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Contamination at Grumman and Brookhaven
similar, but cleanup results are far different

BY PAUL LAROCCO AND DAVID M. SCHWARTZ

paul.larocco@newsday.com, david.schwartz@newsday.com

ong Island’s largest mass of carcino-

genic groundwater pollution, the

Grumman plume is expanding a foot

a day from Bethpage toward the

Great South Bay, centerpiece of the
region’s South Shore estuary system.

The spread of its 24 contami-
nants, most notably the cancer-
causing solvent trichloroethy-
lene, or TCE, contrasts
markedly with the shrinking of
a similarly toxic groundwater
plume from the property of the
Brookhaven National Labora-
tory, 35 miles east.

Environmentalists and scien-
tists who study the quality and
movement of plumes say the
cleanup methods have been
similar, but not the comprehen-
siveness and commitment.

The federal Department of
Energy is more than 20 years
into a $360 million plan to ex-
tract the entirety of the pollu-
tion that leaked from
Brookhaven. Its spread has
been stopped and the contami-
nation is on track to be virtu-

ally eliminated in another 40 to
50 years.

While spending hundreds of
millions of dollars over the last
30 years on more-pinpoint
cleanups and numerous stud-
ies, the entities responsible for
the Bethpage pollution —
Grumman’s corporate succes-
sor, Northrop Grumman and
the U.S. Navy — have rejected
calls to fully contain and fully
remove the contamination.

Instead, they have largely re-
lied on water providers to clean
up the supply before it comes
out of the tap.

“It’s really the tale of two Su-
perfund sites,” said Adrienne
Esposito, executive director of
the advocacy group Citizens
Campaign for the Environment,
using the state and federal term

Work is being done June 26 at the Bethpage Ballpark, which was
once a dumping ground for a nearby Grumman facility.

for former hazardous waste dis-
posal sources.

Industrial contamination of
Long Island’s aquifer, the sole
drinking water source for mil-
lions of residents, has become a
defining environmental crisis,
with the Grumman plume the
most intractable example.

Comparing the cleanups at
Brookhaven and Grumman of-
fers a look at the future hoped
for by many of the 250,000 peo-

ple living in Bethpage and sur-
rounding communities whose
drinking water is in the path of
the plume. It also provides an
example of what could have
been possible had more aggres-
sive action been taken earlier in
Bethpage.

After years of endorsing mea-
sured approaches, the state De-
partment of Environmental
Conservation, which regulates
the Grumman plume, in Decem-

Brookhaven National Laboratory was placed on the

ber approved a plan aimed at
full containment and cleanup.

“It’s the state waking up to
the argument that providing
protection ahead of time, be-
fore you hit the [drinking] well
screen, may make more eco-
nomic sense,” said Paul
Granger, a longtime consultant
for local water districts im-
pacted by groundwater pollu-
tion. “Because you’re paying
for it one way or the other.”

A Newsday investigation pub-
lished in February found Grum-
man knew as far back as the
mid-1970s that its practices
were causing the contamina-
tion, but the company kept se-
cret information that could
have helped lessen its severity.

The state, meanwhile, long
downplayed and underesti-
mated the pollution and did lit-
tle to contain its spread.

Much of this period over-
lapped with Brookhaven’s em-
brace of the most-common
plume cleanup method.

Called “pump-and-treat,” the
water purification technique
used to surround the contami-
nation there entails hydrauli-
cally pulling billions of gallons
of toxic water from the aquifer,
cleansing it in treatment plants
and allowing it to seep back



fedéral list of hazardous waste sites in 1989. The pu

into ground from holding
ponds. The system has been
adopted around the region,
country and world, even
though it can run for decades, if
not longer.

Pump-and-treat has also
been used in spots within the
now-4.3-mile-long, 2.1-mile-
wide Grumman plume, but
never around its perimeter in a
way aimed at fully stopping its
expansion beneath southeast-
ern’s densely populated sub-
urbs.

