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Health Consultation: A Note of Explanation  

An ATSDR health consultation is a verbal or written response from ATSDR to a specific 
request for information about health risks related to a specific site, a chemical release, or 
the presence of hazardous material. In order to prevent or mitigate exposures, a 
consultation may lead to specific actions, such as restricting use of or replacing water 
supplies; intensifying environmental sampling; restricting site access; or removing the 
contaminated material.  

In addition, consultations may recommend additional public health actions, such as 
conducting health surveillance activities to evaluate exposure or trends in adverse health 
outcomes; conducting biological indicators of exposure studies to assess exposure; and 
providing health education for health care providers and community members. This 
concludes the health consultation process for this site, unless additional information is 
obtained by ATSDR which, in the Agency’s opinion, indicates a need to revise or append 
the conclusions previously issued. 

You May Contact ATSDR Toll Free at  
1-888-42ATSDR 

or 
Visit our Home Page at: http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov  
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Background and Statement of Issues 

Statement of Issues 

Citizens who reside near and on Nassau Lake (Rensselaer County, New York) and near the 
Dewey Loeffel Landfill are concerned about their exposure to contaminants in their drinking 
water and to exposures to soils, sediment, air and surface water contaminated with 
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs). The Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry 
(ATSDR) has received requests from Rensselaer County and from Senator Schumer to perform a 
health study in relation to these exposures. 

ATSDR is responsible for evaluating human exposures to chemicals released into the 
environment, evaluating the public health implications of such exposures, making 
recommendations to protect public health, and determining the need for further public health 
actions, which may include a health study.  The purpose of this health consultation is to evaluate 
the exposures to the community from the above pathways and to determine the need for 
additional public health actions. 

Background 

Nassau Lake is a man-made 172-acre impoundment of the Valatie Kill Creek.  The area 
surrounding the lake is populated and the lake is used for recreational purposes by the residents. 
In the late 1970s, fish and sediment in the lake were found to be contaminated with PCBs from 
the Dewey Loeffel Landfill site which is about 2.5 miles from the lake (NYSDOH Files, 2003). 

The Dewey Loeffel Landfill site is a hazardous waste landfill that operated from 1952 until 
around 1970, prior to regulations governing such activities. Operations ceased in the early 1970s 
and the site was covered with local soil and graded. In the late 1970s, after the Hazardous Waste 
Program in New York State was initiated, the New York State Department of Environmental 
Conservation (NYSDEC), along with the New York State Department of Health (NYSDOH) and 
the Rensselaer County Health Department (RCHD), investigated the site and the potentially 
affected area, including Nassau Lake. This effort resulted in a 1980 agreement between the State 
and the responsible parties to further investigate and remediate the site.  A clay barrier wall, a 
cap and a leachate collection system within the barrier wall to control the level of leachate within 
the cell was completed in 1984.  Since that time, a hydrogeologic investigation confirmed that 
groundwater is affected in the area south of the site which was previously thought to be outside 
of the drainage area.  General Electric has provieded filters on three wells to the south of the site 
and one well to the north. A Proposed Remedial Action Plan to enhance the operation of the 
containment system is pending approval and implementation.  In addition, because of elevated 
levels of PCBs, primarily Aroclor-1260, found in certain species of fish, a fish consumption 
advisory was issued in 1980. This advisory was revised in 1988 to include all fish species 
(NYSDOH Site Files, 2003). 
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Community Health Concerns 

Between 1978 and 1980, preliminary investigations of the Dewey Loeffel site were done by the 
NYSDEC, NYSDOH, and the RCHD. In 1980, the General Electric Corporation (GE) hired a 
consultant to do a more extensive investigation of the site and to design the remedy (see above).  
  Throughout this process, there were numerous public informational meetings conducted by the 
Town of Nassau, the Nassau Lakes Association, or the State. After the on-site remediation was 
complete, there was little public interaction until 1988 when further environmental sampling was 
performed and the state initiated a lawsuit requiring GE to investigate off-site contamination. 

