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Opinion/Editorial

Liberty Hill remedy will be protective of

human health and the environment
By Thomas Burack, Department of Environmental Services Commissioner

In recent weeks, much has been said and written about the past disposal of coal tar wastes in the
lower Liberty Hill Road neighborhood of Gilford. As commissioner of the New Hampshire
Department of Environmental Services, I would like to take the opportunity to clarify several
facts about this important site. Since 2004, exercising its powers under state law, the Department
has required KeySpan Energy, the successor owner of the utility that disposed of the wastes in a
sand & gravel pit on Liberty Hill Road in the early 1950s, to thoroughly investigate the site and
develop a protective cleanup plan. Given the site’s location in a residential neighborhood, the
Department has made a strong commitment to keeping the community informed and involved
throughout the process. The Department believes it is essential that the community receive clear
and accurate information about site conditions, the risks posed by the contamination, and the
remedial solutions being considered.

The Department understands the deep concern expressed by many neighborhood residents over
selection of a final remedy for the site. Town officials and residents have made clear their desire
for a remedy that includes a complete removal of all coal tar wastes and contaminated soils. The
Department would like to clarify that a final decision on the remedy has not been made. The
remedy selection process for hazardous waste sites is governed by state law and administrative
rules. The rules specify that an approvable remedy must meet certain criteria. First and
foremost, the remedy must be protective of human health and the environment. The criteria
provide that risks to human health and the environment be reduced to the greatest extent
practicable, balancing costs and benefits in accordance with a risk-based analysis. In light of
this, the Department does not consider higher risks to human health to be an acceptable trade off
for a lower cost remedial alternative. At the same time, the Department must consider carefully
the cost-effectiveness of higher cost remedies that do not provide additional protection of human
health and the environment

By way of clarification, the actual quantity of coal tar disposed of at the site is estimated to be
approximately 85,000 gallons, which equates to approximately 430 tons. To be sure, this is a
substantial amount of contamination, but is much less than the 121,000 tons that has been
reported. The 121,000 ton figure actually refers to the estimated amount of soil that has been
contaminated by the spread of the coal tar dumped at the site.

The environmental investigations conducted to date demonstrate that currently there is no health
risk for the residents on Liberty Hill Road. The majority of groundwater and subsurface soil
contamination is limited to the four residential properties that primarily comprise the site. (These



properties have been acquired by KeySpan.) Residents of lower Liberty Hill Road are not being
exposed to site contaminants in their drinking water. Surface soil, indoor air and ambient air
sampling collected on site properties do not show contaminants related to coal tar wastes to pose
a health risk. With the exception of a small groundwater seep adjacent to Jewett Brook, there are
no potential human exposure pathways to the contaminants emanating from the site. The
remedial action plan selected will need to provide for long term protection of human health and
the environment by addressing the seep, contaminated soils, and groundwater quality issues.

Understandably, much of the concern expressed by neighbors has centered on cancer incidence
in the Liberty Hill Road area. In order to address this important issue, the Department had
conducted the most detailed cancer cluster investigation ever carried out by the State of New
Hampshire. That investigation concluded that the number of cancer cases cited by The Laconia
Citizen is well within the range that would be expected among current and former residents of
lower Liberty Hill Road, under normal conditions.

The State study estimated that 23 cancer cases would have been “expected” among current and
former lower Liberty Hill residents between 1985 and 2004. The statistically predicted range for
that 20-year period would be between 13 and 33 cases. The Citizen cites 19 cases over an
unspecified period, although other sources reported that the earliest of the 19 cases cited by the
Citizen occurred in 1951 (a year before the coal tar was disposed of on lower Liberty Hill).

Regrettably, we may never know whether any past potential exposures to site contaminants have
caused illnesses in area residents. We do, however, have evidence that current site conditions do
not pose a health risk. The important charge now before the Department is to work with the
community and KeySpan to select an appropriate and protective remedy for the site.

At the most recent public information meeting held on October 9, 2007, the Department outlined
the next steps in its process to select a remedy. An addendum to the Remedial Action Plan
evaluating several additional alternatives was submitted to the Department by KeySpan on
November 13, 2007. After the Department has reviewed the remedial action plan addendum, it
will hold another public informational meeting and will accept further public comment for at
least 30 days after the informational meeting. The Department will give all of the information it
receives a careful and thorough review, in light of applicable state laws and administrative rules.
Following that review, the Department will provide a written announcement of the remedy
selection. The residents of Gilford should rest assured that the Department takes its role in this
process very seriously, and will give its full attention to selecting a site remedy that is protective
of human health and the environment.
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