“It does work if it’s done cor-
rectly,” said Kurt Pennell, a
Brown University engineering
professor who specializes in en-
vironmental contaminants and
groundwater remediation tech-
nologies. “It’s an effective con-
tainment strategy and it will
clean the contaminants.”

Speaking generally because
he has not studied the Grum-
man plume, Pennell noted that
hydraulic extraction well sys-
tems require proper design,
constant monitoring and a
long-term financial commit-
ment to achieve a complete
cleanup.

“It’ll work pretty well on the
plume,” he said. “But you may
be there for 100 years.”

The new state plan would in-
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stall 24 wells within and along
the Grumman plume’s perime-
ter. The wells would pump and
treat millions of gallons of the
contaminated water each day.

Environmental conservation
officials project the cost at $585
million over 30 years, with con-
tainment likely being achieved
within several years but more
than a century needed for a full
return to clean groundwater.
They said Northrop Grumman
and the Navy would ultimately
pick up the expense, even if the
state began the work on its own
and took them to court.

In a statement this week,
Martin Brand, a deputy state en-
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vironmental commissioner,
said negotiations with the re-
sponsible parties are “nearing
completion to ensure this work
will begin in 2020.”

Northrop Grumman and the
Navy have argued that the plan
is a political response to a pub-
lic outcry about the pollution,
rather than sound science. In
formal comments submitted to
the state, they have also said
that a pump-and-treat system
would be unfeasible on the
needed scale and could inter-
fere with the cleanup compo-
nents they have already en-
acted or agreed to.

Those include a long-run-
ning containment system along
the southern edge of the for-
mer Grumman property and
the more-focused cleanups at
plume “hot spots.” They con-
tend that the state’s far bigger
containment solution is unnec-
essary because local water
providers clean the tainted
water before delivering it to
taps.

That purification has primar-
ily been funded by the Navy
and local taxpayers, not
Northrop Grumman, the multi-
national defense contractor
with tens of billions of dollars
in annual revenue.

mp-an-treat method to clean up the plume there is expected to remove contamination by 2065 to 2070.

“We take our environmental
remediation responsibility seri-
ously, and we remain commit-
ted to working with all stake-
holders to provide fact-based,
scientifically sound remedia-
tion efforts that advance the
cleanup and help protect the
community without unneces-
sary disruption and potential
harm,” Northrop Grumman
spokesman Tim Paynter said in
a statement to Newsday.

Neither the company nor the
Navy has historically expressed
the same alarm as residents
over the southward spread of
the plume. Beyond noting that
state and local authorities have
deemed the drinking water
safe, the company and the Navy
endorsed plume models that
predicted contamination de-
creasing by natural means.

In its plan published last De-
cember, the state confirmed
that previously it had incor-
rectly backed those models,
and that contamination levels
in many areas of the plume
have intensified, not lessened.

Similar solvents used
Brookhaven National Lab
and Grumman used many of
the same industrial solvents,
such as TCE, that are now clas-

sified as carcinogens.

Brookhaven did so while con-
ducting research and develop-
ment projects for the Depart-
ment of Energy. The lab con-
taminated the groundwater
through spills, leaks and dis-
posal of the solvents, as well as
pesticides and radioactive mate-
rial. Strontium and tritium
leaked from a waste storage sys-
tem of a nuclear research reac-
tor that closed in 1969.

At its peak, the pollution ex-
tended underground as far as
2.5 miles from the Brookhaven
National Laboratory property
to Brookhaven-Calabro airport.

After being named to the fed-
eral list of former hazardous
waste sites, or Superfund list, in
1989, the lab dismissed con-
cerns raised by the community
and the Suffolk County Depart-
ment of Health about pollution
flowing south toward residen-
tial drinking water wells
through most of the 1990s, said
Esposito, of the Citizens Cam-
paign for the Environment.

Eventually, the Department
of Energy changed course.

