
San Jacinto River Waste Pits
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

US EPA
The federal 
Environmental Protection 
Agency is the lead 
in dealing with the 
Superfund site. Congress 
has designated them with 
the responsibility to solve 
the problem.

PRP
Potential Responsible 
Parties include 
successors to the 
perpetrators of the Waste 
Pits. These include 
International Paper, and 
Waste Management.

US CONGRESS
Most legislators whose 
district includes the 
San Jacinto River, have 
expressed the need 
to remove the Waste 
Pits. This includes 
Congressmen Gene 
Green, Brian Babin, Ted 
Poe and others.

HARRIS COUNTY
County Attorney Vince 
Ryan led a lawsuit to 
make the Responsible 
Parties pay for 
remediation of the site. 
He won a $29.2 million 
dollar judgement to be 
spent on environmental 
improvements in the area.

SJRC/THEA
A Citizens movement, led by 
previous Highlands resident 
Jackie Young, has been the 
leading voice to have the 
Waste Pits totally removed. 
She heads San Jacinto River 
Coalition, and the new Texas 
Health and Environmental 
Alliance, Inc.

KEEPITCAPPED
A Citizens Group named 
San Jacinto Citizens 
Against Pollution located 
in Baytown has a web 
site espousing its belief 
that a permanent cap 
is the best solution. 
Thomas Knickerboker 
is their attorney, but the 
leadership is anonymous.
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Who is involved in the San Jacinto River Waste Pits Superfund?

FREE Take One

Young discusses ground water testing 
with some Highlands residents at a 
recent TxHEA presentation.

Waste Pits 
Update by 
SJR Coalition

San Jacinto River Waste Pits 
Superfund Site
Frequently Asked Questions*

1. What are the health risks associated 
with dioxins and furans?
Polychlorinated dibenzo-p-dioxins (also 
known as dioxins or CDDs): One chemical 
in this group, 2,3,7,8-tetrachlorodibenzo-
p-dioxin or 2,3,7,8-TCDD, has been shown 
to be very toxic in animal studies. It causes 
effects on the skin and may cause cancer 
in people.
More information at http://www.atsdr.cdc.
gov/toxfaqs/tf.asp?id=363&tid=63
Polychlorinated dibenzofurans (also known 
as furans or CFDs): In people, exposure 
to furans is most likely to cause skin and 
eye irritation, and increased vulnerabil-
ity to respiratory infection and nervous 
system effects. You may find more informa-
tion at http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/toxfaqs/
tf.asp?id=937&tid=194

2. Is it safe to get in the waters of the 
San Jacinto River?
Dioxin is not very water soluble; i.e. not 
easily dissolved in the water. As a result, 
you are not likely to ingest dangerous con-
centrations of dioxin from the water, nor 
are you likely to absorb dangerous levels 
of dioxin from the water into your skin.

3. Is it safe to walk or wade at the edge 
of the San Jacinto River?
Since dioxin is readily attached to sedi-
ment and soil particles, bare skin could 
come in contact with dioxin found in con-
taminated riverside sediments or soils. Di-
oxin starts to break down when exposed to 
sunlight, so concentrations on the surface 
of the soil or sediments would not likely be 
high enough to pose a serious health risk. 
Dioxin concentrations found in bottom or 
buried sediments would generally be high-
er and may pose a risk. You can lower your 
risk of exposure to dioxin by not walking or 
wading in the shallow waters immediately 
adjacent to the pits or walking barefoot on 
the edge of the river immediately adjacent 
to the pits. Children should be supervised 
while they are in the immediate vicinity of 
the pits so they do not place their fingers 
and hands in the sediments and then in 
their mouths.

4. Is it safe to eat the fish out of the San 
Jacinto River? How about other waters 

At the monthly meetings of the San 
Jacinto River Coalition, and related or-
ganizations, Jackie Young brought the 
audience up to date on testing of water 
quality that is underway.

Harris County Pollution Control de-
partment is conducting what it terms 
“Phase II” tests on previously untested 
wells, and director Bob Allen has said 
that 148 letters were sent to known well 
owners seeking consent to test their 
wells. These wells would be specifically 
tested for 17 contaminates know to be 
related to the sludge in the Waste Pits. 
Allen said that they know of about 15 
wells on the west side of Highlands, and 
about 140 wells in the Channelview area 
that would qualify for these tests.