From 1988 to the present, considerable community involvment has occurred regarding the site.  
The NYSDOH and NYSDEC have had extensive interaction with the community regarding their 
concerns over potential environmental contamination and specific health issues.  During this 
fourteen year period, numerous meetings were held with the Nassau Lake Association, the 
Citizens Environmental Coalition (CEC), the Rensselaer County Legislature, the Town of 
Nassau Toxic Waste Committee, the citizen=s group UNCAGED (United Neighbors Concerned 
about General Electric and the Dewey Loeffel Landfill), and the general public. 

Most recently, the NYSDOH has been working closely with a group of stakeholders (including 
representatives from the Towns of Nassau and Schodack, CEC, Nassau Lake Association, and 
UNCAGED) to address ongoing concerns about the PCB contamination of Nassau Lake.  
Regular stakeholder meetings have been held since the Summer of 2001 and the group=s main 
objectives have included: 

1) creating a summary of residential well water sampling results to increase the public=s 
understanding of the data; 

2) having a cancer incidence study conducted for the area; 
3) forming a fish advisory workgroup to educate the public about the dangers of consuming 

PCB-contaminated fish from Nassau Lake; and, 
4) designing an exposure study (health study) to investigate serum PCB levels among 

Nassau Lake residents. 

The NYSDOH have undertaken several initiatives to inform the public regarding the Nassau 
Lake fish advisory (see Public Health Action Plan for more details).  Although consumption of 
fish from the lake may still be occurring, it is generally believed that persons who live around 
Nassau Lake are well aware of the fishing advisory and risks of consuming fish from the lake.  
Some of the citizens living around the lake (about 150-200 persons) are mainly concerned about 
their exposures to PCBs from contaminated soils, sediment, water, and air (Personal 
Communication, Site Manager, NYSDOH).  Concern has also been expressed regarding 
exposures to children. 
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Discussion 

Contaminants of Concern and Exposure Pathways 

Nassau Lake. The primary contaminants of concern in sediment and surface water from the 
Nassau Lake and in soils adjacent to lake are PCBs. The levels of PCBs in sediment range from 
less than 0.08 ppm to 9 ppm.  The average PCB level in these samples of the lake=s sediment is 
2.3 ppm.  The average for the sediment in the northern end of the lake is higher (3.1 ppm) than 
for the southern end (1.6 ppm).  Soils have been sampled from five properties along the lake that 
are flood-prone. The levels of PCBs ranged from less than 0.018 ppm to 2.2 ppm.  The highest 
average in any one property was 1.4 ppm.  For the other properties, PCB levels averaged 0.23 
ppm, 0.05 ppm, and 0.04 ppm and non-detect.  The PCB levels in the sediment from the lake are 
fairly consistent throughout the lake and the soil levels are, for the most part, lower.  With one 
exception, PCBs have not been detected in water from Nassau Lake.  The one sample taken on 
November 18, 1993, during heavy runoff, contained 0.053 ppb or parts per billion (NYSDOH 
2000). Based on these results, it is possible that persons who reside along the lake may be 
exposed to PCBs through incidental ingestion of sediment while wading, swimming or playing 
near the shoreline or in the lake. Therefore, the public health implications of exposure to PCBs 
via these routes will be further discussed in the public health implications section below.   

Air Around Nassau Lake.   General Electric Corporation sampled air around Nassau Lake at 
three locations on the shore during the summer of 1997.  No PCBs were found in any of the 
samples at a detection limit 0.004 Fg/m3 or micrograms per cubic meter (NYSDOH 2000).   
Based on these results, it does not appear that residents around the lake are being exposed to 
appreciable levels of PCBs from the lake by breathing air.  Given the relatively low levels of 
PCBs in the surface water and sediment and the physical and chemical properties of PCBs, 
appreciable levels of PCBs in air from the lake would not be expected.  Because no data or 
information are available to indicate that persons who reside around the lake are exposed to 
PCBs in the air, no further evaluation of this pathway will be performed.          