In 1997, U.S. Energy Secre-
tary Federico Pena terminated
his agency’s contract with a

See PLUME on A12
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nonprofit entity that managed
the lab over the group’s han-
dling of an underground leak of
radioactive tritium. Pena said
at a press conference that the
lab “has lost the public trust
from the citizens of Long Is-
land.”

Brookhaven Science Asso-
ciates, a partnership between
Stony Brook University and Bat-
telle, an Ohio-based nonprofit
research organization, took
over the lab’s management.
After an extensive effort to
map the plume, the energy de-
partment has funded a pump-
and-treat cleanup aimed at stop-
ping the plume’s spread and
cleaning it up.

Brookhaven Science has
drilled 79 wells to extract
tainted water, including near
sources of contamination in the
middle of the plume and at the
edges. Twenty-five are cur-
rently in operation, using
groundwater data that mapped
the plume.

“We used that information to
develop a really robust regional
groundwater model for the

site,” said William Dorsch, the
lab’s groundwater protection
group supervisor. “It’s proved
out over time. Our predictions
have been on target.”

“BNL knew it would be in
the community for a long
time,” said Esposito, who sits
on a 30-member advisory
board that meets with lab offi-
cials to monitor cleanup.

“It’s not widespread panic
here, that’s for sure,” said Ray-
mond Keenan, also an advisory
board member and president of
the Manor Park Civic Associa-
tion, based about a mile and a
half south of the lab. “There’s al-
ways a concern. But at least
there’s progress being made.”

Brookhaven National
projects that its pump-and-
treat effort will extract that last
of the solvent plume by 2065,
and the radioactive by 2070.

Grumman’s Bethpage prop-
erty — once a 600-acre mini-
city of manufacturing plants, of-
fices and even a runway — was
declared a state Superfund site
in 1983, six years before
Brookhaven National. Since
1987, it has been deemed a
higher-risk site requiring reme-

dial action.

The soil and groundwater
pollution began decades ear-
lier, a result of the company’s
chemical waste storage and dis-
posal methods. It had used the
chief contaminant, TCE, for 40
years, in degreasing vats and
spray guns, discharging the
wastewater into basins to leach
into the ground, and storing it a
4,000-gallon tank that leaked.

As early as 1990, the Beth-
page Water District called for
full-containment, pump-and-
treat remediation for the
groundwater pollution that had
already spread from Grum-
man’s site and reached the dis-
trict’s public supply wells.

But the state, in a written re-
sponse to one of those re-
quests, called a cleanup fo-
cused on off-site contamination
a “waste of time and money.”

Instead, plans issued in the
1990s and early 2000s focused
primarily on cleansing the
toxic soil on Grumman and
Navy grounds and stopping fur-
ther groundwater contamina-
tion from escaping beneath the
site and at Bethpage Commu-
nity Park, a former Grumman

waste dump before its donation
to the Town of Oyster Bay.

Since the late 1990s,
Northrop Grumman has accom-
plished this “onsite contain-
ment” by running a five-well
pump-and-treat system at the
southern boundary of its for-
mer plant as well as a smaller
one at the park. Since the
mid-2000s, two Navy wells
have also targeted plume “hot
spots.” A half-dozen more,
some run by the Navy and the
others by Northrop Grumman,
are under construction.

The state’s full containment
plan, however, would nearly
triple the total amount of con-
taminant extraction wells. It is
a departure from 25 years of
oversight that often fell back on
the fact that Bethpage Water
and other local providers al-
ready stripped the groundwa-
ter of contaminants before de-
livering it for drinking.

During that time, the spread-
ing edges of the plume went
largely unaddressed. The
change began early last decade,
when the state stopped effec-
tively deferring to consultants
for the Navy and Northrop

Grumman — whose projec-
tions were later proved faulty
— to formulate a cleanup.

“Merely relying on the Navy
and Grumman to aggressively
pursue remediating the plume
wasn’t sufficient,” said Richard
Humann, president and CEO of
H2M + engineers, which has
consulted for the Bethpage
Water District for decades.

