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The story of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania is one of grit, 
determination, and industry. Industry in the sense 
of hard work, of course, but also in its more literal 
sense of manufacturing, of commerce. Pittsburgh has 
a proud history of industry, from boatmaking to dis-
tilling, from coal mining to the manufacture of glass, 
textiles, and furniture. Of course, it is best known for 
the steel industry that made its home there, providing 
steel to American infrastructure and jobs and econo-
mic stability to a citizenry that exploded in number 
throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. 

But even an industrial powerhouse like Pittsburgh 
could not escape the downturn of American manu-
facturing in the 1970s and 80s. Manufacturing moved 
abroad, leaving thousands of people without jobs. 
Mines and factories were left to sit as empty eyeso-
res – constant, hulking reminders of a more prospe-
rous time.  

It is a story that echoes through the streets of commu-
nities large and small all across the Commonwealth. 

Vacant buildings, empty lots filled with industrial 
waste, abandoned mines and processing plants. 
Communities left behind by a changing world, wai-
ting to rise again. 

Take, for example, the story of Hazelwood Green 
in Pittsburgh. Nestled along the banks of the 
Monongahela River, this 178-acre site was once the 
home of the Jones & Laughlin Steel Company. After 
decades of industrial use, the land was heavily degra-
ded, and crumbling buildings and infrastructure made 
the area unsafe. The site was purchased by the Almono 
partners in 2002, and since then has been transfor-
med into an incredible hub of progress. Hazelwood 
Green now hosts a variety of state-of-the-art facilities, 
including the University of Pittsburgh’s biomanufac-
turing plant, the BioForge, along with Carnegie Mellon 
University’s Robotics Innovation Center and Steelers 
Field, a multi-sport youth recreation and wellness 
facility. The site is also home to Mill 19, a three-buil-
ding research and development hub that features one 
of the largest fixed-slope solar arrays in the country. 

Troy Conrad
Directorof Environmental Cleanup and Brownfields

Pennsylvania  Department of Environmental Protection

Redevelopment at Pittsburgh’s Mill 19
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Hazelwood Green is just one of thou-
sands of brownfields success stories. 
Brownfields are everywhere, and they 
aren’t just the big, obvious sites. Any 
property whose redevelopment is com-
plicated by the possibility of contami-
nation is a brownfield, including car 
shops, dry cleaners, and gas stations. 

The good news is that brownfields pre-
sent an excellent opportunity for rede-
velopment. Prior development on the 
site often means that the site already 
has access to vital infrastructure like 
power, water, and the transportation 
network. This saves developers time 
and money that would otherwise have 
been spent creating brand new infras-
tructure for their project. Additionally, 
redevelopment allows vacant proper-
ties to be returned to the tax rolls, pro-
viding needed funding to local munici-
palities. It also increases the value and 
desirability of other nearby properties.

The community-focused benefits can-
not be neglected, either. Brownfield 
redevelopment protects human 
health and the environment by clea-
ning up legacies of contamination. 
Neighborhoods become more livable as eyesores are 
transformed into community assets. Many brownfield pro-
jects create jobs and housing, benefitting the economy 
and making towns more desirable places to live. Not to 
mention, building on brownfields preserves the greens-
pace that makes this Commonwealth beautiful.

To those of us in the brownfields industry, the benefits 
of brownfields are clear. But many others are unaware of 
brownfields or view them simply as a liability. This is why, 
in 1995, the Engineers’ Society of Western Pennsylvania 
(ESWP) hosted the nation’s first brownfields conference, 
named the Industrial Site Recycling Conference (ISRC). 
The ISRC brought together developers, real estate pro-
fessionals, engineers, and more so they could network 
with each other and discuss how best to go about getting 
brownfields work done. 

The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania’s Land Recycling 
Program (LRP) hosted our own PA Brownfields Conference 
as well, early into the program’s existence. The PA 
Brownfields Conference provided the LRP the opportu-
nity to connect with the regulated community and to dis-
cuss important program and regulatory updates.