Drinking Water Around the Nassau Lake and Dewey Loeffel Landfill.  Several private 
wells near the Dewey Loeffel Landfill site have been contaminated with various site-related 
volatile organic contaminants (VOCs).  No samples of private well water has ever detected 
contamination by PCBs.  Monitoring by the NYSDOH around the landfill begin in the late 
1970's.  Since the late 1990's, GE has performed routine monitoring of wells suspected to be in 
or near the plume of groundwater contamination.  Depending on the location of the private well 
and the potential for the well to become contaminated, the monitoring frequency ranges from 
quarterly to yearly. A review of the monitoring data from the late 1970's to present indicates that 
private well numbers 1, 2, 24, and 25 were contaminated by site-related VOCs above ATSDR 
health comparison or screening values.  However, it is believed that exposure to VOCs occurred 
only to persons who consumed water from wells 24 and 25.  Persons who used well 1 are 
reported to have gotten their water from a nearby spring and did not use the well water.  Well 2 
was not in use when it was found to be contaminated because the house was vacantBa new 
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uncontaminated well was subsequently drilled before the house was occupied (Personal 
Communication, NYSDOH Site Manager).  All contaminated wells still in use have a carbon 
filtration treatment system installed.  For private wells 24 and 25, the first time contamination 
was found was during December 1992 and January 1993.  Both wells were previously tested in 
July and August of 1988 and were found to be free of site-related contaminants.  Therefore, the 
longest, worst-case, duration of exposure to these well users was about four years.  Also, well 24 
was actually two wells that were drilled at two depths and were combined to serve a house and 
an apartment on the same property.  Persons who consumed water from well 25 may have been  
exposed to TCE at about 25 micrograms per liter or Fg/L (the level detected in July 1988 before 
a treatment system was installed).  For the users of well 24, they may have been exposed to 
about 86 Fg/L (the average level detected during the December 1992 and January 1993 
sampling events).  Because it is believed that persons who consumed water from wells 24 and 25 
were exposed to TCE above health comparison values, the public health implications of 
exposures to TCE will be further discussed below. 

Public Health Implications 

Current and Past Exposures to PCBs from Nassau Lake Sediment and Soils. At the request 
of the the Rensselaer County Environmental Management Council, the NYSDOH performed a 
health evaluation of exposure to PCBs in sediment from the Nassau Lake and from residential 
soils along the lake (NYSDOH 2000). This evaluation and the accompanying letter to the 
Rensselaer County is provided in Attachment A.  The NYSDOH evaluated exposures using two 
methods.  One method was to evaluate the estimated exposures to PCBs in relation to health 
effects shown in animal or human studies.  The other method was to compare studies that have 
evaluated people=s PCB blood serum levels in relation to potential exposures to contaminated 
soils and sediments.  ATSDR reviewed the report by the NYSDOH and believe the conclusions 
to be accurate and in accordance with generally accepted assessment practices (ATSDR 2002).  
The NYSDOH concluded that both methods of evaluation suggest that exposure to PCBs in soil 
or sediment at Nassau Lake is likely to be small and people are unlikely to experience any 
detectable health effects that can be associated with these exposures. However, the NYSDOH 
could not rule out that people exposed may have some, although difficult to detect, increases in 
PCB body burdens (NYSDOH 2000). ATSDR concurs with these findings (ATSDR 2002).   

Past Exposure to TCE in Private Wells. Studies of workers exposed to trichloroethene and 
other chemicals show an association between exposure to high levels of trichloroethene and 
increased risks of certain forms of cancer, including kidney, liver and non-Hodgkin's lymphoma. 
It is unlikely that chance is responsible for these associations; however, the role of other factors 
in causing these cancers, including exposures to other potential cancer-causing chemicals, is not 
fully known. Thus, these data suggest, but do not prove, that trichloroethene causes cancer in 
humans.  Other studies show that people living in communities with drinking water supplies 
contaminated by mixtures of chemicals, including trichloroethene, have higher risks of certain 
types of cancer (e.g., non-Hodgkin's lymphoma) than do people living in communities with 
uncontaminated drinking water.  These studies are weaker than those of workers largely because  

4 




we do not know for certain whether the people who got cancer actually drank the contaminated 
water for long periods of time before they got cancer.  Trichloroethene causes cancer in 
laboratory animals given large oral doses or exposed to high levels in air over their lifetimes 
(ATSDR, 1997). The animal cancers caused by trichloroethene include liver, kidney, testes, 
lymphoma, and lung cancer.  Chemicals that may cause cancer in workers and cause cancer in 
laboratory animals may cause cancer in humans who are exposed to lower levels over long 
periods of time.  

