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HOOKER HYDE PARK LANDFILL AND

"BLOODY RUN"
A CASE STUDY IN CRISIS
MANAGEMENT
John B. Stranges*

Although lacking the notoriety and tragedy of its predecessor at Love
Canal, the events and responses that occurred at the Hooker Hyde Park
and Bloody Run chemical dumpsite, also located in the city of Niagara
Falls, New York, are far more typical of the way in which similar events

played out in other cities in the United States after the discovery of
chemical contamination. Clean-up and remediation of the site become the

major problems, along with management and control of information, to
ensure that a threat of contamination does not become a reality in the
minds of those affected. This study analyzes and evaluates the way in
which Niagara University, located on the northern border of the city of
Niagara Falls, responded to the identification of a dangerous chemical
dumpsite at the very edge of the campus. It includes both public and
private documentary sources and the observations of a senior admin
istrator, the writer, who participated in the response.

I.

Niagara Falls, New York is a city of contradictions. It is the home
of one of nature's most wondrous creations, attracting millions of
sightseers each year. It also attracted the massive hydroelectric
projects and chemical industry which, for the first half of the
twentieth century, meant prosperity for the region. Unfortunately,

the city's economic progress was accompanied by some of the
most infamous assaults on nature in the form of numerous

chemical waste dumpsites.

In any game of mental association in the United States and

perhaps elsewhere in the world, mention of the words "chemical
dumpsite" is bound to elicit a single response: "Love Canal." This
is to be expected given the devastation and trauma experienced
by the residents of that area. This essay is about another chemical
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dumpsite in the same city of Niagara Falls. This site was not as
threatening and certainly less devastating to its neighbors. But
what happened there is far more typical of the way events played
out in this region and in other cities of the United States after the

discovery of chemical contamination. Like Love Canal, the site
also has a peculiar name: Bloody Run.1 In short, the events and
responses at Bloody Run became the model for similar problems

that were later identified both nationally and locally.

Bloody Run Creek was the drainage basin for the landfill flows
from the northwest corner of the Hooker Hyde Park Landfill, a 15

acre site in Niagara Falls holding 80,000 tons of waste, some of it

very hazardous, deposited between 1953 and 1975.2 The flows

would eventually pass into storm sewers serving residential areas
and down the face of the gorge into the Niagara River, 2,000 feet

northwest of the site. The sewer line carried the creek under

University Drive, one of the main entrances to the campus of
Niagara University. The university sits at the northern edge of the

city of Niagara Falls in Lewiston, New York. Run-off from the

landfill had contaminated the creek, itself visible alongside

University Drive.
The company which did the depositing was known as Hooker
Chemical and Plastics. Hooker had been acquired by Occidental
Chemical Corporation in 1968, known locally as "Oxychem." The
site contained large amounts of Tri-chloro-phenol (TCP) which

contains Tetra-chloro-di benzo-p-dioxin (TCDD), the dreaded
dioxin associated with TCP. Volatile organic compounds, some
hazardous, such as benzene and toluene, and dioxin were the pre
dominant wastes. Contaminants had also migrated from the site

into the overburden, the upper level of surface soil, and the bedrock,
the rock under the overburden. And dioxin had "leached" into the

groundwater seeping into the river from the gorge. There were
some 500 homes in the area immediately surrounding the landfill
and nearly 3,000 people were employed in industries close to the
site. The total population surrounding the landfill was about 4,500
not counting the University community of about 4,500 people. All
the industries, the university, and most of the homes obtained
their water from the municipal water system.3

The Niagara area's massive hydroelectric power and huge
amounts of process water made it an ideal place to produce

chemicals. But it was a risky place to spill or dump them.4 EPA
described the area as "a complex hydrogeological environment.
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Glacial overburden composed of fine clays, silts, and some sand

overlies a carbonate and shale bedrock." The bedrock, approx

imately 60 feet thick, is underlain by a 240 foot thick formation of
limestone, dolomite, sandstone, siltstone, and shale. Groundwater

flows from the overburden to the bedrock, and through the
fractures and joints in the bedrock to the Niagara River.5

These characteristics were problem enough for landfills. But
when combined with the dumping into open pits, such as first
occurred at Love Canal, and the dumping into open air lagoons
near the river's shoreline, they eventually overwhelmed the river.
Moreover, water diversion projects on the Niagara River had for
generations reduced the flow of water and increased the level of

river contamination. Oil slicks, phosphorous, and even feces

could be seen by observers by the 1950s.6

By the 1970's, bans on dumping phosphorous and improved

sewage had removed most of the visible signs of river contamina
tion but the chemicals continued to be poured in. Even as late as

the 1980's, the New York State Department of Environmental
Conservation (DEC) permitted direct dumping of chemicals into
the river.7 The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) itself had
authorized Hooker to dump 950 pounds of toxic chemicals per
day into the river. Few people seemed to mind as long as they
thought most of the contaminants were going into the Niagara

River!

All of that changed with the events at Love Canal in April 1978.
Now, as Peter Jennings observed, the residents of Niagara Falls
had something else to fear besides the loss of jobs in chemicals
and steel over the past decade: "the very ground they walked

on."8

Love Canal was a shock. But it was seven miles from Niagara
University, and the president of the university, Rev. Gerard

Mahoney, could assure the campus community that it was safe at
least from the hazards at that site. But there were other sites in

the area. After a two hour meeting with Hooker officials in

January 1979, Mahoney seemed satisfied that the site nearest the
university, at Hyde Park, was not a threat. The president left the
meeting with the impression that recent test borings done by
Hooker had shown no evidence of contamination "in or near" the

university campus. If further testing disclosed any contamination,

Hooker officials assured him that they would take "whatever

corrective measures are necessary to avoid any possible threat."9
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In March 1979, Hooker began taking out full page ads in local
newspapers explaining how it had transferred the land at Love
Canal to the City of Niagara Falls and the Niagara Falls Board of

Education in 1953 with full disclosure of its past use as a

dumpsite. Moreover, the School Board had assumed risk for any
damage that might result from the buried chemicals. At the same
time, Hooker acknowledged the presence of a dumpsite at Hyde
Park. It also announced an accelerated testing program to deter

mine the nature, source, and extent of chemicals present at

Bloody Run. The company admitted that it had already reported to
DEC finding "trace quantities of dioxin in sub-surface sediment."10
On October 22, 1979, the CBS television affiliate in Buffalo

announced an impending EPA investigation of a "new" and
"contaminated dump site" at Hyde Park. The announcement

proved correct. "In one of the largest environmental complaints
ever lodged by the Federal government against a major corpora
tion," EPA sued Oxychem in December 1979, seeking $117,500,000
in clean-up and remediation costs and civil penalties. Four sites in

Niagara Falls were named, including Love Canal and Hooker
Hyde Park. The EPA Deputy Administrator, Barbara Blum, an
nounced boldly that "the days of discarding hazardous materials
indiscriminately and haphazardly are over." The suit followed a
ten month investigation by EPA and Justice Department lawyers.
By now, Love Canal had been declared a medical emergency by
the New York State Department of Health. And President Jimmy

Carter subsequently declared it a national emergency. EPA in

sisted that all the sites constituted "an imminent and substantial

endangerment to health and the environment." Four federal laws,
including the Clean Water Act, had been violated. The suit threw
in, for good measure, a charge that Hooker had also violated the
"common law of nuisance." EPA reported that dioxin had been
found in large amounts in Bloody Run Creek, and referred to
complaints from residents and workers about "noxious fumes"
throughout the area.

The EPA suit asked Oxychem to pay for medical studies of all

families in both Love Canal and Hyde Park, and to pay for a
program to monitor the health of past and present residents and
their immediate offspring for the rest of their lives. The suit also
required the temporary relocation of all affected residents of Love

Canal, but not of the Hyde Park residents. Civil penalties of

$10,000 would be levied for each day the company had violated
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the Clean Water Act at either site. Finally, the suit required that all
clean-up costs and remediation at all sites be borne by Oxychem.11

The EPA suit had an immediate impact on the university. A
new and complex vocabulary of geology, chemistry, and techno
logy would have to be learned by university officers. The threat,
if any actually existed to members of the university community,
would have to be assessed accurately, all the while preserving
calm among the entire university community and the parents and
families of the students. Yet, the university would be totally
dependent on the information supplied by others, particularly the
EPA, DEC, and Oxychem itself.

Table 1: Love Canal and Hooker Hyde Park Compared
Love Canal
Area:

16

acres

Contaminated Sediment: 17,200 cubic yards
TCDD Concentration: 45.8 parts per billion
Hooker Hyde Park

Area:

15

acres

Contaminated Sediment: 27,700 cubic yards

TCDD Concentration: 3.5 parts per billion

Source: DEC, Contaminated Sediments in the Great Lakes Basin.

By the spring of 1980, pressure on Oxychem was mounting. On

May 17, 1980, EPA revealed that blood tests of Love Canal
residents had shown chromosome damage. Two days later, Lois

Gibbs, President of the Love Canal Homeowners Association, and
others "detained" two EPA officials at the site, demanding that all
families, not just those at the core of the site, be temporarily

evacuated "or what we've done here today will look like a

Sesame Street picnic compared to what we will do then."12 In
February 1981, Mr. Fred Armagost, a leader of the Bloody Run
Association, a group of concerned neighborhood residents, dis
tributed a statement in the Niagara University Student Center
warning the university community of the "witches brew" at their

doorstep. "Hyde Park was used for dumping toxic waste after the
Love Canal site was closed in 1953," the statement read. "The

contents in both dumpsites are very similar to one another. Both
sites should be treated as potential health hazards until proven
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otherwise." The statement then listed some of the dangerous
chemicals buried at the Hyde Park site.13
II.

The linking of the two sites at Love Canal and Hyde Park as

equal threats to their respective populations had been something
the university had tried to avoid. Now it was out in the open.
Letters from concerned parents began to arrive more frequently.
By April 1982, out of court negotiations involving EPA, the U.S.
Department of Justice, New York State, and Oxychem led to a
consent decree specifying Oxychem's responsibilities for clean-up
and maintenance of the Hyde Park site. Oxychem was required,
further, to complete a study to determine the best method for
cleaning up contamination both on and off the site.

Shortly after the filing of the lawsuit against Oxychem, the
university had undergone regular testing of air, water, and soil

samples. By 1984, one testing well had been drilled on the

campus. The results were uniformly negative. From the begin
ning, the university had been reasonably confident that its com
munity was safe from the effects of contamination. Nonetheless,
contaminants had reached the bedrock at the southern edge of the
campus. Not until November 1984 was the university assured by
the DEC that it was under no threat whatever of contamination.

Only a few people on campus and in the regulatory agencies
proposed that the university "go after Oxy" by instituting a
lawsuit itself or joining another. This was wisely rejected as
tantamount to admitting that serious harm in the form of

chemical contamination had been done to the university.
From the beginning, the university had received reports from
consultants hired by both EPA and Oxychem to determine the
comparative risks of the two methods of remediation: capping
versus excavation. Large scale excavation, the university learned,
was associated with higher risks of ingesting contaminated dust,
a particularly serious threat for children.14 Conversely, many of
the area residents doubted whether capping effectively prevented
leaching. The university found itself in a difficult position. It had
not sought legal status in the case to be part of the settlement.
Oxychem's top local officials, including several university alumni,
were confident that the sewage system at the very border of the

campus and the bedrock surrounding the campus itself had
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effectively prevented any threat from exposure to contaminants.
And exposure was what mattered. All along, however, The Buffalo

News had questioned why the university had not joined the

lawsuit.15

Local groups wanted to use the university as a place where the
federal government would explain the settlement and the plans
for remediation as they developed. These groups, together with
many local politicians, did not trust the federal and state agencies
to secure the best deal from Oxychem. The relationship between
local groups and government agencies had gotten off to a rocky

start when, in February 1981, the local groups scheduled a
meeting on the university campus only to have the Justice

Department refuse to attend. The Justice Department's argument
was that the first public hearing should be in the Buffalo quarters

of Judge John Curtin, who was hearing the case. The idea of a
public hearing in the judge's quarters seemed only to confirm the
citizen group's suspicions.16
Some local politicians, well intentioned no doubt, seemed intent

on drawing the university into the center of the conflict. A
councilor from the nearby Town of Lewiston wanted to know
why no attempt had been made to insert a specific provision in
the consent agreement for the testing of the Niagara University

community. In fact, the university was not anxious for these tests.

As early as January 1981, university officials had felt even more
secure by the comments of the New York State Department of
Health that the campus community was not in danger. Testing

would frighten the entire university community.

Moreover, rumors were afloat that some of the Justice Depart
ment officials in the dying days of the Carter administration had
rushed the consent agreement to completion fearing that the new
Reagan appointees would go "soft" on the company. If this were
to be a widely publicized "landmark settlement," as some were
claiming, the university was all the more reluctant to be drawn in.

Five years were required for a detailed plan to be devised and
agreed on by all parties. In the meantime, the chemicals con
tinued to pour into the Niagara River and Niagara University
continued to fend off bad publicity and a gradually declining

enrollment.

Even before EPA had selected the final method of clean up,
monitoring wells were placed at multiple sites near the campus

and samples analyzed regularly. One well was placed on the
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campus. Fences blocked access to the gorge across from the
university in particular places. A fence surrounded the main
landfill and guards patrolled the area. Worse still, some highly
toxic chemicals began leaking from the dumpsite into nearby
lagoons, and had to be pumped out and stored in three 10,000
gallon sinister looking black tanker cars sitting on rails just
outside the rear boundary of the campus.17

Still, the university seemed to be in control of the matter

despite the appearance of all these unattractive reminders of the
problem. Reassuring letters to the university community and to
parents, based on an honest conviction that there was no danger
from contaminants, seemed to be working. But what if students
or parents wrote directly to federal or state agencies such as the
DEC? What kind of answer would be given?
A meeting between the president of the university, now Donald

Harrington, C.M., and the DEC in November 1984 offers an

insight into the sensitivity of this problem. A poorly worded,
careless, or inaccurate answer could deal "a very damaging or
even fatal blow to the university", the president warned. DEC
indicated that it would reply to inquiries that no contamination
had reached the surface of the university property. Contamination

in the bedrock would pose no threat to the health and safety of

people living or working in the area because of the thick

overburden which would prevent exposure. There could be no
danger without exposure. EPA promised the same type of an

swer.18

Over the summer of 1986, the EPA had selected, and the U.S.

District Court in Buffalo had approved, the final method for
clean-up. The process had almost been derailed by Oxychem's
plans to burn dioxin in its incinerators. The EPA had approved
this method but the DEC had opposed it. The Hyde Park
residents were angered by the prospect of polychlorinated bi

phenyls (PCB's) being released into the air. But it was EPA which
prevailed, and the final consent agreement permitted Oxychem to
begin clean up only when it had incinerators capable of burning
99.999% of waste. Fortunately, the burning worked, and no PCB's
were detected in the air.19

As for the clean-up method itself, EPA decided on a combina

tion of limited excavation for the most contaminated area and

capping for the remainder. Sewers for a nearby industry and for
one of the main residential areas were replaced in 1990. A cap on
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the perimeter of the landfill was completed in 1991. Excavation of
Bloody Run Creek began in October 1992 and was completed by
March 1993. 29,200 cubic yards of contaminated sediment were
removed and the creek bed lined with rocks. The sewer under

University Drive adjacent to the campus was sealed and a new

sewer installed in 1993. An impermeable clay cap topping a giant
polyurethane cover was placed over the entire landfill in 1994.
During the remediation period, three air monitoring stations had

been installed on university grounds, the one on top of the
university library drawing the most interest.
Work on the bedrock continued until the end of 2000 to prevent

the outward migration of leachates into the bedrock. A powerful
hydraulic system forced any migrating leachates back toward the
landfill. By this time, the project was described by EPA as in its
"operation and maintenance" phase. Altogether, 46,720 tons of
contaminated sediment was removed from Bloody Run. The cost:

$58 million, of which $47 million was paid by Oxychem and

$11 million by the United States government.20

Even before the start of the excavation of Bloody Run Creek,
the university had begun to sponsor a series of informational

meetings for students, faculty, and staff. Officials from EPA, DEC,

the New York State Department of Health, and Oxychem were
usually present. Faculty and staff attendance could be described
as moderate to good. Student attendance, unfortunately, was
poor. On one occasion, the university's public relations office had
to apologize to government officials for poor student turnout.
Remediation plans, highly technical and often dry in presentation,

had little appeal once students were assured that the threat had

been contained.

III.

One might wonder whether a decade of talk, only some of it sotto

voce, about chemical contamination might have affected enroll
ment at the university. Enrolment did decline by over 1,000

students, from 4,200 to 3,100, between 1980 and 1990. Once,

during a 1981 university senate meeting, a young female student
senator expressed concern about the effects life at Niagara might

have on the capacity of young women to bear children. In

response, one senator, an administrator no less, muttered thought
lessly (and tastelessly) "bullshit." But remarks like this were the
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exception. Most students continued to believe that as long as they
had not been exposed to chemical contaminants they were safe.
The largest enrollment decline occurred in the nursing program,
but this was largely due to exogenous reasons, among them an

observable downward trend in nursing programs nationally.
Some on campus speculated that the predominantly female

nursing students were more sensitive to environmental issues and
reluctant to admit to concerns about the highly personal matter of

child bearing. Enrollment in the business administration program
also dropped sharply, again in concert with the overall enrollment
declines in college populations nationally during the 1980s. In any
event, even the threat of chemical contamination cannot be

considered as anything but a deterrent of some size to maintain
ing or increasing enrollment.

Bloody Run was not Love Canal. The landfill was a threat that
could be contained. Large scale relocation would not be necessary.
The damage to reputations and the environment had been done,
and the principal problem was clean-up and remediation. Serious
damage had been done particularly to Oxychem's reputation, and
Oxychem had much to gain by cooperating with the university.
Nothing could be hidden, even if that were Oxychem's intention.

Now EPA and DEC were doing the testing and the boring of

wells. Niagara University had had a long and mutually profitable
relationship with Hooker, and then Oxychem. Its graduates had
been employed by the company, and company officials had often
served on advisory councils. Also, officials at Oxychem proved to
be very valuable in helping the university to develop its public
responses in language that people could understand. There was
no fear of co-optation by Oxychem. Again, the damage had been

done, and EPA and DEC were now in charge of the operation.
Luck played its part, too. Bedrock is no absolute barrier against
the flow of contaminants, which can travel through subterranean
cracks. But it does help contain groundflow. Fortunately, the
leachates had reached only the outer edge of the campus.
The leaking landfills, particularly Love Canal, damaged the

environmental reputation of the entire Niagara Falls area.
Through a combination of geological good fortune which pre

vented exposure to contaminants and good management, Niagara
University avoided a crisis that could have threatened the sur
vival of the institution. In the end, the university could take some
small satisfaction from having been a part of the crisis that led to
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the creation of the Superfund Program in 1980, a one and one-half

billion dollar trust fund established by the U.S. Congress to pay
for the clean-up and remediation of abandoned or neglected toxic
waste sites. Other communities would face similar, even greater,
dangers. But now, a more effective and quicker, though far from
perfect, response from governments could be expected. "Bloody
Run" had helped shape that response.
NOTES
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