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If a company dumped the black goop behind a
factory, it would violate all sorts of environ-
mental laws and face an expensive hazardous-
waste cleanup.

But playgrounds, parking lots and driveways
in many communities are coated every spring
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Too toxic to dump, but
fine for your driveway

E] TRIBUNE WATCHDOG U.S. agency’s study finds
dangerous levels of chemical are tracked into homes
and pinpoints the source: Common driveway sealant

By Michael Hawthorne
TRIBUME REPORTER

and summer with coal tar, a toxic byproduct of
steelmaking that contains high levels of chemi-
cals linked to cancer and other health problems.

Nearly two decades after industry pressured
the U.5. Environmental Protection Agency to
exempt coal tar-based pavement sealants from
anti-pollution laws, a growing number of gov-
ernment and academic studies are questioning
the safety of the widely used products. Research
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shows that the tar steadily wears off and
crumbles into contaminated dust that is tracked
into houses and washed into lakes.

In Lake in the Hills, a fast-growing McHenry
County suburb about 50 miles northwest of
Chicago, researchers from the 1.8, Geological
Survey found that driveway dust was contam-
inated with extremely high levels of benzo(a)
pyrene, one of the most toxic chemicals in coal
tar. The amount was 5,300 times higher than the
level that triggers an EPA Superfund cleanup at
polluted industrial sites.

High levels also were detected in dust collected
from parking lots and driveways in Austin,
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Texas; Detroit; Minneapolis; New
Haven, Conn., and suburban

‘found in Portland, Ore.; Salt Lake
City and Seattle, Western cities
where pavement sealants tend to
be made with asphalt instead of
coal tar.

The findings raise new con-
cerns about potential health
threats to people and aquatic life
that went undetected for years.

*“This is a real eve-opener, even
for scientists who work fire-
guently with these chemicals,”
said Barbara Mahler, a USGS
researcher involved in the stud-
ies. “Such high concentrations
usually are found at Superfund
sites, but this could be your
church parking lot or your school
playground or even your owm

About 85 million gallons of coal
tar-based sealants are sold in the
United States each year, accord-
ing to industrv estimates. There
are no comprehensive figures on
where it is applied, but in Lake in
the Hills, researchers determined
that 89 percent of the driveways
are covered in coal tar

Manufacturers promote the
sealants as a way to extend the life
of asphalt and brighten it every
few wyears with a fresh black
sheen. Contractors spread a mix-
ture of coal tar, water and clay
using squeegee machines and
spray wands, or homeowners can
do it themselves with 5-gallon
huﬂkﬂts bought at hardware

Themakemnfmaltarsmlama
acknowledge that the products
contain high levels of benzo(a)
pyrene and other toxic chemicals
known collectively as polycyelic
aromatic hydrocarbons, or PAHs.
But they deny their products are
responsible for the chemical con-
tamination found in government
studies, saying it could be coming
from wvehicle exhaust or factory
emissions that travel long dis-
tances and eventually settle back
toearth.

As more research identifies
coal tar sealants as a top source of

turers have started to fund their
own research to question the
findings. Lobbyists also are of-
fering contractors free admission
to an upcoming seminar that
prﬂmlseatushuwthmwwstu
“protect the industry” including

a promotional DVD they can use
to “help market sealcoating to
your customers.”

“Nobody in our industry wants
to hurt anybody,” said Anne LeH-
uray, executive director of the
Pavement Coatings Technology
Couneil, an industry trade group.
“The science is still evolving. If
our products are a source, they
are a very localized source.”

The supply chain for the seal-
ants begins at about two dozen
factories, most of them around the
Great Lakes or in western Penn-
sylvania, that bake coal into high-
energy coke used in steel produc-
tion. Companies figured out a
century ago that much of the
waste could be refined and sold to
make other products, and they
started adding it to pavement
sealants after World War I

Sealed with hazardous chemicals

In Lake in the Hills, a suburb which has grown rapidly, sediment readings show a sharp increase in a cancer-
causing group of chemicals called polycylic aromatic hydrocarbons, or PAHs. Coal tar-based pavermnent

sealants are a significant source of PAHS.

LAKE IN THE HILLS PAHs READINGS
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One of the biggest suppliers is
EKoppers, a Pittsburgh-based com-
pany that processes coal tar at a
plant in west suburban Stickney.
The plant made about a third of
the nation’s refined coal tar in
2007, most of it used in aluminum
production, according to an in-
dustry slide presentation. A com-
pany spokesman declined to com-
ment.