Based on the results of studies in animals and limited sampling of private residential water 
supply wells, people drinking water (from wells 24 and 25) containing trichloroethene at levels 
from 25 Fg/L to as levels as high as 86 Fg/L for a maximum of four years, are estimated to have 
a low increased risk of developing cancer (i.e., the increased risk is between one-in-one million 
and one-in-ten thousand). 

Trichloroethene also produces non-cancer effects, primarily to the liver and kidneys.  Although 
the risks of noncarcinogenic effects from past exposures in drinking water are not completely 
understood, the existing data suggest that they could be low for people exposed to levels of 
trichloroethene ranging from 25 to 86 Fg/L. 

Although the likelihood of an adverse health effect because of past exposures to person who 
used wells 24 and 25 for potable purposes is low, ATSDR concurs that these exposures needed 
to be eliminated or minimized to below levels of health concern.         

ATSDR Child Health Considerations 

The ATSDR Child Health Initiative emphasizes examining child health issues in all of the 
agency activities, including evaluating child-focused concerns through its mandated public 
health assessment activities.  The ATSDR consider children when evaluating exposure pathways 
and potential health effects from environmental contaminants.  We recognize that children are of 
special concern because of their greater potential for exposure from play and other behavior 
patterns. Children sometimes differ from adults in their susceptibility to the effects of hazardous 
chemicals, but whether there is a difference depends on the chemical.  Children may be more or 
less susceptible than adults to health effects from a chemical and the relationship may change 
with developmental age. 

As indicated above, ATSDR reviewed and concurs with NYSDOH=s evaluation methods and 
conclusions regarding potential health effects of exposure to PCB contamination of sediment and 
soils around Nassau Lake. The NYSDOH did consider PCB exposure to children in their 
evaluation (NYSDOH 2000). Therefore, exposure to children and any potential increased 
sensitivity to PCB exposures was taken into account when evaluating the health risks associated 
with the site. 
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The potential for trichloroethene to cause adverse effects in the offspring of humans and/or 
laboratory animals has been assessed in several studies.  Studies of children born to women who 
were exposed to trichloroethene in drinking water during pregnancy provide limited evidence 
that an association may exist between oral trichloroethene exposure and adverse developmental 
effects (e.g., neural tube and oral cleft defects, low birth weight) as well as childhood leukemia 
(ATSDR, 1997). In each of these studies, the mothers were exposed to chemicals other than 
trichloroethene, and the overall data are not strong enough to conclude that the effects are caused 
by trichloroethene and not by some other factor or factors.  When pregnant animals are exposed 
by ingestion and/or inhalation to large amounts of trichloroethene, adverse effects on the normal 
development of the offspring are observed (ATSDR, 1997).  In most, but not all of these studies, 
the high amounts of trichloroethene also caused adverse health effects on the parent animal.  The 
estimated levels of exposure to trichloroethene in drinking water were compared to the exposure 
levels in the animal studies in which adverse health effects were observed, and were found to be 
lower. Thus, the possibility that children may have increased sensitivity to trichloroethene was 
taken into account when evaluating the potential health risks associated with the site. 

