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Superfund

Cleanup Effort
Shows Results,
Study Reports

By Exic Pranin
Washingion Post St Wriser

“The federal Superfund program has begun to pay
dividends after more than two decades of controversy
and uneven performance, with more than halfof the na-
tion's worst toxic waste dumps cither cleaned up or no
longer posing threats, according toa new study.

Yet the number o toxi or hazardous sites requiring
federal attention contines to grow, and Congress will
have to spend at least $14 billon to $16.4 billion over
the coming decadejust to keep pace with the problem.
Thestudy, prepared by the policy think tank Resources
for the Future and released yesterday, was commis-
sioned by Congress s part ofareassessment of the Ent
vironmental Protection Agency program and its long-
term costs.
intil recently, the Superfund program was sharply
ricized by state offcils, industry leaders and con
servative Republicansfor the slow pace of its cleanups,
the amount of ed tape involved, and the size of penal-
ties assessed against business and industrial poliuters
o help offset the governments cleanup costs. Now,
however, a number of the EPA's critis—including the
General ‘Accounting Office—have lauded the more re-
cent successes of the program.

s of late last vear, according to the study, about 57
percent of the more than 1,280 toxic waste dumps on
the EPA's national priority list—other than polluted
federal or_military property—had. been designated
“construction complete” or free. of any immediate
threats to humans,

However, the cleanup s s expected to grow by as
many as 50 sites each year in the coming decade, ac-
cording to the study. And it remains unclear whether
‘Congress intends o continue to fully fund the pro-

m.

Superfund has been controversial virtually from the
time it was created. As conceived by Democrats in
1980, the program provided the EPA with the legal and
financial tools to clean up the nation's worst toxic
waste dumps. Under the progran, costs that the gov-
ernment couldn't directly assgn to polluters were cov-
ered by federal trust fund financed by taxes imposed
on industries assumed to contribute to the pollution,
such as o, gas and ehemical compancs.

During the Reagan administration, Rep. John D.
Dingell (Mich.) and other congressional Demoerats at.
tacked the EPA for hamstringing the program, When
the Republicans took control of Congress in 1995, they
promised to finally overhaul Superfund, to free busi-
nesses and innocent parties from the seemingly end
less rounds o litigation that sprouted from Superfund
liability provisions. The Clinton administration i

The Superfund program seeks to clean up toxic waste
sites, including the old Avtex fibers plant i Front Royal,
Va. The pipes carried raw materials used to make rayon,

tially pledged its support for change, but the effort
stalled. Interest in reshaping the program was revived
bya string of well-publicized Superfund horror tories.

Former Energy and Commerce Committce chair.
man Thomas J. Bliley Jr. (RVa.) vowed to make re-
vamping the Superfund program a top priority, but
pressure to pass new legislation diminished after the
EPA instituted its own set of changes in a bid to make
the program more fair to businesses and more efficient.

The corporate taes that financed Superfund clean:
ups expired at the end of 1995, which eft the program
with a substantial trust fund but no annual stream of
revenue, Eventually, this made it increasingly depe
dent on annual appropriations from Congress,

‘The government spends about $1.54 billiona year o
operate the Superfund program, and Congress would
need to continue spending at roughly that level in the
coming decade to sustain the program at current lev-
els. According 10 the Resources for the Future study,
statesponsored Superfund programs lack sufficient fi-
nancnl esources o assume thecost o majo fderal
cleanups.

Neither the Bush administration nor congressional
leaders have proposed to either reinstitute the taxes or
undertakecomprehensive change in the Superfund
program, which likely would trigger efforts by conser-
vative critics to gut the legislation

Instead, Congress is attempting to complete work
this year on revisions to a subsidiary of the Superfund
program, which would provide more funding and legal
incentives for states to clean up 500,000 abandoned in-
dustrial sites known as brownfields. The Senate ap-
proved brownfields legislation April 25 by a vote of 99
to 0, and the House s considerng its own version of
the bill

“Currently, a wary truce exists between those who
would lcave. [Superfund) liability and cleanup provi-
sions intact and those who do not want to reinstitute
the authority for the taxes that filled the coffers of the
trust fund.” the study concluded,

Sen. Larry E. Craig (Ridabo), a conservative GOP
leader, agreed with that assessment last week. Speal.
ing about the reauthorization of the Superfund pro-
gram, he said, < don'tsee the time or the politics o al-
low it this year. Given the stalemate, we will probably
work on it piece by piece.” \
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