As time went on, ESWP and the LRP realized that hosting 
two separate brownfields conferences was unnecessary. If 
the point of holding a conference was to collaborate with 
other industry professionals, surely it would make sense 
to collaborate on hosting as well. So, in 2013, ESWP and 
the LRP joined forces to host their first joint conference 
in King of Prussia, PA. Now the ESWP audience could con-
nect with LRP staff, and LRP’s audience could learn from 
ESWP’s industry professionals. Rather than two separate 
audiences, everyone interested and invested in the indus-
try could come together to learn, discuss, and collaborate. 

Working together also allowed the conference to expand 
in scope. The PA Brownfields Conference has hosted an 
incredible array of programs and events over the years. 
The conference regularly holds a Women in Brownfields 
session to both highlight the struggles faced by women 
in the industry and to celebrate their accomplishments. 
The Central Appalachian Brownfield Innovation Network 
(CABIN) regularly hosts a panel at the conference where 
stakeholders from across the Appalachian region dis-
cuss complex redevelopment issues and network with 
their peers, agency representatives, development profes-
sionals, and environmental experts to highlight success 

Exterior of Mill 19
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stories from across 
t h e  C e n t r a l 
Appalachian region. 
Not to mention the 
w e l c o m e  r e c e p -
tions hosted at busi-
nesses across the 
C o m m o n w e a l t h , 
showcasing what is 
possible with brown-
fields redevelopment. 

The conference has 
also featured a num-
ber of fascinating 
speakers throughout 
the years, including 

Don Cunningham of the Lehigh Valley Economic Development 
Corporation, and Aaron Muderick of Crazy Aaron’s Thinking 
Putty, and former City of Pittsburgh Mayor Thomas Murphy. 

Today, the Pennsylvania Brownfields conference continues 
to provide a space for industry professionals across the 
Commonwealth to come together and collaborate on the latest 
and greatest in the world of brownfields.  Knowledgeable 
speakers provide continuing education on emerging indus-
try topics, from best practices to new and updated science. 
It also provides an opportunity to recognize and celebrate 
the hard work and incredible projects going on all across the 
Commonwealth. Most importantly, it gives us a chance to 
draw attention to the importance and viability of brownfields 
development. 

The most recent PA Brownfields Conference was held in State 
College, PA in March of 2024. There had not been a conference 
since 2020, and it was wonderful to get everyone back toge-
ther again. There was a lot of catching up to do, and the con-
ference program delivered. Attendees enjoyed sessions on a 
variety of topics, including solar and clean energy on brown-
fields, abandoned mine lands, LRP program updates, envi-
ronmental justice, and emerging contaminants, including 
PFAS. We also heard from fantastic speakers. EPA Region 3 
Administrator Adam Ortiz joined PA DEP’s Acting Executive 
Deputy Secretary Ramez Ziadeh to discuss recent brownfields 
work in Pennsylvania and to celebrate program success sto-
ries and recent achievements in funding. LRP’s Mike Maddigan, 
PA Department of Community and Economic Development’s 
Brian Eckert, and EPA’s Susan Spielberger walked attendees 
through state and federal regulatory updates. Keynote speaker 
Joel Burcat, a former environmental lawyer and current author 
of environmental thrillers took us through the process of 
brainstorming a novel to highlight the power of telling a good 
story. The closing plenary speaker Matt Ward of Sustainable 
Strategies DC finished out the conference with a look towards 
the future of funding revitalization efforts.

The LRP and ESWP would like to thank everyone who worked 
to make the 2024 PA Brownfields Conference a resounding 
success. The hard work and dedication from those in brown-
fields are what makes this community so special. The next PA 
Brownfields Conference is currently being planned for Spring 
of 2026, and we look forward to seeing everyone again.

