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Fort Edward, New York, a gray industrial town on the upper Hudson River, was once 
known for its role in the French and Indian War and the American Revolution. Today it is 
ground zero for one of the biggest environmental debacles since Love Canal: 60 years of 
dumping of Polychlorinated Biphenyls (PCBs) into the Hudson River by the General 
Electric Company (GE). PCBs, organic pollutants listed by the United States 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) as probable human carcinogens that have been 
linked to nervous, reproductive, endocrine, and immune system damage, persist in the 
environment – and the human body—indefinitely. 
 
The Persistence of PCBs 
From 1947 through 1975, GE used PCBs as insulating agents in the manufacture of 
electrical equipment. During that period, GE dumped the vast majority of 1.3 million 
pounds of it into the Hudson River, but the New York State Attorney General’s office 
attests that GE did not have any permit to discharge PCBs into the Hudson River until 
1975. By then, the majority of the dumping had already occurred. 
 
PCBs made their way up the food chain and destroyed the Hudson’s once thriving fishing 
industry. In 1984, the 200-mile stretch of the PCB-contaminated Hudson below the GE 
plants at Fort Edward and nearby Hudson Falls became the EPA’s largest Superfund site.  
Despite over $100 million spent to avoid responsibility for its destruction of the Hudson, 
GE is being forced to begin dredging the toxic sediment in 2009.  The cost to the people 
of Fort Edward and Hudson Falls of GE’s toxic legacy and uconscionable delay is 
incalculable. 
 
Dick and Tammy Williams hosted staff from Riverkeeper’s Hudson River Program in 
November 2006 when we were invited to learn from Fort Edward residents how PCBs 
and other contaminants dumped by GE have affected their lives. GE’s toxic legacy 
includes poisons that have contaminated the earth under their homes, their drinking 
water, their air, their health, and their  prospects for the future. 
 
The Williams Family 
Dick Williams, age 71, has lived in Fort Edward all his life. As a child, his wife Tammy, 
42, swam, fished and bull-frogged in the Hudson. Back then, the public wasn’t aware that 
GE had been dumping PCBs into the river for a generation. Today, Dick and Tammy are 
trying to sell their once successful dairy farm on Stevens Lane because it is sitting on 
land contaminated by PCBs. 
  
It wasn’t until the early 1980s that the general population began to understand the danger 
of PCBs. Seven families in Fort Edward, mostly on Stevens Lane, sued GE for 
contamination of their homes, their water and air, and for health effects. In 1989, GE 
agreed to settle with these families, offering them a compensation package and 
forbidding them from ever disclosing its terms. In exchange, GE was granted a 
permanent “pollution easement” tied to each of the seven properties preventing the 



owners and any future owners from ever suing GE for property damage based on 
contamination that occurred prior to the easement’s date. The “pollution easement” on 
the Williams’s property has made the farm virtually impossible to sell. Tammy sighed, 
“We’ll probably have it forever.” 
 
AToxic Brew 
In addition to PCBs, the plants used toxic cleaning solvents such as Trichloroethylene 
(TCE, a probable carcinogen), benzene (a known carcinogen), kerosene, and gasoline to 
wash down work areas. Over decades of use, this noxious chemical cocktail leached into 
the ground beneath both the Fort Edward and Hudson Falls GE plants. 
 
In 2000, the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) issued 
its Record of Decision (ROD) which established how a land-based cleanup at the Fort 
Edward plant and its discharge pipe into the Hudson River would proceed. It estimated 
that 144,000 gallons of PCBs and other toxins had collected under the parking lot of the 
plant, and created a toxic plume over 500 feet wide. GE began pumping toxins from 
wells near the parking lot in 2003. Despite three years of active remediation, 
Kevin Farrar, a DEC engineering geologist, noted that, as of November 2006, 131,444 
gallons of PCBs still remained underground. 
 
