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August 22, 2022

Dean Tagliaferro, EPA Project Manager
GE-Pittsfield/Housatonic River Site

Boston, MA

Submitted via email to R1Housatonic@epa.gov

Re: Comments on the Revised Baseline Monitoring Plan (June 2022), hereafter referred to as the
Revised BMP

Dear Mr. Tagliaferro:

The Housatonic Rest of River Municipal Committee (The Committee) respectfully submits the following
comments on the Revised Baseline Monitoring Plan (June 2022). On September 19, 2017, The
Committee originally submitted comments to the EPA on the Baseline Monitoring Plan (June 2017).
Since that time GE’s consultants have submitted an Interim BMP (January 2022) and most recently the
Revised BMP. During those years the EPA has issued Conditional Approval Letters (CALS) approving
some proposed work items and directing GE to revise other proposed work. The Committee would like
to thank EPA for considering its 2017 comments and directing GE to conduct a more thorough and
appropriate baseline monitoring program than had been proposed in the 2017 and January 2022 BMPs.
While not all our comments are reflected in the CALS and the subsequent BMP revisions, we appreciate
that many of our concerns that been addressed.

General Comments

In general, we believe that the baseline monitoring program, as proposed in the Revised BMP, are not
comprehensive enough to adequately document PCB concentrations in surface waters, sediment and
biota. The cleanup of the Housatonic Rest of River is one of the largest remedial projects being
conducted within a rural, natural landscape. Comprehensively documenting the environmental
conditions before, during and after remedial action serves not only EPA’s goals, but can also serve the
larger scientific community here and at other cleanup sites. In essence, the river ecosystem is a living
experiment on the effectiveness of remediating and containing PCBs in the short and long term. It is
therefore important that the baseline monitoring program be comprehensive throughout all the reaches
of the river, not just those in the MNR reaches. We urge EPA to direct GE to expand baseline sampling
for biota all along the river, especially for waterfowl and invertebrates in the upper reaches.
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The Committee’s Comment 2022: The Revised BMP does not at all discuss a monitoring program to be
conducted during and post-construction. A summary description of how and when GE proposes to draft
monitoring plans would have been helpful in this Revised BMP. All surface waters and sediment
sampling should occur throughout the construction phase, with sampling being taken downstream of
segments where construction is occurring. Sediment and PCBs could be redistributed during
construction, or during severe storm events that occur during the construction period, despite best
management practices.

The Committee’s Comment 2017: We request that the coves/backwaters in Lee be called out as specific
areas for monitoring and possible cleanup activities.

The Committee’s Comment 2022: Although we acknowledge that the Lee coves/backwaters are in the
Columbia Mill Dam Reach 7B, which is not covered in this Revised BMP, we restate our request that
these waterbodies receive direct attention in an upcoming Pre-design Investigation Work Plan for this
reach.

Surface water sampling

The Committee’s Comment 2017: We oppose any reduction from a monthly to a quarterly sampling
regimen. We disagree that what appears to be seasonal trends is sufficient rationale for reducing
sampling frequency.

The Committee’s Comment 2022: We thank the EPA for requiring monthly sampling for two years. GE
has hinted that it would like to reduce surface water sampling to one year (p. 31). We oppose any
reduction of sampling, believing that a minimum of two years of data is necessary to capture a realistic
snapshot of PCBs and the other water quality parameters within the river in order to measure the
effectiveness of remedial actions. We thank the EPA for directing GE to add more sampling sites all
along the ROR corridor.

The Committee’s Comment 2017: It is critically important to document the PCB concentrations flowing
over both the Woods Pond and Rising Pond dams as the PCB flux at these sites are the Performance
Standards for downstream transport of PCBs. As such samples should be captured not only at the wing
walls of the dam, but also at two or more sites across the middle span at each of the dams.

The Committee’s Comment 2022: Capturing the movement of PCBs over the Woods Pond and Rising
Pond dams is key to determining if remedial actions are meeting the Performance Measures of the Final
Permit. It is our understanding that eight sampling events are currently being undertaken at the wing
walls of both dams and at sites below the dams. This work is to compare data taken at the wing walls
with data taken just below the dams to determine if PCB concentrations are similar at the three data
points at each site. This work will help to determine if automatic sampling at the wing walls reflect
accurate flows of PCB concentrations over the dams. Once this data is reviewed, EPA will determine if
the wing wall data collection points are adequate measuring tools for monitoring PCB concentrations for
compliance with the Final Permit. The data taken now does not constitute part of the required two
years of data collection at these sites.



If the data reveals that the wing wall sampling sites are not adequate, we urge EPA to require GE to
develop a method of collecting surface water sampling in the channel near the dams or immediately
below the dams. GE should be able to devise a method to collect water in the middle of the channel at
the dams, perhaps seeking advice from the USGS or some other agency that has experience in gathering
water quality data at such sites. We believe that the surface water sampling program at these two sites
should be robust and comprehensive, and we urge EPA, in consultation with MA DEP and the USGS, to
develop a program that will provide the most complete and accurate information about PCB movement
over the dams.

The Committee’s Comment 2017: The proposed surface water sampling program does not include high
flow conditions. While we understand personal safety concerns of collecting samples during high flows,
we do not believe it is beyond GE or its consultants to devise a system to collect samples during high
flow conditions to more accurately track changing PCB concentrations during spring melt / severe storm
events. ltis likely that high flow conditions, with higher sediment loads and greater aeration due to
churning/whitewater conditions, have corresponding higher PCB concentrations. It is therefore
important to get baseline information on the PCB concentrations under these conditions. This is all the
more important as high flow conditions are likely to increase in frequency due to the documented
increase in severe storm events.

