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April 10, 2008

Council Member Albert Vann Responds to Reports of Toxins in City Schools

As the New York City Council Member of the 36th District in Brooklyn, and as a grandparent, parent and graduate of New York City public schools, I am very concerned about the possible toxins that have been reported to be present in our public schools. Although the Department of Education has taken the position that the possible toxin (polychlorinated biphenyl), which is located in window and door caulking, does not pose a health risk as long as it remains intact, various health experts have disagreed. 

It appears that polychlorinated biphenyls were added to caulking from the 1950s to the 1970s to improve flexibility, but in 1978 the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) listed it as a probable carcinogen and set up a process for removal and disposal, including federal fines for failed compliance. According to the director of the EPA’s compliance and enforcement division, this previously stated DOE position is insufficient. Furthermore, the fact that the EPA’s health risk assessments are based on adults, and that these toxins have been considered to be more damaging to developing children, is even more troubling.

Since there are more than 250 schools throughout the City that were built in the ‘60s or ‘70s (88 in Brooklyn), making them possible sites of the toxin, it would be a massive undertaking to remove traces of this possible toxin within all of these schools. However, I would hope that as elected officials and public administrators, we would ensure that our children were protected from toxic elements that could possibly inhibit their development. Considering the resources necessary to complete such a task and the EPA’s role in compliance and enforcement, it would be reasonable for the federal government, as well as the state, to contribute towards such an effort. I call on my colleagues in government at all three levels (city, state and federal), representing New York City, to work together so that our children’s futures are not diminished by something we could have avoided.
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