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Editor’s note: This is a different type of story than we normally run. Sometimes, I think we forget about those people who have to clean up a mess after it is made. This story is about those who come after. In this case, we see just a hint of some of the suffering they must endure.


It can hardly be called cleanup. Remediation is too impersonal; sorting and sifting sound disrespectful. Yet, what the environmental services contractors and others accomplished at the Fresh Kills Landfill is, in a sense, just a story about hardworking Americans doing their jobs. Only the circumstances made it unique. 





Like hundreds of businesses across the United States, Hunt Valley, MD-based MARCOR Remediation, Inc., responded to September 11 with an offer to help. Company personnel were confident they could be of immediate assistance by applying experience in site remediation, HAZMAT containment, and environmental support services. 





Forensic assignment  


Police, FBI and CIA personnel raked through the sorted depris, looking for airplane parts, body parts and personal effects. Black boxes from the two planes that crashed into the World Trade Center were never recovered. 





 


Mark Klotzbach, MARCOR's manager of decommissioning, dismantlement, and asset recovery services, explained how it happened: “New York State’s disaster-recovery contract was with a Texas company. We got the call because we have a local presence and could be on site within hours of getting the OK.” On September 17, project manager Mark Klotzbach and his crew were on the Fresh Kills site, meeting with the New York Police and Fire Departments, the FBI, and the CIA. “That,” said Klotzbach, “is when I first realized the job was going to be significantly more than cleanup.”


He explained, “From the beginning we were charged with processing the debris so the police, CIA, and FBI could comb the parts for forensic evidence. The World Trade Center was considered a crime scene, so everything recovered from it became evidence.” 





Evidence or not, there were 1.8 million tons of debris to be examined, and they ramped up for the assignment in record time. The company has been handling both emergency response situations and long-range remediation projects for industrial, commercial, and government agencies for more than 22 years and was ready with experienced staff to tackle the project. 





After steel beams and large pieces of concrete had been removed, the debris was loaded onto 7-ft. by 20-ft. vibrating screens. The 2-3-ft. materials vibrated off the rails and fell in front of the screens. Smaller debris fell through the rails and into boxes below. 


Linda De Nenno, general manager of the Downingtown, Penn., office, was charged with assembling the necessary personnel. Soon after the disaster, New York’s Mayor Giuliani announced that the recovery efforts would be non-stop until the project was completed. For De Nenno that meant assembling a team of approximately 60 equipment operators. The requirements were stringent: All the personnel had to be seasoned professionals, experts in their field. They had to pass tests on safety procedures, maintenance, and operating their equipment. And they had to be willing to commit to working an average of 12 to 15 hours a day, seven days a week, until the job was finished. 


De Nenno explained, “We pulled in heavy equipment operators from South Carolina, Pennsylvania, New York, Georgia, and Mississippi. We even employed an entire excavation company from West Virginia — they just shut down their company because they wanted to help.” Sixty operators allowed us to run three shifts with 20 men per shift. Also, many of our operators were trained on several different pieces of equipment. That enabled us to allocate resources as needed. 





More than 1.8 million tons of debris were removed from Ground Zero and sorted at the Fresh Kills Landfill. 


 


Concerns about safety also influenced the contractor’s decision to recruit only seasoned personnel. “The Fresh Kills site was dangerous,” said De Nenno. First, the potential was there for exposure to blood-borne pathogens. Second, it was a round-the-clock operation, so much of the work was done at night. Third, the work was extremely stressful because of the material and the responsibility of the job.


Before reporting to the site, all company personnel received blood-borne pathogen training and were offered the opportunity to be vaccinated against hepatitis. Also, the company’s worker’s compensation carrier visited the site and did some early risk assessment. The insurance company made suggestions. Procedures based on these recommendations were immediately implemented. Finally, personnel were encouraged to let supervisors know if the psychological toll became too much. “Early on,” said De Nenno, “there were some employees who asked to be taken off the job. It was gruesome, and we respected the different ways our personnel reacted to it.” Psychologists were on site from the beginning and everyone was encouraged to seek the services of these trained personnel.





In the end, the safety precautions paid off. The job ran for more than 63,000 man-hours with only one recordable incident. The worker’s compensation carrier gave the company a silver award for the project’s distinguished safety record. 


 


The Fresh Kills Landfill job was routine on the surface. Debris was loaded onto barges and barged to the Staten Island landfill as it was removed from the World Trade Center site. From the dock, it was loaded onto 100 to 110 ton off-the-road dump trucks and driven to the top of the landfill. 


Pete Spagnola, the site superintendent, explained the process that followed: “Everyone at the site was looking for four things: four “black boxes,” that is, the flight recorder and data recorder from both planes; body parts; personal effects; and airplane parts. When the buildings came down, everything was flattened, so every piece of debris had to be examined.” 





The sorting began behind the first screens. Large excavators with grapples pulled out the large steel beams. The remaining materials were picked up with grapple heads and dumped onto vibrating seven-ft. by 20-ft. screens. Small pieces fell through the rails into the box at the bottom of the screen, while the two- to three-ft. materials vibrated off the rails and fell in front of the screen. This material was picked up by track loaders and spread out in fields in front of the screens. There police, FBI, and CIA personnel clad in full safety gear raked through it, looking for evidence. 





The small materials were moved to another area and put through trommel screens that were connected to several conveyer belts. On the belts they were screened down to pieces sized 1/2-in. to six-in. Police handpicked through much of the small debris. After everything had been sorted and examined, the metal was sent to recyclers. The balance was landfilled. Though the black boxes were never found, police did recover many personal effects and airplane parts. Over 6,000 body parts were found and sent to forensic laboratories for identification.





Mark Klotzbach speaks for the many people who participated in the operation: “MARCOR is very proud of its accomplishments at Fresh Kills. Working in an area the size of about two football fields, we sorted more than 1.8 million tons of debris in less than ten months. Our people worked around the clock, in the dark, and during the cold winter months. They did their jobs efficiently and well and, I think, with respect for the people whose lives were affected by this terrible tragedy.” PE 


