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New York City Says It Erred by Not Telling Parents of
School PCB Leak
By AL BAKER
Published: March 7, 2013

New York City’s Department of Education has apologized to parents
of an Upper West Side elementary school for failing to inform parents
that a faulty light fixture in a classroom leaked a toxic chemical in
December.

On Dec. 7, a light fixture at Public School 87 began emitting a
burning odor, and fourth-graders in the classroom were evacuated.
The room was ventilated, power to the fixture was turned off and on
Dec. 10, students were let back into the classroom.

But three weeks later, after the start of winter recess, maintenance
workers found a leak of PCBs “contained in the fixture,” said a letter
addressed to parents this week by Kathleen Grimm, the city’s deputy
schools chancellor for operations.

Lauren Schuster, a spokeswoman for Assemblywoman Linda B. Rosenthal, who represents
the neighborhood, said she was unaware of any children being sickened. But prolonged
exposure to PCBs, or polychlorinated biphenyls, has been linked to serious health
problems, including cancer, impaired immune and reproductive function, and lower I.Q.

Parents at the school knew nothing of the episode until one of them, Rachel B. Laiserin,
came upon a mention of it while perusing a Department of Education online report earlier
this week while reading about PCBs in another school.

On Wednesday, in a letter to parents, the deputy chancellor said parents should have been
told.

“We apologize for not notifying you of this sooner and we will work harder to ensure our
notices concerning such incidents are sent promptly to our schools communities,” Ms.
Grimm wrote.

Ms. Grimm said the lighting fixture had been removed and replaced with a safe unit.

Under pressure from parents and environmental groups, the Department of Education
agreed two years ago to spend more than $700 million to replace light fixtures containing
PCBs in 800 schools. The city said the process would take up to 10 years, upsetting some
who wanted it done faster. Ms. Grimm’s letter said that a buildingwide replacement of
light fixtures at P.S. 87 was now being accelerated.

But parents, elected officials and the teachers union say they are not satisfied and plan to
hold a news conference Friday outside the school, on West 78th Street, to demand more
answers. In a statement, Assemblywoman Rosenthal said city law requires that parents be
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A version of this article appears in print on March 8, 2013, on page A22 of the New York edition with the headline: City
Says It Erred by Not Telling Parents of School PCB Leak.
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notified of such episodes within seven days.

Marge Feinberg, an Education Department spokeswoman, said, “We understand our
school communities are very concerned by such incidents, and we continue to actively
work with the Environmental Protection Agency to improve our existing protocols around
PCBs, including notification to parents.”
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