Health Outcome Data 

ATSDR has not independently performed an evaluation of health outcome data for the 
geographic areas around Nassau Lake and the Dewey Loeffel Landfill. However, the NYSDOH 
has performed a cancer incidence evaluation of persons who reside in geographic areas (zip 
codes) that include or are adjacent to Nassau Lake and the site (See Attachment B). The 
evaluation by the NYSDOH concluded that the overall number of cancers in the study area 
during the 10-year study period (1989-1998) was not elevated above the number of cancers that  
would have been expected based on New York State rates, excluding New York City. This 
conclusion was also true for individual cancers except for lung cancer in females who lived 
within zip code 12062 ( East Nassau) for which there was a statistically significant excess.  The 
NYSDOH also reports that cancer of the lung and bronchus is one of the most common cancers 
among New Yorkers, with smoking being the most common cause. Among females in zip code 
12062 who developed cancer of the lung and bronchus between 1989 and 1998, for whom 
smoking status could be ascertained, all were identified as either current or former smokers at the 
time of diagnosis. Given the relatively small number of women in this zip code who developed 
lung cancer, this proportion is within the range of the approximately 90% of females diagnosed 
with lung cancer between 1989 and 1998 in New York State, exclusive of New York City, who 
were current or former smokers at the time of diagnosis (NYSDOH 2002).  
ATSDR has reviewed the NYSDOH report and concurs with the NYSDOH=s evaluation methods 
and findings concerning cancer incidence within the geographic areas (zip codes) which include 
or are adjacent to Nassau Lake and the site. 
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Conclusions 

1. Citizens who reside on or near Nassau Lake (Rensselaer County, New York) and near the 
Dewey Loeffel Landfill are concerned about their exposure to contaminants in their drinking 
water and to exposures to soils, sediment, air and surface water potentially contaminated with 
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs). The Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry 
(ATSDR) has received requests from Rensselaer County and from Senator Schumer to perform a 
health study in relation to these exposures. The purpose of this health consultation is to evaluate 
the exposures to the community from the above pathways and to determine the need for 
additional public health actions. 

2. ATSDR has reviewed NYSDOH=s evaluation of exposures to PCBs from soils, sediment, 
surface water and air and concur with their approach and findings.  Specifically, ATSDR concurs 
that potential consumption of surface water from Nassau Lake and breathing of air around the 
lake is not likely to result in any appreciable PCB exposures. Moreover, exposures to soils and 
sediments in and along the shoreline of the lake, including swimming, are likely to be small and 
not likely to result in any adverse health effects. Therefore, ATSDR concludes that exposure to 
PCBs through these pathways pose a no apparent public health hazard. ATSDR uses this hazard 
category to define an exposure situation where there is reason to believe exposure may have 
occurred but where adverse health effects are not expected from the exposure.          

3. Even though efforts have been make to inform the public of the hazards of consuming fish 
from Nassau Lake, exposures to PCBs in fish may still be occurring, primarily to those who do 
not live on or near the lake but to others who may come from out of the area to fish.  Depending 
on the amount of fish consumed, some persons may still be exposed to PCBs at levels of health 
concern. Continued efforts to educated the public on the hazards of consuming fish from the 
lake are needed. 

4. ATSDR has performed an evaluation of exposure to site-related contaminants found in 
private drinking water wells. Trichloroethene or TCE, in wells 24 and 25, was the only site-
related contaminant that was found at levels above ATSDR health screening values.  Further 
evaluation of the estimated exposures indicate that persons who used water from these wells for 
up to four years would have a low increased risk of experiencing an adverse health effect.   
Although the likelihood of an adverse health effect because of past exposures to person who 
used wells 24 and 25 for potable purposes is low, ATSDR concurs that these exposures needed 
to be eliminated or minimized to below levels of health concern.   

5. ATSDR has reviewed NYSDOH=s evaluation of cancer incidence among residents of the 
geographic areas (zip codes) that include or are adjacent to Nassau Lake and the site and concurs 
with the evaluation methods and findings. Based on the evaluation methods, the NYSDOH  
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concluded that the overall number of cancers diagnosed among residents of the study area during 
the period 1989-1998 was not elevated above the number of cancers that would have been 
expected. NYSDOH=s conclusion was also true for individual cancers except for lung cancer 
among females who lived within zip code 12062 (East Nassau) for which there was a statistically 
significant excess. According to the NYSDOH evaluation, cancer of the lung and bronchus is 
one most common cancers in the state, with smoking being the most common cause. Of these 
residents for whom NYSDOH could ascertain smoking status, all were identified as either 
current or former smokers at the time of diagnosis.  