A 2014 bill sponsored by
then-Assemb. Joseph Saladino
(R-Massapequa), now the
Town of Oyster Bay supervisor,
called on state environmental
officials to study pump-and-
treat containment of the Grum-
man plume. Gov. Andrew M.
Cuomo signed the bill into law
over the objections of his previ-
ous environmental conserva-
tion commissioner.

In 2016, a preliminary study
found that full containment
could be feasible, albeit “ex-
tremely difficult.”

Still, that set the course for
the state’s current $585 million
plan, which calls for containing
the plume by digging 16 extrac-
tion wells hundreds of feet
deep along its margins and
pumping so much contami-
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nated water from the ground
that the pollution couldn’t
spread. Those wells would be
supplemented with eight wells
in the interior of the plume de-
signed to capture the bulk of
contamination.

Pumped out of the ground at
a rate of 12,100 gallons per
minute, contaminated water
would be piped to five plants
for cleansing. Most of the

A groundwater treatment system in Manorville is mitigating

treated water would be re-
turned to the aquifer through a
new 10-acre basin within Beth-
page State Park. Water would
also be deposited in Massape-
qua Creek and used to irrigate
the park in summer.

‘Slow and expensive’
Pump-and-treat systems are

“generally good for containing

plumes and reducing the con-

the plume near Brookhaven National Lab.

JEFFREY BASINGER

taminant mass,” said Lenny
Siegel, executive director of the
Mountain View, California-
based Center for Public Envi-
ronmental Oversight, which ad-
vises communities on pollution
cleanups.

But, he said, “It’s going to be
slow and expensive. It’s a big
problem.”

Local water providers have
celebrated the state’s about-

face, saying their early calls for
a comprehensive plan have
been proven right.

“Is it technically feasible?
Absolutely yes,” said Granger,
superintendent of the
Hicksville Water District, who
previously consulted for the
Massapequa Water District,
which is in the path of the
plume.

Obstacles would include ob-
taining property and rights of
way to place the wells and
run 24 miles of piping under-
ground.

“The problem is that this is
just on such a large scale,” he
said.

Brand said the state’s data
refutes the previous Northrop
Grumman and Navy asser-
tions that experts believe a
full containment is unfeasible.

“We’ve done the expert analy-
sis and we know that this can
be done,” he said. “This commu-
nity deserves nothing less.”

Brown University’s Pennell,
who has reviewed numerous ex-
tensive groundwater contami-
nation remediations, said objec-
tions to hydraulic containment
based on its supposed ineffec-
tiveness or disruption to the
community were not com-
pelling.

“You can definitely do it,”
he said.

Charles Rich, a hydrogeolo-
gist who has studied Long Is-
land groundwater for nearly 50
years, said of the state plan,

“the best we can expect or
hope to accomplish would be
preventing its spread further.”

But, generally, he fell in line
with assertions by Northrop
Grumman and the Navy that re-
moving the mass entirely will
be impossible because the con-
taminants settle so deeply into
the layers of sand and clay that
compose the aquifer.

In that regard, the state plan
“will lead to false expectations
and money ill-spent,” said Rich,
president of CA Rich Consul-
tants in Plainview and a former
employee of the United States
Geological Survey.

But leaving the pollution in
the ground would violate basic
principles about pollution
cleanup, according to other ex-
perts.

Federal and state environ-
mental laws were fashioned on
the principle that polluters
should have to pay for full
cleanup, not just remove the
pollution to regulatory stan-
dards before it comes out of the
tap.

“Someone made a pile of
money on the process that re-
sulted in the contamination.
Shouldn’t they have to clean it
up? That’s the real question,”
said Dr. David Carpenter, direc-
tor of the Institute for Health
and the Environment at the Uni-
versity at Albany. “The basic
principle from that legislation
is that the polluter pays and is
responsible for cleanup.”
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