Coal tar remains in widespread
use even though its dangers have
been known for centuries. During
tha late 17005, many chimney

to tar in coal-
haated London developed scrotal
cancer, and decades later doctors
determined that workers who
coated railroad ties with tar-based
creosote had high rates of skin
CANCEL

More recently; federal and state
officials have prosecuted dozens
of companies for illegally dump-
ing coal tar and fouling neighbor-
ing areas with PAHs. At least 40
percent of the polhuated industrial
gites on the EPA's Superfund
cleanup list have problems with
PAH contamination, as do scores
of other sites that haven't made
the list.

Major cleanups in the Chicago
area include a site in west sub-
urban Oak Park, where a factory
that turned coal into natural gas
during the late 1800s dumped coal
tar on property that later became
avillage park.

Utilities spent at least $50 mil-
lion digging 40 feet down into
Barrie Park during the mid-2000s
to haul out more than 300,000 tons
of contaminated soil.

In 2007, the U.S. EPA ordered a

Chicago's Little Village neigh-
borhood where coal tar had oozed
t

their houses and to avoid garden-

ing.

The amount of PAHs that trig-
gered the Oak Park and Little
Vﬂlage cleanups was substan-

Lake in the Hills — 0.3 and 10 parts
per million, respectively com-
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Desplte the EPA's long-stand-
ing worries about the chemicals,

industry successfully lobbied to
exempt coal tar pavement seal-
ants when the agency tightened

" hazardous-waste rules for coke

ovens during the early 1990s. The
little-noticed change made it easi-
er for manufacturers to keep
selling the products, which can
contain as much as 50 percent
PAHSs by weight.

Agency spokesmen declined to
make anyone available to discuss
the exemption, but said in a
statement there are no plans to
revise it. “EPA regulations allow
for the legitimate recycling of coal
ameters,” the statement said.

Scientists started to track the
movement of coal tar sealants into
homes and lakes about a decade
ago, after pinpointing the source
of alarmingly high levels of PAHs

no-
ticed that pollution h-:-tsputs ina
creek flowing into the pool were
near parking lots coated with coal
tar

The finding led Mahler and her
at a USGS center in
Austin to expand the research to
other communities around the
nation, including Lake in the
Hills, where the number of house-
holds more than quadrupled be-
tween 1990 and 2006.
Amongother things, they found
rising amounts of PAHs in the
sediment of lakes where coal tar

found that dust inside apartments
next to parking lots coated with
coal tar was 25 times more con-
taminated than the dust in units
next to lots coated with asphalt or
left unsealed.

Young children could be the
most vulnerable to exposure, the
researchers concluded, because
they play on or near floors where
dust collects.

After industry lawyers chal-
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Q ant on my driveway.
What should I do?

Tom Ennis, an
A official in Austin,
the first city to ban coal
tar sealants, says you

other cities, including Orlando,
Fla., and suburban Washington.

“You just don't otherwise see
these kinds of concentrations ina
typical urban, residential envi-
ronment,” said Peter Van Metre,
another USGS scientist working
on the research.

Coal tar sealants have been can remove driveway
banned in Austin; Dane County, sealants by hiring con-
Wis.; Washington, D.C., and sev- il mn
eral Minnesota cities. Home De- tractors to sandblast it
pot and Lowe’s have pulled coal off. Or you can coat the

shelves, though they remain
widely available elsewhere.
In Lake in the Hills, officials

asphalt-based sealants
that keep the coal tar-

postad g ahigege hrﬁh;um at based product under-
enhibetween coal t?l'r'hem as- neath from leaching out.
stopped using coal tar sealants on How canItell fthe
its own property but declined to sealantIwant to
ban m outright. g 5 buy is coal-tar based?
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tions of banned chemicals like tell is by checking the
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st ol o s v
sealants 1 con-
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Al Watts, a University of New number for coal tar is .
Hampshire rmar;lﬂ w £5996-93-2, Many con-
own studies tracked -COI
inated runoff from parking lots. Hracinaieacy -
“The problem isn't going to go mote the use of sealants
away if you keep putting this stuff made with asphalt
down every three years."” rather than coal tar.
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