Young also revealed that two chickens 
from Lynchburg and their eggs had been 
tested for contaminates. Of 21 possible 
heavy metals that could be detected, 18 
of them were present in the eggs. This 
suggested a serious health problem, she 
said, and indicated further tests of this 
type were necessary.

On the EPA activities related to the Su-
perfund site, Young said that the govern-
ment agency had “been very quiet” with 
no new information issued. She noted 
that they were busy reviewing the pub-
lic comments that had been submitted, 
including 6000 individual comments, 
48,000 petition signatures, and 2800 
technical comments. She indicated that 
inspite of the change in administration at 
the EPA in Washington, there is no sign 
that it has affected the review work in 
Dallas related to the Waste Pits.

Young said that the final ROD, or 
Record Of Decision that will be the final 
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including Galveston Bay?
When they are feeding in the sediments, 
small aquatic and marine animals can 
consume anything attached to them in-
cluding toxic compounds such as dioxin. 
Then larger animals consume the smaller 
animals and accumulate dioxin in their fatty 
tissues. The longer lived the animal, the 
more it can bioaccumulate. This magnifica-
tion of the contaminants is the reason for 
the seafood advisories in the San Ja-
cinto River, Houston Ship Channel and the 
broader Galveston Bay system and its other 
tidal tributaries.

5. If my drinking water is provided by 
a well in the vicinity of the San Jacinto 
River Waste Pits. Is it contaminated by 
dioxin?
Since dioxin is not very soluble in water, 
groundwater is not thought of as a likely 
pathway of dangerous levels of dioxin.

6. What is the cap that has been placed 
on the pits? Is the cap permanent?
The cap, made of various geotextile, 
geomembrane and various sized rocks and 
boulders, was placed on top of the waste 
pits as a temporary measure to prevent 
further release of dioxin-laden wastes 
from the previously exposed pits. The U.S. 
EPA describes the cap as temporary. The 
proposed permanent cleanup remedy will 
be presented to the public for review in 
late 2013.

7. Since the cap has been placed on the 
pits, why aren’t the concentrations of 
contaminants in the sediments decreas-
ing?
Please keep in mind that the dioxins that 
had already escaped from these pits 
before the cap was placed wound up in 
river/bay sediments and thus became 
available to the food chain. Dioxins persist 
in the sediments a long time; if not ex-
posed to sunlight and other factors, they 
can persist in the sediments decades or 
even a century. Placing the cap on the 
pits won’t necessarily result in an immedi-
ate decrease in the concentrations of the 
dioxins that are in the sediments outside of 
the pits. Likewise, you may not expect to 
see a quick decrease in dioxins in fish tis-
sues. That said, getting the cap on the site 
was very important to prevent more dioxin 
from becoming available to the food chain. 
Another factor is that the SJRWP may not be 
the only source of dioxin now found in the 
sediments and seafood. Other sources of 
dioxin are being investigated through the 
TMDL project.

8. Will the U.S. EPA or the Potentially 
Responsible Parties (PRPs) take more 
samples? What is the future sampling 
schedule?
The Responsible Parties are currently 
analyzing the data collected from samples 
from the soils, sediments, and groundwa-
ter collected during the Remedial Inves-
tigation (RI). The purpose of the RI is to 
describe the nature and extent of contami-
nation. The sampling plan provided good 
coverage of the area. If the RI samples 
show where the dioxin is, then it won’t be 
necessary to collect additional samples 
to characterize the site. However, once 
a remedy is chosen, there will likely be 
sampling completed to evaluate the how 
well the remedy is working. But, we won’t 
know what this sampling plan will be until 
the final remedy is chosen.

9. When will the site be cleaned up?
The Superfund cleanup process’ remedial 
investigation/feasibility study is happen-
ing right now. The results of investigation/
study will dictate the final cleanup plan 
that will be proposed for this site. The 
proposed plan is scheduled to come out 
for public comment in late 2017. Once the 
clean up plan has been approved by the 
U.S. EPA, the responsible parties will begin 
the final clean up process.