6. Based on the available data and information, the ATSDR have evaluated the soil, sediment, 
surface water, air, and drinking water exposure pathways related to the Dewey Loeffel Landfill 
and the most current scientific literature related to the potential health effects of exposure to 
PCBs and TCE to determine the need for follow-up health studies or investigations.  ATSDR 
does not believe that a health study or investigation is indicated because: 

$ Exposures to PCBs in soil, sediment, surface water, and air, by residents who live on or 
near Nassau Lake, are not likely to result in an adverse health effect and any increase of 
PCBs in blood would likely be small and difficult to detect. 

$ Past exposures to TCE, by users of wells 24 and 25, may have resulted in a low increased 
risk of cancer and non-cancer effects to a small population and these exposures ceased 
about 10 years ago. 

Recommendations 

1. Private wells that may potentially become contaminated by the plume of groundwater 
contamination from the Dewey Loeffel Landfill should continue to be monitored in accordance 
with the current plan based on a well=s potential to become contaminated. 

2. Routine fish sampling from the Nassau Lake and updating of the fish advisory, as necessary, 
should continue. Moreover, efforts should continue to educate the public of the hazards of 
consuming fish from the lake.   

3. NYS DOH should offer enrollment in the VOC Exposure Registry to residents of households 
served by wells 24 and 25 from 1988 through 1992.  NYS DOH's VOC Exposure Registry 
provides for long-term follow-up on the health status of persons with documented exposures to 
VOCs at selected sites in New York State. The exposure registry is a resource for research that 
may help us learn whether exposures to VOCs are related to health effects.   
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Public Health Action Plan 

Actions Taken: 

The NYSDOH conducted an evaluation of cancer incidence for cancers diagnosed during the 
period 1989 through 1998 among residents of zip codes 12123 (including 12063) and 12062. 

In March 2002, the NYSDOH, by working with a sub-committee of the Dewey Loeffel 
stakeholders group, completed an outreach and education plan for the Nassau Lake fish advisory. 
 The main purpose of the plan was to raise awareness about the fish advisory for Nassau Lake 
and the Valatie Kill up to County Route 18. The group wanted the plan to be broad and 
comprehensive, with the understanding that funds/resources might not be available for the entire 
plan. To date, several actions have been taken, as follows: 

$ Three times (in 2001, 2002, and 2003) flyers were printed and inserted in the The 
Advertiser that reaches more than 3,300 homes in the Nassau Lake area.  These flyers 
covered information about the scope of the advisory area and a reminder that no fish 
should be eaten from Nassau Lake.  A winter flyer insert was targeted to ice fishers. 

$ Two-hundred signs were produced for posting along the Lake. Two versions of the sign 
were generated, one with and one without the term APCBs@. This was done because some 
of the committee members wanted stronger language and because some were concerned 
about the impact on property values. 

$ Metal posts were ordered. 

$ Permission cards were generated and used for property owners to sign.   

$ The NYSDOH have and will continue to make available the signs and posts for the 
residents to use. To date, only a small percentage (10 percent) of signs and posts have 
been distributed to the residents. 

Actions Planned: 

The NYS DOH is currently gathering contact information to offer VOC Exposure Registry 
enrollment to residents near the Dewey-Loeffel site who consumed water from Wells 24 and 25 
from 1988 through 1992.  Enrollment in the registry involves completing a survey about possible 
exposures to VOCs, the health status of each member of the household, and other factors related 
to health, such as smoking.  Residents who enroll in the Registry will be re-contacted 
approximately every two to three years to update address information and monitor changes in 
health status. People who are enrolled in the Registry will be kept informed of any research 
results that come from the Registry data.  Data gathered for the registry will be kept confidential. 
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