SCHOOL BUILDINGS

Tests show PCBs are
present but officials

say there’s no danger

WINDOW SILLS and door frames in dozens of city
public schools contain a toxin that can lower 1Q
scores, causes asthma and is linked to cancer, a Daily
News investigation has found.

Polychlorinated biphenyls are common in window
and door caulking found in 266 New York City schools
built or renovated in the 1960s and 1970s, officials

concede.

Random tests, conducted in
February and last month for The
News, found PCBs in eight of
nine schools. Six of the nine con-
tained levels of PCBs deemed un-
acceptable.

Last week in response to The
News’ findings, the Department
of Education performed its own
air and wipe tests in the affect-
ed schools. In all but one test,
the PCBs in the caulking had not
leaked into the air or surround-
ing environment.

At Public School 199 on the
upper West Side, low levels of
PCBs were detected in the first-
floor cafeteria in both air and
wipe samples. City Health Com-
missioner Dr. Thomas Frieden
said the levels were below those
deemed unsafe by the federal
government.

“The independent
consultant’s  find-
ings resolve the cen-
tral question raised
by your investiga-
tion: Do PCBs pose
a health risk in
the schools where
they’re present in
intact caulk sam-
ple? ... The findings
clearly indicate they
do not,” Frieden said in a letter to
the Daily News.

The buildings where PCB
caulking at unsafe levels was
detected by The News included
five elementary schools and one
middle school in neighborhoods
throughout the city.

Besides PS 199, the other five
were: PS 30 in Harlem; PS 86 in
Jamaica, Queens; PS 160 and PS
178 in Baychester, the Bronx,
and Intermediate School 131 in
Soundview, the Bronx.

Brooklyn has 88 public school
buildings built in the 1960s or
1970s; The Bronx has 61, Man-
hattan 53, Queens 39 and Staten
Island 25.

Of the tested schools with un-
safe PCB levels, the lowest level
found was nearly four times the
federal threshold of 50 parts per
million.

City Department of Education
officials insist the caulking poses
no threat as long as it is left alone.
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Spokeswoman Margie Fein-
berg said state regulations “per-
mit the caulk to remain in place”
and that the material is removed
only when renovations take place.
The department has no plan to re-
move all the material.

Experts say PCBs left undis-
turbed can still leach out of the
caulking into surrounding mate-
rial or become airborne.

From the 1950s through most
of the 1970s, PCBs were add-
ed to caulking to keep it flexible,
but that changed in the late 1970s
when scientists discovered possi-
ble adverse health effects caused
by exposure to PCBs.

By 1978, the Environmental
Protection Agency listed PCBs as
a probable carcino-
genandissued stan-
dards for remov-
al and disposal of
materials like PCB-
tainted caulk, now
considered a haz-
ardous substance.

Since then, own-
ers of buildings
with unacceptable
PCB concentrations
of 50 parts per million or more in
caulking areliable for federal fines
of $3,000 and $25,000 per day until
the material is removed.

Even under its own policy, the
Department of Education only
removes window caulking dur-
ing renovations, leaving tainted
caulking in place in door frames
and masonry joints. For example,
the department’s policy would
have no effect at PS199, where
caulking obtained from an out-
side door frame contained PCB
concentrations more than 4,000
times the recommended accept-
able threshold.

Over the weekend, after low-
level PCBs were detected in air
and wipe samples in the cafete-
ria, activities in the school were
canceled and a cleanup crew was
sent in.

“I'm concerned about the wel-
fare of my child,” said Bill Haw-
thorn, whose daughter attends
kindergarten at PS 199. “If a child
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Tainted caulking an ‘emerging problem’

PCB CAULKING in public schools sparks
special concern, but the problem isn’t lim-

ited to schools.

Any building built between 1960 and 1977
that has not had all its caulking replaced is
most likely still contaminated with PCBs at
levels many times the threshold for recog-

nized health dangers.

“The caulking issue is something the agen-
cy is looking at as an emerging problem,”
said Daniel Kraft, head of the Environmen-

pliance division’s toxics section in this area.
Daniel Lefkowitz, head of Westchester

County’s task force dealing with PCBs in

schools, discovered the problem in caulking
at his son’s suburban school. That inspired
the state’s new protocol, requiring an aggres-
sive response to remove tainted caulking.

Lefkowitz said contamination also has

Bronx.

tal Protection Agency enforcement and com-

plays with this caulking or getsitin
their system, what does that do to
a 6-year-old? This may be the kind
of thing where you don’t want to
take a chance.”

Daniel Kraft, who heads the
EPA enforcement and compli-

ance division’s toxics section in
this area, said, “Wherever we find
[PCB contamination] in high con-
centrations, we usually seeitin ad-
jacent materials.”

Kraft suggested the education
department’s policv violates fed-

been found at Mount Sinai Medical Cen-
ter and at the sprawling Co-op City in the

Bill Egbert

eral law.

“The notion that ‘As long as we
don’t disturb it, we’re in compli-
ance with the regulations’ is not
an adequate interpretation,” Kraft
said.

wegbert@nvdailvnews.com
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