It’s The Environment!
Smarter Not Harder

Those of us here in the Mid-Atlantic and Central Virginia are ready for 2011 to come to a close in just over a month. We began the year with a snow storm, moved on to Spring which saw late cool weather and the longest strawberry season in memory. Summer brought the heat we expect and more, as temperatures climbed into the high 90s and kept on rising- July and August brought dry weather and 100 F temperatures.  More was on the way and we experienced a historic earthquake in Mineral, VA towards the end of August. Hurricanes arrived after the earthquake and brought more winds and water than the Mid-Atlantic wanted. So far this year, we’ve had snow storms, earthquakes, hurricanes, floods, heat and drought and now we’re ready for Mother Nature to ease up on us.

This year in particular, the press is filled with speculation about the causes of natural disasters around the world and the public is left wondering if these disasters are now the new “normal” conditions.  I wonder more about the consequences than the causes right now. If the causes of some natural disasters are part of global warming, which I believe is probably the case, then the remedies will be our individual and collective actions over the long term.  In the short term, we need to focus on actions to address mitigating and avoiding the consequences of natural disasters and extreme weather.

In our office at ESC, we spend much of our time and energy helping communities sort out the technicalities and complexities of cleaning up contaminated sites, from landfills to groundwater, soil and sediment contamination. The questions center on what to do about the problems we have now, while not causing any new ones.  All aspects of cleanups are more complicated and less certain when the extremes of nature are thrown into the mix. Our cleanup remedies have to withstand earthquakes, floods, snow storms, hurricanes and more, both during the cleanup process and once the work is done. The remedies have to address issues such as what happens to contaminated groundwater if an earthquake hits, and what happens to an earthen berm if the earthquake is followed by a hurricane and a 100 year flood. This summer, a number of us were worried about how the on-going Hudson River dredging work would fare when hurricanes streaked toward the area. These questions are not trivial and require an engineering perspective and planning of the type we’ve not applied to site cleanups in the past. It’s time for those of us who work on cleaning up contaminated sites to work smarter, not harder and develop or try new ways of addressing our contamination remedies.
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