Area-Wide Soil Contamination

Task Force Recommendations
Developed and Report Submitted

Learn about the Area-Wide Soil Contamination Project and Task Force recommendations

Introduction.

The final report of the Area-Wide Soil Contamination Task Force was submitted to the Departments of Ecology,
Agriculture, Health, and Community, Trade and Economic Development (collectively referred to as “the Agencies”)
on June 30, 2003. The report represents the culmination of seventeen months of work and contains a series of
findings and recommendations regarding a statewide strategy for responding to large areas of low-to-moderate
level arsenic and lead soil contamination in Washington State. This packet provides a summary of the project
and the Task Force recommendations.

Area-Wide Soil Contamination is low-to-moderate level contamination that is dispersed over a large geographic
area. It is distinct from more typical cleanup problems, because it covers large areas (several hundred acres to
many square miles) and generally has lower contaminant levels than found on former smelter sites or in areas
where lead arsenate pesticides were mixed or formulated. In many areas of Washington State, soil has low-to-
moderate levels of arsenic and lead caused by historical activities and sources. Development activities have
created pressures for cleanup and raised a variety of health, environmental, and marketplace concemns.

Background.

In 1995, the Model Toxics Control Act Policy Advisory Committee (PAC) recommended that the Department of
Ecology take steps to more effectively address the problem of area-wide soil contamination. The PAC
recommendation was based in large part on the recognition that traditional soil cleanup approaches may not be
the best way to respond to area-wide soil contamination problems in general and historic practices in particular.
In 2001, Ecology worked with the departments of Agriculture, Health, and Community, Trade and Economic
Development a Task Force with funding adequate to carrying out the project.

Overview of Task Force Recommendeations.

The Task Force evaluated concerns about area-wide soil contamination and developed findings and
recommendations on steps that can be taken to better address area-wide soil contamination problems. Their
findings and recommendations (1) describe where arsenic and lead area-wide soil contamination is most likely
to be located, (2) provide guidance on assessments and sampling of individual properties, 3) outline a broad-
based approach to education and awareness building about arsenic and lead soil contamination, (4) describe
steps that should be taken in child-use, residential, and commercial areas and on open land to limit exposure to
arsenic and lead in soil, and (5) address real estate disclosure issues and application of the Model Toxics
Control Act in areas affected by area-wide arsenic and lead soil contamination.

Please read the following descriptions of the Task Force findings and recommendations and what next steps will
be taken by the Agencies to address area-wide soil contamination concerns.
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WHY SHOULD | BE
CONCERNEDABOUT
ARSENIC AND LEAD
SOIL CONTAMINATION?

Extensive scientific information
demonstrates that exposure to high
levels of arsenic and lead can cause
health problems. Arsenic can cause
nervous system damage, increased
blood pressure, heart problems and
cancer. Lead can cause increased
blood pressure, kidney damage, and
brain damage. Lead is of particular
concern for young children. Arsenic
and lead bind strongly to soil and
usually remain in the environment for
many decades. However, the health
risks associated with exposure to
low-to-moderate levels of arsenic and
lead soil contamination are less well
understood and disagreements exist
between scientists on the
interpretation of available information.
In recent years, the majority of
scientific review committees formed
to evaluate available scientific
information on arsenic and lead have
concluded that there is a sufficient
scientific basis for efforts to reduce
exposure to these contaminants.

Background on Area-Wide Soll
Contamination

Learn about the concerns and nature and extent of area-wide soil contamination

Overview.

Soil in many areas of Washington State is contaminated with low-to-moderate levels of arsenic and lead. This
contamination often extends over several hundred acres to many square miles. It was caused by a number of
historical activities and sources, including past air emissions from metal smelting operations and the use of
lead-arsenate-based pesticides in the early 1900s. (The use of leaded gasoline has caused similar contamination
along roadways, although its nature and extent has not yet been characterized.) As Washington’s population
has grown, many areas potentially contaminated by these historical sources have been developed into
residential neighborhoods, schools and parks; these changes in land use have raised a variety of health,
environmental, and marketplace concerns and created pressures for cleanup.

What Is Area-Wide Soil Contamination?

The term “area-wide soil contamination” is used to describe low-to-moderate level soil contamination that is
dispersed over a large geographic area. It is distinct from more typical cleanup problems, because it covers
large areas (several hundred acres to many square miles) and generally has lower contaminant levels than
found on former smelter sites or areas where lead arsenate pesticides were mixed or formulated. These areas
of contamination are typically found in areas surrounding former smelter operation sites and where lead
arsenate pesticides were applied to crops, especially fruit orchards.

For schools, childcare centers, and residential land uses in general, the Department of Ecology considers
arsenic concentrations of up to 100 milligrams per kilogram (mg/kg) and lead concentrations of up to 500-700
mg/kg to be within the low-to-moderate range. For properties where exposure of children is less likely or less
frequent, such as commercial properties, parks, and camps, the Department considers arsenic concentrations
of up to 200 mg/kg and lead concentrations of up to 700-1,000 mg/kg to be within the low-to-moderate range.
By way of comparison, the cleanup levels under MTCA for arsenic and lead in soil are 20 mg/kg and 250 mg/
kg, respectively. Arsenic occurs naturally in Washington State soils at approximately 5-9 mg/kg; lead occurs
at 11-24 mg/kg. (Milligrams per kilogram (mglkg) is numerically equivalent to parts per million.)

Why Is It a Problem?

Widespread low-to-moderate levels of arsenic and lead soil contamination present special challenges with
respect to human health protection, land use conversion, financial impacts, and residents” awareness. Cleaning
up this contamination requires a different approach from most cleanup problems because it covers large
areas and generally has lower contaminant levels. While present-day regulations are designed to control
these sources of contamination in the here and now, arsenic and lead deposited by past activities remain in the
soil - and the question of how best to address this historic contamination that was the focus of the Area-Wide
Soil Contamination project.

How Much Land is Affected?
Preliminary estimates of area-wide soil contamination are provided in the table below.

PRELIMINARY ESTIMATES OF AREA-WIDE SOIL CONTAMINATION IN WASHINGTON

Area-\Wide Contamination Source Estimated Land Area Affected

Smelters (Tacoma, Everett, Harbor Island,
Northport and Trail, B.C.) 489,000 acres

Orchard Land 188,000 acres
Roadsides Unknown at present

Total Area-Wide Sources 677,000 acres

Notes: Extent of affected area has not been fully characterized. The total area of land in Washington is about 42.6 million acres.






