If you do not see your question here, 
please check:
http://www.epa.gov/region6/6sf/texas/san_
jacinto/documents/sanjacinto-site-faqs.pdf
-or-
http://www.epa.gov/region6/6sf/texas/san_
jacinto/documents/sanjacinto-watershed-
faqs.pdf.

If your question still isn’t answered, please 
call or e-mail one of the contacts listed on 
the Galveston Bay Foundation’s San Jacinto 
River Waste Pits webpage at http://galvbay.
org/advocacy_sjrwp.html.

If you would like for us to add a question, 
please contact Scott Jones of the Galveston 
Bay Foundation at (281) 332-3381 x209 or 
sjones@galvbay.org.

*Answers provided by the Technical Advi-
sors at the Houston Advanced Research 
Center and Galveston Bay Foundation
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USArmy COE
The Army Corps of 
Engineers has completed 
Technical Studies on the 
Environmental impact of 6+ 
strategies to Cap or Remove 
the toxic wastes.
Their recommendations 
are included in a 237 page 
report, favoring a modified 
cap over removal, but 
stating either is possible.

TPWD
Texas Parks and 
Wildlife Department 
was designted by the 
Legislature, with the help 
of Representative Wayne 
Smith, to administer $10 
million of the lawsuit 
settlement funds for 
environmental projects 
along the River.

HC PCT 2
Pct. 2 received $10 
million of the $29.2 million 
settlement, and plans to 
use it for environmental 
projects within 5 miles of 
the Waste Pits, according 
to Commissioner 
Morman.

HARRIS COUNTY
Various departments 
are involved, including 
Grants Administration, 
Polution Control, and 
Public Health.

GBF
Galveston Bay Foundation 
maintains a website 
with information on all 
of the Waste Pits parties 
actions, and other 
matters of interest to the 
environmental health of 
the River and Galveston 
Bay.

OTHERS
-- TCEQ
-- US Coast Guard
-- Private Attorneys
-- Houston Chronicle
-- City of Baytown

Environmental 
Warnings
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This fact sheet will tell you about: 
 

 Current Status / Recent Activities 
 Community Engagement 
 What’s Next 
 For More Information 

 
 
Current Status 
 
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), in 
cooperation with the State of Texas, is continuing to 
review, assess and develop responses to an extremely 
large number of public comments received during the 
recent public comment period that ended on January 
12, 2017, in order to select a comprehensive remedy 
for the site.  This remedy will be contained in a 
Record of Decision (ROD) in late 2017. 
 
EPA solicited comment on a Proposed Plan for the 
site in early September, 2016 and established a 60-
day public comment period. EPA held a public 
meeting on October 20, 2016, where comments, 
questions, and recommendations were recorded.  
EPA then extended the comment period an additional 
45 days.  The official public comment period ended 
January 12, 2017.  Extensive comments were 
received in varying formats, including mail, online, 
and email, as well as verbal, during the public 
meeting. 
 
Responses to the proposed plan included over 6,000 
individual comments, 48,000 signatures on various 
petitions, and about 2,800 pages of detailed technical 
comments. 
 
Comments will be evaluated in terms of nine criteria 
under Superfund regulations to select a final remedy 
for the site.  These criteria are: 1) overall protection 
of human health and the environment; 2) compliance 
with applicable, relevant, and appropriate 
requirements; 3) long- term effectiveness and 
permanence; 4) reduction of toxicity, mobility, or 
volume through treatment; 5) short-term  

effectiveness; 6) implementable; 7) cost 
effective; 8) state acceptance; and, 9) 
community acceptance.  EPA assesses public 
comment on the Proposed Plan to gauge 
community acceptance. 
 
Written responses to all comments will be 
included in the ROD and made available to 
interested parties. 

 
After the ROD is signed, EPA will provide 
potentially responsible parties the opportunity to 
carry out the design and construction of the 
remedy. 
 
Recent Activities 
 
After a storm passed over the area in the middle of 
January 2017, the Potentially Responsible Parties 
conducted a visual inspection of the Site on 
Monday, January 23, 2017.  The Texas Commission 
on Environmental Quality participated in this 
inspection. During that inspection, the tides were 
extremely low, providing an opportunity for visual 
inspection of areas that are typically submerged. 
Seven small areas (6 square feet each or less) of 
deficient rock and exposed geotextile were found in 
the eastern cell, as well as several other areas on the 
western edge of the cap. No waste materials were 
exposed.  Following EPA approval of a repair plan, 
the Potentially Responsible Parties repaired the 
areas by placing additional rock there. 
 