Just opposite GE’s parking lot, Tammy Stewart’s house sports the sign, “GE Would U 
Live Here?” The 45-year-old Stewart confessed that when she moved there with her three 
children in 2000, she hadn’t given much thought to PCBs or other toxins. But in February 
2005, she received notice of testing for TCE contamination in her area. “Living right 
across from GE, the hair stood up on the back of my neck,” she recalled. The soil on 
Stewart’s property was found to be contaminated with PCBs, but levels were within the 
“acceptable range.” Stewart said, “We didn’t go into our backyard for almost a year.” It 
was then that Stewart discovered that her house had belonged to one of the seven 
families who settled with GE in 1989, and that it carried a permanent “pollution 
easement.” An archaic system of recording easements in Fort Edward had hidden this 
from her. Stewart was told that the easement prevents her from ever being able to sue GE. 
“I’m stuck, because I could never sell the house to another family and have them go 
through what we did,” she said. 
 
“I Don't Like the Smell of It” 
The 350 families living in Fort Edward’s northern township used to drink water from 
their own wells, but in December 1982, the New York State Department of Health 
(DOH) discovered that their aquifer was heavily contaminated. The town financed a $1 
million 21-year bond, creating a new water district and assessing the 350 families 
in order to pay for it. These families, who had once enjoyed free water, were assessed an 
additional $1 million in interest on the bond plus regular water bills. 
 
The Village of Fort Edward, a separate municipality, used to draw its water from the 
town of Moreau on the west side of the Hudson. But in the early 1980s, a groundwater 
plume of toxins 4,800 feet long and 2,000 feet wide (the equivalent of 167 football fields) 
was discovered flowing through that water supply from an old dump where GE had 



disposed of toxic waste. GE contained and sealed the site, established treatment systems 
and installed an air stripper (like a giant sprinkler) to expel TCE vapors from Reardon 
Brook which fed into the Village’s public water supply. The equipment treats 
approximately 215 million gallons of contaminated water yearly, and in 1989, it was 
estimated that the cleanup would take 200 years or more to complete. Ray Lacque, the 
water superintendent for the Village of Fort Edward for 27 years, explained that the air 
stripper is maintained constantly, but has not been updated. “We monitor the water going 
into and coming out of the air stripper for TCE every month,” he said. In 1994, however, 
EPA waived its own cleanup standards for treatment of this groundwater plume because 
they claimed they were impossible to attain. As a result, in the last Five-Year Review of 
the Moreau cleanup in 2003, the EPA declared that “The groundwater contamination at 
the GE Moreau site is under control.” Richard Fuller, a resident since 1984, said, “The 
water’s supposed to be okay, but I don’t like the smell of it.”  
 
There are likely other areas where the drinking water is also contaminated. Robert 
LeFebvre was a superintendent at the Defiance Asphalt plant in Fort Edward from 1960 
to 1970. According to a sworn statement he made in 2001 before he died of multiple 
cancers, GE contracted with Defiance to haul away its PCB/waste oil mixture for over 
ten years. The toxic waste was brought to Defiance, combined with heavier oil, then 
sprayed on dirt roads in Warren, Washington and Saratoga Counties to keep dust from 
flying. Eventually the roads were paved over, but in his statement LeFebvre said, “PCB 
contamination is more widespread than the public realizes; and no doubt it affects both 
the water table and our homes and yards.” 
 
The Vapors They Breathe 
In December of 2005, GE engineers discovered TCE vapors emanating from the 
groundwater and soil and penetrating buildings in Fort Edward. Monitors determined that 
the vapors were coming from a traveling plume of contaminants moving south and west 
of the GE plant. GE arranged with some owners of the TCE-contaminated homes to 
install Sub-Slab Depressurization Systems (SSDS) which seal the foundation, then suck 
the dangerous vapors up and out of the house. But of the 125-140 homes that are eligible 
for the SSDS, only about a third have installed them. 
 
Tammy Stewart explained, “Some people refused to have their homes tested because they 
just don’t want to know. Others don’t want to get the SSDS because they think they then 
won’t be able to sell their homes.” A number of residents expressed doubts because there 
is no government oversight of the SSDS program run by a GE subcontractor. They want 
the DOH to take over administration of the program to ensure that the SSDS are properly 
fitted for each home and correctly installed and maintained. 
 
Many Cancers – Few Studies 
Lieutenant Colonel Dennis Prevost, age 57, a retired Army officer and vice president of 
the community group Hudson River C.A.R.E, moved to Putnam Avenue in Fort Edward 
in 1956. He described an alarming number of health anomalies among the 27 families 
that lived on the street: his brother died of brain cancer at age 46, his college roommate 



died of brain cancer, a young woman in her 20s died of brain cancer, and the woman next 
door now suffers from pituitary cancer. 
  
Between 2000 and 2004, a cancer cluster study was commissioned by the DOH for the 
towns of Fort Edward and Hudson Falls. While certain areas showed elevated levels of 
cancer occurrence, the results were deemed inconclusive. Prevost believes the results 
were diluted because the study covered such a large area, parts of which had no 
contamination. Nevertheless, the DOH’s Cancer Registry does show colorectal cancer 
rates for Fort Edward and and Hudson Falls 15 to 49 percent higher than expected, and 
lung and bronchus cancer statistics 50 to 100 percent above normal. 
 
The anecdotal evidence is also difficult to ignore. Jo Anne Fuller, an amateur historian 
who moved to Fort Edward in 1980, noted, “Recently, so many friends and neighbors 
ages 35 to 50—people who grew up in Fort Edward and swam in the river—have been 
hit with breast and testicular cancer and leukemia.” In 1984, when Fuller’s 17-year-old 
daughter was on the Fort Edward/Hudson Falls track team, five girls on the team were 
diagnosed with leukemia during the academic year. 
 
The Hudson Falls Central School District of approximately 2300 students ranks highest 
in Washington County for learning disabilities, emotional disturbances, autism, and 
mental retardation, according to The New York State Education Department’s Special 
Education statistics for 2003-2005. These figures echo research done by Dr. David 
Carpenter, Director of the Institute for Health and the Environment at the University at 
Albany, whose 20-year study of Mohawk Indian adolescents along the St. Lawrence 
River shows a clear correlation between PCB exposure and poor memory, thyroid 
function and lower IQ. 
 
Carpenter has also studied hospitalization rates for various diseases in Hudson River 
communities that have PCB waste sites. He concluded, “Individuals in communities 
along the Hudson, including the people of Fort Edward and Hudson Falls, are more 
frequently hospitalized for heart disease, stroke, high blood pressure, bronchitis, acute 
respiratory infections, and diabetes than are people both from communities without waste 
sites, and from communities that have hazardous waste sites without PCBs.” Prevost 
himself suffered a stroke in 2004. 
 
The DOH is currently conducting yet another health study on PCBs in Fort Edward 
and Hudson Falls, but no epidemiological study has ever been done on the children of 
Fort Edward and Hudson Falls. 
 
More Contamination Remains 
There are many “orphan” land-based contaminated sites around Fort Edward and 
Hudson Falls which have not been officially recognized. These include three landfills, 
the old Defiance Asphalt plant, sites where contaminated sediment from the dredging of 
the Champlain Canal was deposited, and areas where PCB dust abatement was used. GE 
has all but ignored these “orphan” sites, and the DEC seemingly has neither the money 
nor the legal power to force the issue.  



 
What Needs to be Done 
Riverkeeper has been involved with the battle to force GE to clean up the PCBs in the 
Hudson since 1970 when PCBs were first discovered in Hudson River fish. Today, 
Riverkeeper is pressing the federal government, i.e., the EPA, to designate Fort Edward 
and Hudson Falls as standalone Superfund Sites on its National Priority List. Although 
the Hudson River dredging cleanup is a federal Superfund site, the land-based sites have 
been overseen only by the understaffed and under-funded Pataki DEC. The benefits of 
federal oversight would be considerable: epidemiological studies, remediation of water 
and soil gas plumes, examination of devalued property and tax burdens, federal funding 
for the cleanup and coordination with the upcoming dredging, and ultimately, a full 
reckoning of GE’s toxic legacy. Riverkeeper is also offering the residents support in their 
efforts to obtain grants for community revitalization and legal advice on ways to redress 
damages. 
 
The people of Fort Edward and Hudson Falls have already suffered grave environmental 
injustice, and because their situation has never received the kind of all-encompassing 
attention it deserves, the full extent of damage to these two communities remains 
unknown. 


