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Researchers studying fish contamination on Passaic
River
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In a warehouse in East Rutherford, tish are being put on ice and sent to laboratories or cut open and
dissected on the spot and picked apart to see just what type of abuse they have taken over their lifetime in
the Passaic River. The site is ground zero for a group of scientists overseen by the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) who are now pulling specimens from the Passaic River in a $5 million study to see what
contaminants and at what levels the fish are being exposed to. Funding the project are 73 companies that
have been deemed potentially responsible parties of polluting the river over the years and signed onto a
multi-million dollar effort to carry out restoration in the waterway and conduct environmental
investigations such as the fish study. That pact was reached in 2004.

"Part of the overall remedial investigation will be quantifying the
amount of contamination in fish and shellfish," said EPA
spokesman David Kluesner. "We know they are contaminated,
but we need hard data to tell us just how much."

A team of environmental scientists working with AECOM and
Windward Environmental, the contracted companies, are
working 12-hour days, six days a week, hauling in their catch for
the study from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m., depending on the tide. The study
began in mid-August and it will run through the middle of this
month or until quotas for sample sizes are reached.
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According to Stephanie Vaughn, the project manager with the
EPA overseeing operations on the study, the group is targeting
species such as eel, bass, carp, white perch, menhaden and blue
crabs. They are being caught with a series of gillnets, traps and
trotlines.

Chelsea Lorez of Windward
Environmental analyzes a
winter flounder that she and a
group of scientists fished out
of the Passaic River last week.
Lorenz and the scientists are
working out of a makeshift lab
in East Rutherford for a project
that is assessing contaminant
levels in several species that
live in the river.

"First they are weighing and measuring the catch, but they are
looking more closely for any kinds of health problems, for the
visual signs before they go out for tissue testing," said Vaughn.

Last week at the East Rutherford processing station on Madison

Street, scientists were bringing in their catch from a full day out

on the water in the lower four miles of the river. By 5 p.m., they
made the 10-mile trek up the Passaic and docked in East Rutherford, unloading what will be a vital
component of the study.

According to a sampling design memo written by Lisa Saban of Windward Environmental on Aug. 6, a total
of 401 fish and shellfish combined will be needed to be collected as a sufficient sampling size for the entire
study. The largest samples needed are 52 channel catfish or bullheads, 52 largemouth bass and a total 93
blue crabs; 30 from freshwater sections of the river and 63 from estuarine waters. The species will all be
tested for levels of contaminants that are already known to have varying levels of concentrations in the river
including dioxin, mercury and PCBs, all of which can have detrimental health effects on humans, such as
cancer.

Kluesner said the study investigates the need for remediation of the lower 17 miles of the Passaic. It could
also enhance the need to warn about fish consumption, noting many still catch but do not release along the
waterway. A 2002 report released by the NJDEP Division of Science, Research and Technology surveyed
300 urban anglers around Newark Bay and found 124 of them kept and consumed their crabs despite
warnings and advisories against it. The report also determined that the risk of getting cancer after eating
those shellfish could be as high as 100 percent.

"The state of New Jersey has issued bans and advisories on fish consumption and certainly has done so in
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