A regular quarterly bathymetric/topographic survey 
of the cap, performed in January 2017, identified an 
area in the eastern cell that is more than 1 foot lower 
in elevation than the prior survey. Probing 
performed last Spring, in March 2016, in this area 
found sediments deposited over the armor cap. New 
probing over this area was performed on February 3, 
2017, to check the cap thickness and integrity, and 
additional armor rock will be placed as necessary.  
The results of this probing inspection are not 
available for this update, but will be included in a 
future update. 
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Community Engagement 
 
The EPA, in cooperation with site partners and 
local agencies, will continue to provide 
information on the status of the site, community 
concerns, and site repairs and maintenance.  EPA 
will update elected officials and community 
groups as needed and provide a site status update 
or fact sheet every 60 days on site developments. 
 
What’s Next 
 
The EPA will keep the public, its partner agencies, 
and media informed on the status of the completion 
of the Record of Decision, as well as other site 
impacting issues that may arise. 
 
For More Information 
 
If you would like more information about the Site, 
visit our website, www.epa.gov/tx/sjrwp or contact 
the following resources: 
 
U.S. EPA: 
 

Gary Miller 
Superfund Remedial Project Manager 
214.665.8318 or 1.800.533.3508 (toll-free) 
 
Donn Walters 
EPA Community Involvement 
214.665.6483 or 1.800.533.3508 (toll-free) 
 
Superfund Regional Counsel 
214.665.2157 or 1.800.533.3508 (toll-free) 

 

Texas Commission on Environmental Quality: 
 

TCEQ Superfund Project Manager 
Satya Dwivedula 
512.239.3548 
 
TCEQ Superfund Community Relations Liaison 
Crystal Taylor 
512.239.3844 

 
Texas Department of State Health Services: 
 

Tina Walker 
Tina.Walker@dshs.state.tx.us 
512.776.2932 or 1.800.588.1248 x2932 

 
Site Repository: 
 

Stratford Branch Library 
509 Stratford Street 
Highlands, Texas 77562 

 
All inquiries from the news media should be directed 
to the Region 6 Press Office at 214.665.2200. 
 
To receive a Spanish translation of this fact sheet, call 
the EPA at 1.800.533.3508 (toll-free). 
 
Para recibir una traducción en español de esta hoja de 
datos, comunicase con la Agencia de Protección del 
Medio Ambiente de los EEUU (la EPA) al número de 
teléfono 1.800.533.3508 (llamada gratis). 

plan for remediation, is due by the end 
of 2017. It will be made public at that 
time, and additional comments from the 
public will be possible.

An EPA inspection of the existing cap, 
made on January 23, 2017 discovered 7 
deficiencies on the eastern edge, and 
several on the western side. It also found 
that the whole site had sunk, or subsided, 
by about a foot since the initial survey 
in 2015.

Young distributed a sample letter, and 

asked those in attendance to consider 
writing a similar letter to the TCEQ in 
Austin. The letter calls for complete 
removal of the waste material in the 
pits, and asks that the standards for 
how much contaminates would be ac-
ceptable to remain be lowered, so that 
more material would be removed. She 
said this would be consistent with EPA 
Superfund sites in 7 other locations that 
were remediated.

Young said that the letter would coun-

teract the activities of the KeepItCapped 
organization, that has recently been 
writing TCEQ and EPA with technical 
information meant to keep the waste pits 
in place in the river.

She noted that an anonymous source 
is also using “robo” calls to residents of 
Crosby giving them information about 
the waste pit remediation that she 
termed “incorrect.”

Young said that she is planning on a 
training class sometime this summer, 

to teach small groups of activists how 
to conduct a letter writing campaign, 
and how to campaign door-to-door with 
surveys and information packages.

Young said they are also studying 
two other waste sites. One is the Liberty 
Waste site in Highlands, near the ends 
of Ellis School and Steele Roads. The 
other is known as the Halls Bayou site, 
in Hitchcok Galveston County, where 
Waste Management supposedly filled 32 
pits with paper mill sludge after they quit 
using the San Jacinto River site.


