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Earthjustice is a non-profit public interest law firm dedicated to protecting the magnificent
places, natural resources, and wildlife of this earth, and to defending the right of all

people to a healthy environment. We bring about far-reaching change by enforcing and
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of Nuclear War for building public pressure to end the nuclear arms race. Today, PSR’s
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and trained medical spokespeople who can effectively target threats to global survival.
Since 1991, when PSR formally expanded its work by creating its environment and health
program, PSR has addressed the issues of global warming and the toxic degradation of our
environment. PSR presses for policies to curb global warming, ensure clean air, generate

a sustainable energy future, prevent human exposures to toxic substances, and minimize
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COAL ASH IMPACTING LIVES: PORTRAIT OF R.G. HUNT

R. G. Hunt lives in
Waterflow, New Mexico, on
land his family has owned
for four generations, As
the town's name suggests,
they drank from a fresh-
water well on the property,
and for years his sheep
grazed nearby and drank
from natural springs and
an arroyo (a dry creek bed
that runs during the rainy
season)—until the mid-
1970's.

In 1972 a utility company
built the San Juan Power
Plant next to Hunt’s land
and began using the dry
arroyo to discharge their
wastewater. The company
also buried coal ash in
nearby dry streambeds,
rather than building surface
impoundments with protective liners. Lacking
effective containment, the ash leached into
underground aquifers, contaminating Hunt's
water with high levels of arsenic, selenium,
potassium, chromium, lead, sulfate, and other
toxicants.

“By 1975 after the dumping of the coal
ash began, my family started to get sick,”
Hunt told the U.S. House of Representatives
Subcommittee on Energy and Environment
in formal testimony in December 2009. |
was diagnosed with heavy metal poisoning
with extremely high arsenic, iron, lead, and

selenium levels. | lost nearly 100 pounds in less

than a year. | was so weak | couldn't stand or
work, and wasn't expected to live."

Hunt did survive, although he and his wife
suffered from indigestion, diarrhea, nausea,
and vomiting and had problems with mental
focus and comprehension. Their children also
had constant indigestion and diarrhea, their

hair began to fall out, and
their eyesight worsened.
The children's teachers
reported that the kids also
haa difficulty with simple
tasks of concentration and
comprehension.

For two years, the
family bought drinking
water and carried it
into their home until
they could afford the
connection fees for the
public water system,
“Once we stopped using
the well,” Hunt recounts,
“we began, slowly, to
improve." He, his wife, and
their kids had been sick
for more than ten years.

Hunt's animals suffered
as well. "I watched 1,400
sheep slowly suffer and
die from the lack of safe drinking water,” he
told Congress. "Within two years | lost my
entire sheep herd and took outside jobs,
rather than risk selling contaminated meat to
my customers.”

In 1984 the EPA fined the utility company
and required it to line the ponds. However,
the utility arranged to bury their fly ash in
unlined pits in the neighboring San Juan Coal
Mine. As a result, fly ash and scrubber sludge
continue to contaminate the Hunts' arroyo
and groundwater.

Hunt's closing words to Congress indicate
his deep disillusionment: “My experience is
that the energy industry cannot be entrusted
with innocent lives or to regulate themselves,
for the good of the community, in lieu of a
profit for their stockholders. | urge you to take
every measure available to you to prevent this
from happening te anyone, anywhere in our
nation, ever again."’”®
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UNPREDICTABLE FAILURES

North Dakotea: Lined coal ash ‘hmm"\ leak

arsenic and selenium

At the United Power Coal Creek Station, a power
plant in North Dakota, surface impoundments
were built with protective linings. However, the
linings of several impoundments developed severe
leaks within a few years of construction. Ground
water monitoring at the site showed arsenic and
selenium in excess of health-based levels. The state
eventually required that the ponds be relined with
a composite liner.”

Georgia: Millions of gallons spill into creek

f:'f'}!h’ o ,‘IH.’,‘_\".I" sinkhole

This sinkhole highlights the many ways in which
toxic substances can escape from storage areas

and contaminate the environment. An unlined
coal ash pond in Cartersville, Georgia, developed
a sinkhole that ultimately reached four acres and a
depth of 30 feet. An estimated 2.25 million gallons
of coal ash and water were released into the tribu-
tary of a local creek, causing a temporary arsenic
spike in a public drinking water source. Remedial
action followed, involving dredging coal ash from
the creek.™

CONTAMINATION OF WATER AND FISH

Texas: Selenviom contaminaltion leads to )I'M'h. keills
and fish cons Hm[;‘i-‘.l'.rn.r aduisories

Discharges from coal ash ponds poisoned fish

with high levels of selenium at three reservoirs in
Texas—and, through the fish, the selenium poten-

tially reached human beings. The reservoirs—the

COAL ASH IMPACTING LIVES: PORTRAIT OF GAYLE QUEEN

During the ten years that Gayle Queen lived

in Gambrills, Maryland, a small community
south of Baltimore, a power company dumped
4.1 million tons of coal ash near her home.
Trucked in from another community, the coal
ash was deposited into an unlined sand and
gravel pit with excavations as deep as 80 feet.

The dumping created two problems. Ash
dust went airborne, meaning “we all breathed
the dust in,” according to Mrs. Queen. And
while there was supposed to be no contact
between the coal ash and surface or ground
water, dangerous chemicals did leach out
of the unlined pit. From 1999 through 2007,
tests showed that arsenic, iron, manganese,
and sulfate were leaching at dangerous levels,
eventually entering an aquifer that supplies the
community's drinking water and contaminat-
ing residents’ private wells.

Mrs. Queen, who has a well at her home,
noted, “| rely on my well water to provide
cooking, drinking and bathing water.”

Because of the coal ash contamination,
Mrs. Queen fears that she has lost both her

financial security and her health. "My biggest
monetary asset, my home, is worthless,” she
stated. “| may have to file for bankruptcy.” In
addition, according to the 56-year-old Mrs.
Queen, “My doctor has told me | have the
lungs of an 80-year-old woman because of
breathing in the coal ash. | am terrified about
my future health.”

She also worries about the health of her
children and grandchildren. "They drank the
water, bathed in it, brushed their teeth and
breathed in this dust. Will they get a disease,
too? No one can tell me for sure. But | do
know they never should have been exposed
to this stuff.”

Mrs. Queen, testifying before the U.S.
Congress, called on the government to pre-
vent coal ash contamination from happening
again, adding, “If the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency had the authority to require liners
and force power companies not to dump close
to drinking water systems, what happened to
me and my community would not happen to
anyone else."™
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Brandy Branch Reservoir in northeastern Texas become pregnant not to consume any fish from the
along the Louisiana border, the Welsh Reservoir

northeast of Dallas, and the Martin Lake Reservoir

reservoir whatsoever. That advisory remained in
effect for 12 years.™
southeast of Dallas—all received contaminated

run-off from power plants. In response to elevated Tennessee: Toxics damage [ish, plants,

levels of selenium in fish in the reservoirs, the and small mammals

Texas Department of Health issued fish consump- At the Department of Energy’s Chestnut Ridge
tion advisories, in one case warning people to eat Operable Unit 2 in Oak Ridge, Tennessee, coal ash
no more than eight ounces of fish from the res- slurry was stored in a pond created by building an
ervoir per week. Another advisory urged children earthen dam across a creek. Constructed to hold 20

under six and women who were pregnant or might vears’ worth of ash, after only 12 years it was filled

SCIENTIFIC STUDIES OF ECOLOGICAL DAMAGE FROM COAL ASH

Besides being documented

in damage cases, the effects
of coal ash residues on wild-
life have been the focus of
published scientific studies.
These studies show that coal
ash presents significant risks,
especially to aguatic and semi-
aquatic organisms. Its effects
range from producing physical
deformities in fish and am-
phibians, to wiping out entire
populations.”

Plants and animals that inhabit coal ash-
contaminated sites accumulate toxic ele-
ments, including arsenic, cadmium, copper,
and lead, sometimes in very high concentra-
tions. Among plants, high levels of accumula-
tion have been noted in algae (for copper);
arrowhead (copper and lead); cattails (cop-
per), and sago pondweed (for arsenic and
chromium). Among invertebrates, plankton
accumulate high levels of selenium; cad-
disflies of cadmium, chromium and cop-
per; Asiatic clams of cadmium and copper;
crayfish of copper and selenium: crickets
of chromium; and earthworms of arsenic,
chromium, and selenium. Moving up the food
chain, bullhead minnows, sunfish, largemouth
bass, and bluegill have all been documented
to accumulate high levels of selenium, as have

(Litah).

Duck embryos damaged by

seleniiom contamination

banded water snakes, slider
turtles, barn swallows and
muskrats. Bullfrogs accumulate
both selenium and arsenic.?
Exposure to coal ash con-
taminants may lead to death
or cause other, lesser effects.
Coal ash toxicants often build
up in animals' organs, including
the reproductive argans, where
they can negatively influence
reproductive rates, Sublethal
effects also include physi-
cal abnormalities that can influence critical
behaviors, such as feeding, swimming speed
and predator-avoidance reflexes. In one
study,®® scientists raised Southern Leopard
Frog tadpoles on either sand or coal ash-
contaminated sediment. Ninety percent of the
tadpoles exposed to the contaminated sedi-
ment displayed abnormalities of the mouth,
while none of the control individuals did.
Contaminated tadpoles also had decreased
developmental rates and weighed signifi-
cantly less. These and other abnormalities can
have a negative impact on population survival
rates. Coal ash contaminants can also affect
the abundance, diversity and quality of food
resources, thus creating substantial indirect
effects that ripple up through food chains to
impact higher life forms.

Bill Wadell, USFWS
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