf

