McClellan Restoration Advisory Board (RAB)
(A Layman's Presentation)

Originally written in 2003 - Updated in 2005 and 2006

McClellan Air Force Base closed July 1, 2001 and is now McClellan Park, a unique corporate community. Two military remnants that remain are a Coast Guard unit and an Air Force contingent whose responsibility is to manage and oversee the environmental cleanup and property transfer of the former base

Located in Northern California north of Sacramento since 1936, McClellan AFB was a large industrial complex that was spread over the 3,452 acres. The base primarily functioned as a depot level aircraft repair facility, though some level of systems management was exercised for Air Force communication and electronics and space programs.

Hazardous contamination of mostly organic materials first was "found" on McClellan in 1979, and was the direct result of past, non-malicious, disposal practices of dumping, burying or otherwise disposing of waste materials primarily in the non-populated areas of the base. Leaking pipes and other spillage or runoff also contributed to the problem that exists today.

The primary contaminant types are organic solvents, many of which are volatile or are chlorinated. General cleaners and items such as paint thinners, degreasers, soaps and others similar compounds along with the associated waste materials; rags and containers, used during the cleanings routinely were buried or allowed to runoff and seep into the ground or water drains. Contaminants other than these do exist, but in much smaller amounts.

In recognition of this and consistent with both Federal and, to some extent, state law, "The Air Force assumes full responsibility for the contamination that is now present at McClellan, and will clean up the contamination regardless of who is using the property. The Air Force's program to implement this locally is the Installation Restoration Program."

Strict criteria exist for cleanup, and decisions made to transfer McClellan property from Air Force ownership to public or civilian control is directly affected. In other words, verification must be presented to Air Force chiefs and other senior governmental agencies (Environmental Protection Agency, Toxic Substance Control, Regional Water Quality Control Board) that documents area-by-area cleanup has been completed to standards considered safe for habitation or, if not, that restrictive covenants exist to ensure only proper interim use until cleanup is complete.

At this point, Federal law requires that local cleanup efforts include not only the Air Force, but also local regulatory agency and community input throughout the process.

And to this end, the Air Force has constituted a Restoration Advisory Board (RAB) for McClellan. This RAB is made up of representatives from diverse population segments of the local community, and includes regulatory agencies such as the California Environmental Protection Agency and the Regional Water Quality Control Board.

Applicable Congressional, State Senate and Assembly, and County government representatives also participate in scheduled meetings. 

The general purpose of the RAB is to serve as a forum for the exchange of information between community members, regulatory agencies and the Air Force,

The McClellan RAB's mission is as follows: 
The McClellan RAB advises the Air Force and regulatory agencies of community concerns on environmental cleanup, funding and priorities. Through open communication and the exchange of ideas, interest and concerns, the RB supports the search for safe, timely and effective cleanup solutions so that the former McClellan Air Force Base may be ultimately approved for transfer from Air Force ownership to public/private ownership. The RAB is committed to public outreach and the representation of the interest of the community at large.

RAB members first need to acknowledge that their role is to advise and not to supervise or manage. This typically is done individually; however, on rare occasions, RAB members speak as one voice following a majority vote with minority dissent included, if any.

To do this, RAB members must become familiar with and, to some extent, conversant about the cleanup problems and proposed solutions. Through individual questioning at or outside meetings, they gain an understanding of what is transpiring as the long, tedious process of cleanup progresses.

Local RAB meetings, which are open to the public, are held quarterly. RAB training sessions are held during intervening months. Public meetings are held for all major decision documents.  Comments by members of the public not only are welcome, but also are encouraged at all meetings open to the public.
Meetings are facilitated by a professional contractor to preclude the appearance of favoritism. Board rules that are followed are those that the RAB members have agreed to previously.

The McClellan RAB has established two concerns, in priority order:

1. Public safety. 

2. Base reuse.

One corollary interest is to assist with ensuring a continued funding stream that will ensure cleanup takes place as quickly as possible.

Public safety has been and will remain RAB member's number one priority and the benchmark against which each member evaluates any instruction or proposals placed before him or her.

Distance from more densely "populated" portions and the reuse purpose of land to be developed is critical here. The further away a contaminated site is from residential or business use portions of the base, the less urgent it is to clean the site immediately. Reuse purpose also dictates, to a slight degree, the level of cleanup needed prior to transfer.

Regarding the second priority concern, our RAB input to Air Force managers was that, as much as possible, we desired to have areas cleaned up first that were most needed for development by McClellan Park, the agency that won the bid to develop the area.

 

We tried to make certain that after safety concerns were duly considered and satisfactorily met that limited numbers of large, difficult, time consuming cleanup efforts would not be undertaken at the expense of those which were easier, smaller, and more pragmatic in terms of reuse.

We generally saw this as a good way to speed new business moving into to the Park, thereby creating additional jobs, increasing local revenues and property values, and finally adding to the County tax coffers when the redevelopment zone tax breaks expire.

As to the cleanup, the job is massive. Due to the complexity of the groundwater cleanup efforts, the expected completion date is sometime between 2034 and 2066, assuming a steady funding stream, even though all remedial actions are expected to be in place by 2015. 

Total expected cost, in today's dollars, is approximately $1.4 billion, making McClellan one of the largest cleanup efforts nationally, and placing it very high on what's known as the National Priority List (NPL), an indicator for funding.

Six primary factors bear on the problem of cleanup:

1. Contamination type 

2. Existing cleanup technology 

3. Continuing funding 

4. Community input 

5. Land topography 

6. Cleanup levels

Continued funding only needs a cursory discussion and can be summed up as follows: a continuous stream of money is needed until the project is completed and meets the requirements of the Federal Facilities Agreement (FFA)

The RAB is one of the key forums for continuous community input and hopefully doesn't need further explanation.

The remainder of this presentation will focus on the remaining factors beginning with the contamination type and existing cleanup technology.

Depending upon the type of contamination, different types of cleanup methods will be used and will be prescribed consistent with the state of the art equipment available.

Slightly more than 300 contaminated sites are mapped, thus far, and cleanup in one form or another is underway or scheduled for each of them on a phased cleanup basis. Each site is expected to be reviewed according to a schedule, which includes:

1. Investigation (search and identify) 

2. Feasibility study (determine alternative solutions) 

3. Proposed plan (recommend an alternative and accept public input) 

4. Record of Decision (ROD) (a formal proposal to clean that specific site) 
For example, contaminated soil sometimes is removed by digging and is transported to designated landfills. At McClellan, over 1.3 million pounds of solvents have been removed from the soil thus far since base closure. 

In other cases, what's known as soil vapor extraction (SVE) is used to remove gas that's trapped between soil particles underground. This process includes using a pumping system to vacuum the gasses and processes them through either an oxidation or carbon-based filter and treatment system, and then releasing the harmless byproducts into the atmosphere. By-product releases are regularly monitored using stringent criterion

SVE, as well as the groundwater pump and treat cleanup method (below), are very difficult, as we will discuss under topography. To date this type cleanup is used in 25 areas of McClellan using 14 active plants and 118 wells. We have captured 96 sites to date, but anticipate there are as many as 100 more potential sites that will require cleanup.


A third method used at McClellan is to drill extraction wells which pump contaminated water to the surface where it is processed through treatment units and released into local waterways, especially Magpie Creek.

One hundred and three extraction wells are now in use to pump groundwater to the surface for treatment, and the groundwater treatment system is fully operational.  57 of these wells were installed from 1987 to 1999 with the last 46 installed in 2005.  
With over five miles of pipeline and 575 monitoring wells, the groundwater contamination is well tracked and defined.

To fully understand the difficulty associated with using the methods presented above, it is necessary to look at the soil topography. Soil at McClellan is of three types, each with its own characteristic that bears on the proposed cleanup solution:

1. Sand 

2. Silt 

3. Clay
When contaminants are spilled, they seek a natural path of least resistance. When they find sand, they quickly move through it, bond with it until overflow capacity, and then move lower, because of sand's porous nature.

Silt, on the other hand, becomes more like mud when it mixes with contaminants, and traps more contaminants within it. Many of these, depending on their volatility, become gaseous.

Clay is hardpan, meaning that it is difficult for contaminants to pass through it. This causes contaminants to laterally migrate (finding a path of least resistance).

Because the composition and layers of these types of soil are neither level nor static, an exasperation of the cleanup problem may occur as the contaminants either migrate outside McClellan's boundaries or downward.

Current reviews have determined that there is not much concern with contaminants moving near term outside McClellan boundaries, but downward movement has contaminated certain water plumes (pockets of underground water), and require special and difficult action to effect their cleanup.

The water table depth that serves McClellan has lowered consistent with increased use over the years from 30 feet below the surface to nearly 100 feet today.

Regarding other, special contaminants, the most notable is a find at what's known as CS (Confirmed Site) 10 (the 10th such site). Low-level plutonium was found here in September 2000 at a waste disposal pit that contained 55 buried drums.

Other than the obvious, plutonium, the problem created by this site was that the pit was some 30 feet deep and 200 feet wide by 600 feet long (two football fields), and that the drums were leaking. This created a potential danger that required immediate action - possible water table contamination.

The site was sampled for leaks and none of substance was found. Cleanup was begun immediately and "chasing" trails was implemented to ensure that all migrating contamination was completely gone.

At the CS-10 site on the west side of McClellan in a direct non-reuse area, a large tent was constructed over the entire area to allow people to work year round. However, as an attestation to the lack of danger, the Fire Training Center is operational within 100 yards.

To date, approximately 56,000 yards of dirt has been excavated, separated, and 25,000 yards of that dirt has been stockpiled.  The stockpiled dirt has been separated into piles of dirt with low-level radium and dirt with low-level radium containing heavy metals.

Finally, community outreach is critical to the success of the cleanup process. The public not only needs to know what is planned, but needs to understand why and how decision makers arrived at those decisions.

And that's where RAB members come in. Each of us has a responsibility to the public whom we individually and collectively represent to keep them informed as best we can and in laymen's terms that they can understand.

A web site is available: http://www.afrpa.hq.af.mil/mcclellan.  Air Force, subject specific speakers, newsletters and facts sheets are available.  You may obtain them by calling (916) 643-1250.
�
�









