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Allegheny County 
Air Quality Program at Risk!

by Rachel Filippini, GASP Executive Director

continued on page 3

For fifty years the Allegheny County 
Health Department’s Air Quality Pro-
gram has monitored local air quality, 

as well as developed, enforced, and imple-
mented air quality regulations specifically 
tailored to the problems unique to Allegh-
eny County’s airshed. Residents, environ-
mental groups, health-based and civic orga-
nizations, and industry representatives alike 
have had the opportunity to learn about 
and weigh-in on air quality regulations, 
monitoring activities, educational efforts, 
and pollution prevention work through the 
subcommittees of the Air Pollution Control 
Advisory Committee. Now, however, the 
critical regulations put in place to safeguard 
health and the public participation afforded 
to all through local public meetings is at 
risk as some Allegheny County leaders con-
template turning over our local air quality 

program to the Pennsylvania Department 
of Environmental Protection.

GASP believes the county would be do-
ing a great disservice to its citizens if it were 
to dismantle the local air quality program. 
Allegheny County has some of the most 
intense industrial sources of pollution 
in the United States, unique river valley 
topography, and non-attainment areas 
separate from the rest of Pennsylvania. Thus 
we need a strong, active, and local air qual-
ity agency working with the community 
to promulgate, implement, and enforce 
regulations. Only then can we safeguard 
public health, protect the environment, and 
ensure industrial growth for years to come.

Our region was recently ranked by the 
American Lung Association as second worst 

Watchdog, Educator, Litigator and Policy-
maker: The many faces of GASP in 2007

by Rachel Filippini, GASP Executive Director 

Whether partnering with the City 
of Pittsburgh to clean up their 
waste haulers, organizing public 

meetings to discuss air pollution, educating 
teachers about fine particulates, or provid-
ing public testimony on the necessity of 
local air pollution control, GASP’s mission 
fundamentally drives our actions. “GASP 
will act to obtain for the residents of South-
western Pennsylvania clean air, water, and 
land in order to create the healthy, sustain-
able environment and quality of life to 

which we are entitled.”
With your support, GASP has been able 

to accomplish many important things in 
2007. We look forward to your continued 
assistance for many years to come. While 
Pittsburgh has certainly shed its “Smoky 
City” image, the air is still far from being 
what we’d consider healthy, nor will most 
monitors meet the new short-term stan-
dard for fine particulates set by the Envi-

continued on page 4
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GASP Mission Statement

GASP will act to obtain for the residents of southwestern Pennsylvania clean air, water, and land in 
order to create the healthy, sustainable environment and quality of life to which we are entitled.

Methods of Achieving Mission

GASP is a citizens group based in Southwestern PA which focuses on Allegheny County environmental 
issues. When pertinent to these concerns, we participate in state and national environmental decisions.

We believe in the public’s right to receive accurate and thorough information on these issues and to 
actively participate in the decision making process.

To achieve our environmental goals on behalf of our membership, GASP will advocate, educate, serve 
as an environmental watchdog, mobilize action, and litigate when necessary.

We will work both independently and in cooperation with like-minded individuals and groups as 
determined by the Board of Directors.

We will uphold GASP’s reputation for scientific integrity, honesty, and responsible involvement.

Printed on 100% post-consumer recycled, 
processed chlorine-free paper at Forward 
Lithography, 4065 Irvine St., Pittsburgh, PA.

The Environmental Quality Board (EQB) recently pro-
posed a statewide regulation to limit idling emissions 
by commercial diesel trucks and buses. If approved, 

the regulation will be administered by the state Department 
of Environmental Protection (DEP) for all counties except 
Allegheny and Philadelphia.

The Clean Air Board of Central Pennsylvania petitioned 
the EQB in October of 2006 and has worked with the DEP 
and the EQB in the regulation’s development. The proposed 
rulemaking establishes an idling restriction of 5 minutes in 
a 60-minute period for diesel-powered commercial mo-
tor vehicles, with a number of exemptions. The proposed 
rulemaking also regulates the use of diesel-powered auxil-
iary power systems for diesel-powered commercial motor 
vehicles with model year 2007 and newer engines.

As mentioned, there are several exemptions to the regula-
tion. For one, the regulation proposes a temporary exemp-
tion for vehicles with sleeper berths that idle for driver 
comfort during hot and cold weather. This exemption 
would expire on May 1, 2010, allowing diesel vehicle own-
ers and operators time to identify and finance alternatives to 
idling the main propulsion engine of the vehicle. There are 
two types of technology that exist to assist drivers in reduc-
ing idling during their rest periods, on-board or mobile, 
and stationary equipment provided at parking spaces. The 
regulation also proposes to allow a longer (15 minute) idling 
period for passenger buses when passengers are on board. 
There are number of other exemptions that apply only when 
idling is necessary, such as during active loading or unload-
ing, during official inspections, for vehicles used during 
emergencies, etc. The proposed regulation can be found at 

http://www.depweb.state.pa.us/pubpartcenter/lib/pubpart-
center/oct16_2007/dieselvehicleidling_andaps/preamble.pdf

The DEP estimates that diesel-powered commercial 
vehicles idle approximately 27.2 million hours a year in the 
commonwealth. Idling during rest at truck stops and rest 
areas accounts for nearly 78 percent of this total. While this 
regulation will benefit all Pennsylvanians, some counties 
will benefit more. For instance, according to the DEP, idling 
trucks in Cumberland and Luzerne counties produce about 
20 percent of all idling emissions in the commonwealth.

The DEP estimates that the proposed rulemaking would 
reduce emissions annually by about 1,610 tons of NOx, 
45 tons of VOC and 30 tons of particulate matter once 
the temperature exemptions for trucks with sleeper berths 
expires. In addition to reductions in NOx, VOCs, and PM, 
reduced idling will reduce CO2 emissions. EPA estimates 
that idling heavy-duty vehicles can consume about one gal-
lon of diesel fuel for every hour of idling time, adding more 
than a pound of CO2 into the atmosphere. The idling of 
one typical long-haul truck produces about 19 metric tons 
of CO2 annually.

The DEP has said that the proposed amendments to Title 
25 may affect the ACHD diesel idling regulations. It is 
unclear at this time what changes may need to be made to 
the local regulations.

A 60-day comment period and announcement of the 
public hearings should occur in mid-January. One of these 
public hearings will be in Pittsburgh. Check the GASP 
website for more details. 

Environmental Quality Board Proposes 
Statewide Diesel Idling Regulation

by Rachel Filippini, GASP Executive Director
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in the nation for short term and year-round particulate pol-
lution, just behind Los Angeles. This report should be a call 
to action that we all need to work more aggressively towards 
cleaning the air. Allegheny County should be dedicating ad-
ditional time, energy, and resources to solving our air qual-
ity crisis, rather than halting progress on the work already 
being done and handing the program over to the state.

Many months ago, the Allegheny County Board of 
Health ordered an analysis be performed, comparing the 
Allegheny County air quality regulations, also known as 
Article XXI, with the state regulations, or Title 25 of the 
Pennsylvania Code. During the November Board of Health 
meeting, Joe Pricener, the attorney contracted out to per-
form the analysis, gave his report. In general, the analysis 
showed that the majority of Article XXI’s provisions can be 
equated with Title 25. Local air regulations that are not du-
plicated in the state include some for coke oven emissions, 
sandblasting, asbestos removal, and diesel vehicle idling. Mr. 
Pricener reported that, overall, local regulations were not 
inhibiting a pollution source from receiving a permit in Al-
legheny County. The executive summary of this analysis can 
be found at http://www.achd.net/legal/aircomparison.html

Chief Executive Dan Onorato and the Allegheny Confer-
ence on Community Development have asserted time and 
again that slow permitting is driving business away. Further 
investigation of this claim, however, chiefly performed 
by Pittsburgh Post-Gazette reporter, Don Hopey, found 
that:“The state statistics and federal program assessment run 
contrary to industry and development agency complaints 
that it takes too long to get an industrial installation permit 
in the county.” Hopey’s article (see GASP website for link) 
quotes David Campbell, chief of permits and technical as-
sessment at EPA’s regional office in Philadelphia, as saying, 
“There is not any meaningful contrast in issuing permits be-
tween the county and the DEP, either in terms of timeliness 
or quality.” Unfortunately, Chief Executive Onorato remains 
unconvinced and has said that he plans to conduct his own 
independent review of permitting in Allegheny County.

It is unfortunate that so much time and so many resources 
are being spent analyzing these numbers when our focus 
should be the fact that Allegheny County continues to have 
serious air pollution issues that need to be addressed. The 
local air quality program should not be dismantled. Rather, 
it should receive the additional resources it so desperately 
needs to tackle critical air pollution problems.

We hope that county and city leaders see the value to hu-
man health, the natural environment, business, and public 
participation in not only keeping the air quality program 
local, but supporting its work as well. GASP will continue 
to follow this very important issue.

County Air Quality Program
continued from page 1 Third Community Meeting 

Held in McKeesport with 
CSX Railroad

by Sue Seppi, GASP Project Manager

b

Community neighbors of the CSX Rail Yard in 
McKeesport, representatives of CSX, the Allegheny 
County Health Department (ACHD) and GASP 

gathered on November 14, 2007, at the Highland Grove 
United Methodist Church for a discussion of previously 
raised neighborhood concerns about the rail yard.

Of primary interest were the results of a fine particulate 
monitoring study done by the ACHD Air Quality Section 
in a neighborhood backyard in close proximity to the CSX 
rail yard. As GASP members know, high ambient fine par-
ticulate levels have associations with a variety of respiratory 
and cardiac health problems, including premature mortality.

Jim Thompson, head of the ACHD Air Quality Enforce-
ment Section, reported that the monitored data showed fine 
particulate levels rising and falling with overall pollution 
levels. The monitored levels in general were somewhat lower 
than the nearby Liberty monitor which has the highest 
annual and 24-hour fine particulate levels recorded in the 
county, but the monitor data was also often above the back-
ground levels. There were a few times when the McKeesport 
monitored data was somewhat higher than background and 
Liberty monitor. The monitoring will continue for a few 
more months before a final analysis is done. The nearby 
Liberty monitor records 24-hour fine particulate levels that 
are among the highest in the country.

In general, the neighbors felt that both idling and train 
emissions were reduced since the start of the neighborhood 
and CSX meetings in April 2007.

Noise from the rail yard trains was another concern of 
attendees. In particular, there were complaints about trains 
passing through the rail yard using their horns excessively. 
Questions were posed as to why one train would blow its 
horn so much while another train passing shortly after or 
before would use its horn sparingly. Terry Ludban, CSX 
Supervisor of Public Affairs and Safety, said he would look 
into that issue.

A prior resident complaint focused on the new rail yard 
lighting. The lighting is similar to parking lot lighting, but 
brighter and on much higher support poles. While there 
are partial shields on the lights, some residents on the hill 
above the railroad complained that the light filters through 
their windows at night. Mr. Ludban agreed to have a CSX 
employee work with the residents to address the problem, 
perhaps by rotating the shield. 

continued on page 9
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The Many Faces of GASP in 2007
continued from page 1

ronmental Protection Agency. The work of GASP and so 
many other hard-working local and national environmental 
groups is having a positive impact, but we still have a long 
way to go before all Americans can truly breathe easy. Below 
is just a sampling of what we’ve been able to achieve in 2007 
with your help.

Diesel Pollution has a Solution
The GASP and Clean Water Action-led Allegheny County 
Partnership to Reduce Diesel Pollution launched the Pitts-
burgh Healthy School Bus Fund this past summer. This 
is an innovative approach to cleaning up the city’s school 
buses and protecting the health of our students. Seeded by 
a generous grant from the Heinz Endowments, this fund is 
available to school bus operators serving Pittsburgh Pub-
lic Schools, providing them with the funding necessary to 
install diesel particulate filters which reduce diesel emissions 
by 85-90%. We are hopeful that school bus operators will 
take advantage of the funding available. This program will 
have significant positive impacts on the children, bus driv-
ers, and communities that these older polluting school buses 
travel through.

The Diesel Partnership is also working with the City of 
Pittsburgh on an EPA funded program that will allow the 
city to retrofit a pilot group of waste haulers with diesel 

particulate filters. This will benefit the health of truck opera-
tors and loaders, people who live and work along municipal 
garbage routes, and Pittsburgh area residents.

GASP continues to work with McKeesport residents hop-
ing to find relief from diesel locomotive idling. Read more 
about this effort on page 3.

In addition to continued work on the aforementioned 
projects, the Diesel Partnership is also looking to secure 
local and federal funding to partner with the Allegheny 
County Health Department, municipalities located in the 
Liberty/Clairton area, and United States Steel Corp. on a 
variety of diesel retrofit projects that will collectively benefit 
air quality in the Mon-Valley.

Fighting for Clean Air
GASP continues to vigorously litigate environmental issues 
important to Southwestern Pennsylvania and the nation. In 
2007, work included:

EPA v. New York, et al - GASP was part of a coalition of 
environmental groups and states that challenged an EPA 
regulation creating a loophole called the Equipment Re-
placement Provision, which was an amendment to what is 
referred to as the Routine Maintenance, Repair, and Re-
placement (“RMRR”) Exclusion from the Clean Air Act’s 
New Source Review requirements. The challenge was suc-
cessful before the US Court of Appeals and the US Supreme 
Court refused to hear further appeals from the EPA.

In February 2007, GASP issued a Notice of Intent to Sue 
the Greene Energy Resource Recovery Project under the 
Clean Air Act’s citizen suit provision for failing to com-
mence a “continuous program of construction.” GASP 
continues to monitor the situation and is prepared to bring 
further legal action should it be called for.

GASP submitted oral and detailed written testimony to 
the EPA on revisions to the national ozone standard. In our 
comments we called for a new standard set at 0.060 ppm 
(part per million), which is the lower end of the range rec-
ommended by the EPA’s own scientific advisory committee.

Working with Communities
As a grassroots organization, GASP has always had a strong 
community component in our programs. Communication 
from concerned citizens is often times the stimulus that 
leads us to take on some very important environmental is-
sues.

One such example is GASP’s work with residents of Brid-
geville who are dealing with fugitive dust emissions from 
Silhol Buiders Supply Company, a ready-mix cement batch 
plant in their community. Because such plants are consid-
ered insignificant sources of pollution, they do not need 
an air quality permit to operate, however they still must 
comply with opacity regulations. Large quantities of fugitive 

Children exiting a school bus retrofitted with 
pollution-reducing technology
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dust can be observed in the area during the plant’s opera-
tion which leads us to believe there may be violations of the 
opacity regulation.

In addition, GASP continues to serve on the Springdale 
Community Advisory Panel. The group, which has been in 
existence for a year now, has been tackling both noise and 
air pollution issues associated with Reliant’s coal-fired power 
plant in nearby Cheswick.

While our work normally focuses on issues affecting 
Southwestern Pennsylvania, GASP is sometimes asked to 
assist in important issues affecting other parts of the com-
monwealth. Recently, we were asked by residents of Erie for 
assistance in opposing a proposed “tire-to-energy” facility to 
be located on Erie’s Eastside. To that end, GASP co-spon-
sored an informational presentation on the possible health 
and environmental effects of this plant with the newly 
formed citizens’ group called KEEP, Keep Erie’s Environ-
ment Protected. Erie Renewable Energy, LLC has submitted 
its application for an air quality plan approval. The plan 
proposes to burn some 900 tons of tires a day in a circulating 
fluidized bed gasifier plant. GASP will be keeping a close 
eye on the details as they develop.

We’re Educating Communities, Teachers and Stu-
dents about Air Quality
Throughout 2007, GASP conducted teacher workshops on 
a variety of environmental topics, including ozone and fine 
particulates, the Donora smog disaster, and pollution from 
mobile sources, to name a few. The Pennsylvania DEP, EPA, 
and the Southwest PA Air Quality Partnership are currently 
funding these outreach programs in local schools.

For many years now, you’ve heard us boast about the 
GASPer Air Monitor Program, an exciting educational 
program which provides middle school, high school, and 
college students with the opportunity to use sophisticated 
air monitoring equipment to conduct investigations in their 
classrooms and school yards. After more than a decade in b

operation, we decided that the monitoring equipment and 
the curriculum needed some revamping. Generous support 
provided by the Grable Foundation has allowed for this 
much needed face-lift to occur.

This past spring, GASP held our fourth annual Drive 
Cleaner, Drive Greener event in conjunction with the Ven-
ture Outdoors Festival. In addition to showcasing locally 
owned hybrids and alternatively-fueled vehicles, we also fea-
tured the fuel-efficient SmartCar. Visit us at our fifth annual 
Drive Cleaner, Drive Greener event in May 2008.

The tireless efforts of Fran Harkins, GASP’s Community 
Outreach Coordinator for the spring and summer, enabled 
us to conduct community outreach and education in more 
than thirty-five communities in and around Allegheny 
County.

Additions to the GASP Staff and Board
GASP welcomed a new staff member and two new board 
members in 2007. Lee Szymkiewicz joined GASP in July as 
Education Coordinator and Administrative Assistant. Learn 
more about Lee in the Spotlight article on page 11.

Doctors David Eibling and Peri Unligil joined the GASP 
board earlier this year. Doctor Eibling is a practicing Ear-
Nose-Throat physician at the VA Pittsburgh Healthcare 
System and a faculty member at the University of Pitts-
burgh. And as those of you who attended GASP and Good 
Friends know, he is also an excellent raffler. Doctor Unligil 
is a physician with UPMC specializing in internal medicine 
and is a clinical assistant professor with the University of 
Pittsburgh Medical School. We are so delighted to have this 
new medical expertise on the board.

The SmartCar at GASP’s Drive Cleaner, Drive Greener

Silhol Builders Supply Company in Bridgeville
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Coal use is a monumentally important issue for this 
country and our world. Coal currently provides a 
majority of our nation’s electric power. Coal-fired 

power plants are responsible for 40% of our nation’s carbon 
dioxide emissions, approximately 60% of sulfur dioxide 
emissions, nearly one-fifth of nitrogen oxide emissions, and 
about 74% of mercury emissions. Coal combustion is also 
responsible for the release of vast amounts of hazardous air 
pollutants including chromium, lead, arsenic, selenium, and 
dioxin (one of the most toxic, deadly substances known to 
science). The various types of air pollution from coal-fired 
power plants can cause shortness of breath, permanent lung 
damage, trigger strokes or heart attacks, worsen asthma, lead 
to developmental problems in children, lead to premature 
death, and cause cancer, among other effects. Moreover, 
through disruption of plant growth and acidification of 
ecosystems, coal plant air emissions also cause in excess of 
500 million dollars in crop damage every year. Air emis-
sions from coal-fired power plants threaten our health, the 
health of our children, and the productivity of our farms 
and forests.

Air pollution is not the only environmental damage 
caused by coal use. Coal mining, coal combustion, and coal 
waste disposal also result in water pollution and habitat 
destruction. Coal mining requires 260 million gallons of 
water every day in the U.S. and preparing coal for combus-
tion generates 90 million gallons of waste slurry every year. 
In Pennsylvania alone over 3000 miles of streams have been 
polluted by acid mine drainage, which results in an esti-
mated $67 million in lost sport fishing revenue annually. 
Furthermore, mountaintop removal mining in other parts 
of Appalachia has buried or polluted over 1200 miles of 
streams, disrupted drinking water supplies, flooded com-
munities, and destroyed ecosystems. Coal also damages 
local economies. Coal production between 1985 and 2005 
increased 22%, yet during the same time period the number 
of coal miners decreased by 55%, with the miners remain-
ing suffering a 20% reduction in wages (when adjusted for 
inflation). The damage from coal continues after its mining 
and combustion—120 million tons of solid waste are gener-
ated from coal-fired power plants each year. Those wastes are 
either used in construction materials, landfilled, or placed in 
surface impoundments. In Pennsylvania, a popular destina-
tion for coal ash is abandoned mine sites for use in remedia-
tion projects, and there are studies indicating that the use 
of coal ash for mine remediation can create more problems 

than it solves. One recent study examining sites where coal 
combustion wastes were used as mine fill showed ground 
and surface water quality degradation at 60% of the sites. 
Coal is truly one of the most damaging energy sources in 
use today.

Despite the many harms caused by our use of this fossil 
fuel, we continue to mine and burn huge amounts of it. The 
United States has been blessed, some of us would say cursed, 
with the largest coal reserves in the world: 1.2 billion tons 
of coal were mined in 2006 in the United States alone. 
Coal currently supplies over half of our nation’s electricity, 
and, with a projected 39% increase in electricity demand 
by 2030, coal’s share of the electricity market may increase 
over the coming decades. The U.S. Department of Energy 
projects that meeting rising electricity demand will require 
139 gigawatts of new coal-fired power generation. Approxi-
mately 150 new coal-fired power plants are currently being 
planned, which if built would increase America’s carbon 
emissions by 10%.

This industrial rush to rely more heavily on such a dirty 
power source strikes fear into the hearts of those aware 
enough to be concerned about global warming or the many 
health-damaging emissions sure to result from increased coal 
combustion. Coal proponents counter the rational, com-
mon sense concerns of the American public with slogans 
such as “Coal, Now Clean and Green” and tout the benefits 
of supposedly “clean coal” technology. Given coal’s dirty 
past and present, can we responsibly rest our future energy 
needs on claims of clean coal? Are the claims of clean coal 
technology correct or are we witnessing a “greenwash-
ing” campaign? To answer these large questions, a look at 
coal-based electricity generation technology, coal mining 
practices, and the disposal of coal-fired power plant waste 
is necessary. In the next several issues of the Hotline, GASP 
will be outlining some of the details of the coal life cycle, 
beginning in the next issue with a discussion of coal com-
bustion technology and associated pollution control devices. 

References:
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Coal and Our Future
by Michael Parker, GASP Legal Director

This article is the first in a series of Hotline articles on coal. Topics will include coal combustion technology, coal mining techniques, 
coal ash disposal, and water pollution associated with mining.

continued on page 7
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For three years now, it’s been 
GASP’s pleasure to be housed in 
the Wightman School Com-

munity Building in Squirrel Hill. The 
110-year-old, 40,000-square foot 
building is owned by the Carriage 
House Children’s Center (CHCC). 
We thoroughly enjoy our spacious 
office, wonderful natural lighten-
ing, and prime location, and had 
not even realized until recently that 
extra benefits for our staff were on the 
way—they’ve decided to go green!

According to Samantha Balbier, 
Development Director, “The entire 
premise of Carriage House’s ‘green-
ing effort’ was to make the building 
environmentally healthy for the kids 
and tenants and also to realize energy savings and reinvest 
them into the educational curriculum. This process will also 
maintain the affordability of the building for our eleven 
non-profit tenants.”

CHCC has raised over $5.5 million over the past 20 years 
to renovate the building. The most recent renovation is a 
$2.5 million project dubbed Old School…New School… 
Green School that CHCC hopes will bestow the center with 
gold or silver certification through the US Green Building 
Council’s LEEDTM for Existing Buildings. As it turns out, 
many of the choices that were made over the past twenty 
years were “green,” because the safety and health of children 
were always pivotal to the decisions being made. Recently, 
however, conscious decisions have been made to ensure that 
the Wightman School Community Building becomes an 
environmentally healthy building for all. These include six 
major changes:

1) The entire heating and cooling system in the building was 
redesigned to provide optimum energy efficiency and 
healthier indoor air quality for the children, staff, and 
tenants. Advanced filtration and ventilation were added. 

The new system reuses the energy that the building 
creates and brings fresh, filtered outdoor air into every 
space. Filtered outdoor air is healthier than recycled 
indoor air. The attic is now insulated.

2) The lighting has been substantially improved by adding 
natural light from replacement windows and by using 
high efficiency lighting products that are non-reflec-
tive, have a natural light quality, and have low mercury 
content. 

3) The cleaning products are certified environmentally 
healthy and biodegradable.

4) All paint and finishing products were chosen because 
they contain low VOCs (volatile organic compounds).

5) A building-wide recycling program has been instituted. 
This has allowed the children to learn about recycling, 
while the building reduces its landfill waste by forty 
percent.

6) All indoor environmental hazards such as asbestos, PCB’s 
and lead paint have been professionally removed and/or 
contained.

Old School… New School… Green School
by Rachel Filippini, GASP Executive Director

b
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Coal references
continued from page 6
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The GASP Hotline welcomes articles from guest authors in our column, “A Breath of Fresh Air.” This column features GASP members 
and friends sharing stories from their personal or professional environmental work, as well as their thoughts on topical environmental 
issues. To submit a piece, please contact the editors at hotline@gasp-pgh.org. Note: The opinions of the author do not necessarily reflect 
the views of GASP.

The Growing Scourge of Mercury Pollution, Part II
by John Jones

A Breath of Fresh Air

In the previous issue, we began to take an in-depth look 
at mercury pollution here in Pittsburgh by examining 
sources. In this issue we’ll take the next step and consider 

consequences.

The Health Dangers 
Mercury is a developmental toxin that can affect babies 

developing in the womb and, at much higher doses, can 
lead to serious health effects for adults. According to a 
recent Sierra Club report1 “Every year, one in six women of 
childbearing age in the United States has mercury levels in 
her blood high enough to put her baby at risk. That means, 
nationwide, as many as 630,000 infants are born every year 
with unsafe mercury levels. The primary exposure pathway 
for most Americans is through consumption of fish with 
high levels of methylmercury—the toxic form of mercury 
that accumulates in seafood. In 2003, forty-five states and 
territories had fish advisories for local waterways. Coal-fired 
power plants are the largest single man-made source of mer-
cury pollution in the [world] and the largest source of mer-
cury in the United States. When the plants release mercury 
into our air, it rains down into our lakes, rivers and streams. 
The toxic mercury then makes its way to our dinner tables 
via contaminated fish.”

The EPA acknowledges the link between eating fish and 
shellfish and methylmercury contamination. Whether an ex-
posure to the various forms of mercury will harm a person’s 
health depends on a number of factors. Almost all people 
have at least trace amounts of methylmercury in their tis-
sues, reflecting the widespread presence in the environment 
and people’s exposure through the consumption of fish and 
shellfish. People may be exposed to mercury in any of its 
forms under different circumstances. The factors that deter-
mine how severe the health effects from mercury exposure 
are include these:
• the chemical form of mercury; 
• the dose; 
• the age of the person exposed (a fetus is the most suscep-

tible); 
• the duration of exposure; 

• the route of exposure—inhalation, ingestion, dermal con-
tact, etc.; and 

• the health of the person exposed. 

An estimate by an expert panel of the National Academy 
of Sciences confirmed the effect on children born each year 
in the United States with neurodevelopmental impairments 
caused by exposure in the womb to methylmercury com-
pounds. At highest risk are children whose mothers ate large 
amounts of tainted fish and other seafood during pregnancy. 
Because fish provide a host of healthy nutrients, the panel 
argued that the long-term goal should be reducing methyl-
mercury concentrations in U.S. fish, not cutting fish from 
the diet. Although the effects of methylmercury exposure 
are subtle, the panel argued the exposure could “result in an 
increase in the number of children who have to struggle to 
keep up in school and who might require remedial classes or 
special education.” The toxin may have a significant impact 
on learning, memory, and attention even at low exposure 
levels. The panel also cited studies linking methylmercury 
exposures to high blood pressure and abnormal heart rates. 
The studies sometimes found such effects from exposures 
even lower than those causing neurodevelopmental harm.2

What may come as a surprise to many is mercury con-
tamination coming from their own mouth. Both Health 
Canada (1996) and World Health Organization (1991) 
considered dental amalgams to be the single largest source 
of mercury exposure for the general public, with amalgam 
potentially contributing up to 84% (WHO, 1991) of total 
daily intake from all forms of mercury regardless of source. 
Therefore the level of exposure resulting from amalgam is 
not an issue of contention. The WHO also noted that, for 
mercury vapor, “a specific no-observed-effects level (NOEL) 
cannot be established”, i.e. no level of mercury vapor has 
been found that can be considered harmless.  The earliest 
symptoms of long-term, low-level mercury poisoning are 
subclinical and neurological. Consequently, due to their 
subtlety, these symptoms are easily misdiagnosed. Some 
recent studies establish at least 50% of dentists with elevated 
mercury levels had peripheral nervous disorders, and den-
tists have twice the rate of Glioblastoma3 than non-dentists.4
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The Symptoms 
So what are the symptoms of mercury poisoning? In other 

words, how would you know if you have a mercury-related 
problem (or more to the point, how would someone else 
suspect that you have a problem?). If you had a mercury 
health problem, you may not have the faculties to evaluate 
your condition. This subtle point of awareness underscores 
the problem. The expression “mad as a hatter” was coined 
during the 18th century during a time when the hat making 
industry used vast amounts of a mercury containing solu-
tion to facilitate the separation of fur from pelts to make 
felt for hats. This process was known as “carroting” since an 
orange-colored solution containing a mercury compound 
(mercury nitrate) was used. Workers would often be exposed 
to mercury vapors in the steamy air. Many hatters with 
long-term exposure, particularly those involved in carrot-
ing, got mercury poisoning and thus the expression “mad as 
a hatter” was coined. During the 19th century the condi-
tion was otherwise known as The Danbury Shakes since hat 
making was prominent in Danbury, Connecticut, where 
high levels of mercury persist to this day in the soil.

Mercury poisoning attacks the nervous system, caus-
ing drooling, hair loss, uncontrollable muscle twitching, a 
lurching gait, plus difficulties in talking and thinking clearly. 
Stumbling about in a confused state with slurred speech and 
trembling hands, affected hatters were sometimes mistaken 
for drunks. In very severe cases, hallucinations are experi-
enced.

Here are the symptoms for both low-dose and high-dose 
exposure.5

Low-Dose Exposure 

High-Dose Exposure 
• Gastroenteritis (stomach upset) 
• Mouth pain 
• Abdominal pain 
• Vomiting 
• Excessive salivation 
• Anuria (urine production stops) 
• Uraemia (urine products appearing in the blood) 
• Nephritis (kidney disease leading to kidney failure) 
• Anorexia (lack of appetite) 
• Ataxia (difficulty in moving) 

In a practical sense the distinction between low and high-
dose levels is lost since there is no level of mercury contami-
nation considered to be safe and methylmercury damage 
is irreversible. Treatment is determined by the severity of 
the condition and is similar to that given for cerebral palsy. 
The symptoms do not usually worsen unless there is a new 
exposure to methylmercury.

Complications depend on the severity of the condition, 
and the specific symptoms manifested (such as blindness or 
deafness).7 A definitive diagnosis is complicated since many 
of these symptoms might also result from other problems.

In the next issue we’ll explore mercury and reproductive 
health and the scope of this insidious problem.

1 http://www.sierraclub.org/mercury/overview/ 

2 J.R. “Methylmercury’s toxic toll--Brief Article”. Science News. 
July 29, 2000. 

3 A malignant tumor of the central nervous system, usually occur-
ring in the cerebrum of adults. 

4 http://www.y2khealthanddetox.com/mercuryinfo.html 

5 http://www.mercurysafety.co.uk/hlthinfo.htm 

6 Paraesthesia describes a number of abnormal sensations just 
about anywhere in the body. These include tingling, prickling, 
pins and needles, electrical-type buzzing, burning, skin crawling, 
itching, partial numbness (like feeling through tent-cloth) and a 
variety of neuropathic pains. 

7 Reviewed by Steven Angelo, M.D., Assistant Professor of Medi-
cine, Yale School of Medicine, New Haven, CT. Review provided 
by VeriMed Healthcare Network (1/12/2003) 

• Erethism (nervousness, 
irritability, mood insta-
bility, blushing) 

• Tremors 
• Personality change 
• Suicidal tendency 
• Paraesthesia6 
• Impaired hearing 
• Speech disorders 
• Visual disturbance 
• Abnormal reflexes 

• Disturbed gait 
• Gingivitis (inflammation of 

the gums) 
• Impaired nerve conduction 
• Renal damage 
• Adverse outcome of preg-

nancy 
• Infertility 
• Pneumonitis (lung disease) 
• Glioblastoma (brain cancer) 
• Immune system dysfunction 

Public concerns, questions, or comments on engineering 
matters, blocked crossings, operations issues, property and 
real estate inquires, and public safety concerns should be di-
rected to CSX at 1-877-TellCSX or via email at tellcsx@csx.

com. All callers will receive a response. TellCSX is not for 
railroad emergencies. Calls concerning suspicious activities, 
environmental incidents, derailments, vandalism and other 
emergencies should be directed to the Public Safety Coordi-
nation Center at 1-800-232-0144.

CSX
continued from page 3

b

b
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GASP celebrated the year’s accomplishments on 
Friday, November 2 at our annual fall benefit, GASP 
and Good Friends, held at Khalil’s II Restaurant in 

North Oakland. The event was a success! This year’s benefit 
was an opportunity for GASPers to get to know each other 
while learning more about GASP’s recent work.

The evening featured delicious Mediterranean food 
prepared by Khalil’s. We also had over 30 different donated 
items in our “teacup raffle.” Board member David Eibling 
did a wonderful job as the event’s emcee, colorfully promot-
ing the various raffle items. Each GASP staff member then 
spent a few minutes speaking about what they have been 
working on over the past 
year. Finally, attendees 
were treated to an inspir-
ing belly dance perfor-
mance by Olivia Kissel 
of the Zafira Dance Co.

Thank you to every-
one who joined us at 
GASP and Good Friends. 
Your support is appre-
ciated and is essential 
to GASP’s continued 
success in protecting the 
environment and clean-
ing up our region’s air.

Good Friends of GASP Gather for a Celebration

Thank You to GASP’s Event Donors!
Baum Blvd. Automotive
David Bottali Produce
Evelyn Castillo
CMU School of Drama
Dance Alloy Theater
David Fowler
Fran Harkins
Jane Haskell
Heinz History Center
Janis Johnson
Just Ducky Tours
Khalil’s II
Lincoln Caverns
Emily Lisowski

Mattress Factory
Pittsburgh CLO
Pittsburgh Irish & 

Classical Theatre
Pittsburgh Opera 
Pittsburgh Public 

Theater
Pittsburgh Zoo & PPG 

Aquarium
Santosha Yoga Center
School House Yoga
Venture Outdoors
Yoga Matrika
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Left: Khalil’s 
delicious 
Mediterranean 
food is enjoyed 
by GASP friends

Right: GASP 
Board member 
David Eibling 
serves as the 
emcee for the 
evening

Belly dancer Olivia Kissel 
provides entertainment Fran Harkins speaks about GASP’s community outreach in front of a full crowd
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All contributions are tax-deductible to the extent allowed by law.  Group Against Smog 
and Pollution, Inc. is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization.  The official registration and 
financial information of GASP may be obtained from the Department of State by calling 
1-800-732-0999.  Registration does not imply endorsement.  

Name

Address

City/State/Zip

Phone

E-mail

Join GASP Today!
✁

❑ Check    ❑ Visa    ❑ Mastercard    ❑ American Express

Card #           

Exp. Date        Amount $

Signature 

❑ $35   Grassroots Supporters 
($15 low income/student rate)

❑ $60   Grassroots Contributors
(includes recycled tote)

❑ $100   Grassroots Patrons
(includes recycled tote and umbrella)

❑ $250   Clean Air Defenders
(includes recycled tote and umbrella)

❑ $500   Clean Air Protectors
(includes recycled tote and umbrella)

❑ $   Other

Call GASP at (412) 325-
7382 to learn about 
automatic monthly 
giving, deducted 
directly from your 
checking account or 
charged to your credit 
card.  An easy, hassle-
free way to support 
GASP all year round!

❑  I want my entire donation to go to GASP.  Please don’t 
send the tote and/or umbrella

b

Reminder:  You can read this newsletter online 
as a PDF file (requires Adobe Acrobat reader), 
and help us save paper.  Email the editors at 
hotline@gasp-pgh.org if you’d prefer to receive 
a downloadable PDF link via email when the next 
issue of the Hotline is published.

Lee Szymkiewicz (sim-KEV-ich) is the newest addition 
to GASP’s staff. She was hired as GASP’s Education 
Coordinator/Administrative Assistant in July 2007, 

taking over from Bridget who moved out west. Lee learned 
of the job opening from a friend, but admits that she hadn’t 
previously heard of GASP. She suggests, “That fact may be 
one of our biggest challenges... not enough people, espe-
cially young professional and college students, know that we 
exist.”

Lee decided to 
work for GASP 
because she wanted 
a job related to 
her field of study, 
having received a 
BS in Biology from 
the University of 
Pittsburgh and a 
Master of Science in 
Sustainable Systems 
degree from Slip-
pery Rock Univer-
sity in 2006. The 
educational aspects 
of her job include 

being in charge of the GASPer Air Monitor program, as well 
as teacher workshops and general air quality presentations 
for the community and schools. Lee is served well by her 
extensive work with children, including as an after-school 
tutor for America Reads, as an Arts and Crafts Teacher at 
the Wilkinsburg Boys and Girls Club, and a teacher’s aide 
in the emotional support classroom at North Hills Junior 
High.

What Lee likes most about her job is “educating people 
who are truly interested” in environmental topics. She also 
“feels proud to be a part” of GASP and believes it does 
“important work in the Pittsburgh area.” In addition to 
providing education, Lee performs administrative duties like 
paying bills and managing GASP’s membership database.

When Lee first started work, she shadowed Bridget for 
two weeks to learn the ropes. They were doing an air qual-
ity/diesel presentation at the Parental Stress Center in East 

Liberty. Lee relates, “The first presentation was for very 
young kids, probably 5 years old. We were asking them 
what things emitted smoke and pollution. For instance, 
school buses, trucks, cars, etc. One girl raised her hand, with 
a huge smile on her face, and said, ‘And dragons too!’ Then 
she just laughed. It was really funny and cute.”

In addition to her work with GASP, Lee is involved with 
other local organizations. She recently joined the Sierra 
Club and is a strong supporter of the labor movement, 
being periodically involved with SEIU Healthcare, PA’s 
healthcare workers union.

Outside of work, Lee enjoys playing soccer. She’s been 
playing on a team through the Pittsburgh Sports League 
for the past year. She also likes hiking and spending time 
reading. Lee and her boyfriend, Zach, enjoy their 4-year-old 
dog, Rita, a Beagle mix with a “massive amount of energy.”

Spotlight on GASP Staff
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In mid-October, GASP invited members to a 
tour of Monona Farms, home to Tom Stickle’s 
nearly 500-acre switchgrass crop. Thirteen 

people attended, and we were fortunate enough to 
have beautiful weather—perfect conditions for a 
successful event!

Tom Stickle is director of the Switchgrass for 
Bioenergy Project. For those who don’t know, 
switchgrass is a renewable energy crop. Monona 
Farms, northeast of Ligonier, PA, is the only Con-
servation Reserve Farm in Pennsylvania devoted 
to switchgrass research. Switchgrass produces 
8,000 BTUs per pound, which is comparable to 
quality wood or low-quality coal. But the great 
thing about switchgrass is that, as a renewable 
energy source, it regenerates itself, without the 
need for pesticides or fertilization, for 25 years or 
more. It can help to reduce our reliance on foreign 
oil and fossil fuels, as well as helping to counter 
the effects of global warming by serving as a carbon neutral 
fuel source.

Tom is currently working to develop a commercially via-
ble pelletization process, producing pellets to burn in stoves, 
as well as cellulosic ethanol to fuel vehicles and a gasification 
process to generate electricity. 

The name Tom Stickle is synonymous with switchgrass, 
locally as well as nationally. GASP is grateful to him for 
sharing his knowledge and allowing us to tour his cutting 
edge farm featuring this exciting renewable energy source.

This was one of what we hope will be many events for our 
supporters, allowing them to become more involved with 
GASP and providing educational opportunities at the same 
time.

Be on the lookout for more information about our up-
coming events in 2008:
February – Air Quality and Heart Health
March 29 – Waste coal panel discussion featuring Eric 

Schaeffer of the Environmental Integrity Project
May – Reduce, Reuse, Recycle - Rummage Sale

GASP Tours a Cutting Edge Renewable Energy Project
by Lee Szymkiewicz, GASP Education Coordinator

GASP members tour a switchgrass farm