The Committee’s Comment 2022: We restate our request that a supplemental sampling program be
established for capturing high flow conditions/events. We do not believe that sampling during high
flows necessarily means that consultant staff will be placed into unsafe conditions. EPA could choose
key sites that are already being sampled at bridge locations, which would provide for safe sample
gathering while also providing a contrasting picture of PCB movement during low and high flow
conditions at these sites. Examples might be New Lenox Road, the pedestrian bridge or Schweitzer
bridge at Woods Pond, Division Street, and Ashley Falls Road in Massachusetts, and similar sites in
Connecticut. The request for high/storm flow sampling was also requested by Mass Audubon in their
letter of September 14, 2017.

Sediment

The Committee’s Comment 2017: We request that the BMP clearly state that sampling will be
conducted in at least the top 6 inches of sediment, in keeping with guidelines for river sediment and for
consistency with what has been done in past sampling programs.

The Committee’s Comment 2022: We thank the EPA for requiring sampling to a depth of 0-6".

Biota Sampling

The Committee’s Comment 2017: As PCBs accumulate in fatty tissues, it is expected that fish oils and
fatty tissues would contain higher levels of PCBs than fillets. We request that the BMP establish a
monitoring program that adds analysis of fish oils and/or fatty tissue on to the proposed fillet analysis.

The Committee’s Comment 2022: CT DEEP’s letter of 9-15-17 requested that “Each fish must be
evaluated for body weight and condition, length, gender, health and reproductive status, and age. PCBs
and % lipid must be evaluated for fillets and reconstructed whole body values.” We note that EPA’s CAL
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of 3-29-22 directs GE to conduct percent lipid in all analyses. While we do not have the expertise to
evaluate the proposal in the Revised BMP, we thank the agency for including lipid analyses in its CAL.
We do not believe that CT’s comment regarding reconstructed whole body values has been addressed in
the Revised BMP.

The Committee’s Comment 2022: Regarding fish sampling, conducting only two sampling events does
not seem adequate to represent a complete picture of PCB contamination in fish populations. It is all
the more important to understand current PCB concentrations in fish because it is a Performance
Standard within the Final Permit. We request that EPA work directly with MA DFW and/or USFWS to
determine the most appropriate sampling program, sites, frequency, laboratory analyses and SOPs. We
do not agree with GE’s proposal that sampling may be discontinued at a site if fish are not present and
target numbers cannot be collected after a reasonable effort. Consultation with MA DFW should be
conducted to determine a site nearby that will yield the necessary specimens.

The Committee’s Comment 2022: Collection of waterfowl is proposed to capture 20 wood ducks and 20
mallards during one event at each of three impoundments, including Woods and Rising Ponds. These
locations do not seem comprehensive enough to correlate to all previous waterfowl sampling events.
We also note that PCB concentrations in previous sampling events included liver analyses. We request
that EPA take advantage of the historic data obtained in the past so that long-term trends might be
identified all along the river corridor, which includes expanding the number of collection locations in the
upper reaches of the river and adding liver analyses of specimens taken. Again, because this medium is
a Performance Standard in the Final Permit, we urge EPA to work directly with MA DFW to determine
the most appropriate sampling program, sites, frequency, lab analyses and SOPs. As these species are
migratory, perhaps USFWS biologists should also be consulted.

The Committee’s Comment 2022: There is no aquatic invertebrate sampling being proposed within the
many miles of river in Massachusetts. This is a serious omission, as the abundance and diversity of
aquatic invertebrate species are keen indicators of ecosystem health. The issue of invertebrate and
other aquatic species sampling was raised by the CT DEEP in their letter of September 15, 2017, and we
feel that we should raise this issue in 2022. It is our understanding that there has not been a lot of
historical sampling of these populations. If so, now is the perfect time to begin creating that historic
baseline record, one that can be referenced throughout the 13-20+ years of the cleanup period and
beyond.

Documenting existing PCB contamination within this community is key to determining if remedial
actions are successful. Again, the cleanup of the Housatonic Rest of River is an opportunity to fully
document the success or limitations of the remedial actions conducted under the Final Permit.
According to a 2007 post-construction sampling study of benthic invertebrates in the first 1.5 mile of
river that has been remediated in Pittsfield, data seem to indicate an improved environment, with a
decrease in benthic invertebrate tissue PCB concentrations and a slight-to-moderate increase in species
richness. Newer studies conducted since that time and going forward can provide additional



information as to the cleanup’s effectiveness. The opportunity to track post-construction improvements
throughout the full length of Rest of River cannot not be realized without baseline invertebrate sampling
in its upper reaches. Section 11.B.4.b.(1) of the Modified Permit seems to allow this additional baseline
sampling.

In closing, The Committee believes that the purpose of the Performance Standards are not just a
measure of the cleanup, but a measure on whether the river is safe for future generations. The
Performance Standards are more than just data; they are real-world promises made to the public, and if
the cleanup does not deliver on those promises by providing healthy fish and wildlife, it has failed. GE
has a responsibility to conduct the cleanup in good faith, including the responsibility to deliver on any
data that helps to satisfy that expectation and comprehensively report on the condition of the river
ecosystem pre- and post-remediation.

Thank you for this opportunity to express our concerns.

Prepared for the HOUSATONIC REST OF RIVER MUNICIPAL COMMITTEE

By the staff of the Housatonic Rest of River Municipal Committee