In the following pages, you will find a number of articles that 
give you a taste of what our conference has to offer. We hope 
you enjoy learning about or industry as much as we do.
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Revitalizing Greene County: 
Transforming Brownfields 
into Community Assets

The Brownfield Challenge
Among the hurdles facing Greene County 
are numerous brownfield sites—abando-
ned or underutilized industrial areas bur-
dened with environmental contamination 
related to historic operations. These sites 
represent both a challenge and an oppor-
tunity. While their history ties them to the 
county’s industrial past, their potential for 
redevelopment can spur future economic 
growth. One such site, the Gateway Forest 
Products property in Mather, exemplifies 
both the struggles and possibilities inhe-
rent in brownfield revitalization.

Gateway Site: From Coal to 
Creosote
•	 Early History: The Gateway site began 

as a coal mine and processing center in 
the 1920s, operating through the 1960s. 
During its heyday, the site played a cen-
tral role in the local economy, providing 
jobs and supporting related industries.

•	 Repurposing: In 1975, Gateway Forest 
Products repurposed the site for creo-
sote railroad tie treatment. This opera-
tion continued until 1984, when the com-
pany ceased operations and declared 
bankruptcy. The site was left littered with 
hazardous waste, including thousands of 
creosote-soaked railroad ties and dete-
riorating equipment.

•	 Environmental Impact: Over the years, 
the site became an environmental con-
cern. The Pennsylvania Department 
of Environmental Protection (PADEP) 
issued multiple violations for hazar-
dous spills and contamination. Cleanup 
efforts began in the 1990s, focusing on 
removing storage tanks and drums, but 
large portions of the 33-acre site were 
not investigated.

When GCIDA acquired the site in 2006, 
they envisioned converting it into a public 
recreational space. However, contamina-
tion levels restricted its use, and the pre-
sence of creosote ties across the site posed 
a massive cleanup challenge.

Overcoming Challenges 
Through Partnerships and 
Funding
Recognizing the need for a coordinated 
effort, the GCIDA pursued grants and 
partnerships to overcome the site’s envi-
ronmental challenges and repurpose 
the property for the benefit of residents. 
Brownfield redevelopment programs pro-
vided critical funding opportunities:

•	 PA’s Industrial Sites Reuse Program 
(ISRP): This program provides up to 
$200,000 for site assessments and $1 
million for cleanup efforts. Eligible grant 

Greene County’s Industrial 
Legacy
Nestled in southwestern 
Pennsylvania, Greene County 
boasts a rich history rooted 
in coal mining and industry. 
For decades, coal powered the 
local economy and shaped the 
county’s identity. The mines 
provided steady employment, 
and the prosperity of the 
coal era was evident in the 
thriving towns that dotted 
the county. However, as coal’s 
prominence waned, Greene 
County faced steep economic 
challenges. The shuttering of 
mines and related industries 
led to job losses and 
population decline, leaving 
behind a landscape marked 
by abandoned industrial sites. 
To combat these challenges, 
the Greene County Industrial 
Development Authority 
(GCIDA) was established 
with a mission to drive 
economic renewal and attract 
sustainable development.

Gregory M. Firely, BCES
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applicants include local governments and authorities (e.g., 
Industrial Development, Redevelopment).  The program requi-
res a 25% matching contribution and, for cleanup grants, the 
applicant must own the site.

•	 EPA Brownfields Programs: The Environmental Protection 
Agency also offers grants for both assessment and cleanup.  
Eligible applicants include local governments and authori-
ties as well economic development corporations and non-
-profits.  EPA Brownfields Assessment grants may be used 
on sites the grantee does not own and are available for up to 
$500,000, with no match.  The EPA Brownfields Cleanup grants 
have similar eligibility requirements and stipulate the appli-
cant must own the site and have completed an ASTM com-
pliant Phase I Environmental Site Assessment prior to taking 
ownership.  EPA Brownfields Cleanup grants are typically up 
to $500,000 and require and 20% match.  However, recently 
the limits have increased. 

Key Milestones in Redeveloping the Mather 
Site
•	 Environmental Assessments (2014-2018): In 2014, GCIDA 

secured a $200,000 ISRP grant to conduct a comprehensive 
soil assessment, complemented by a $300,000 EPA Brownfields 
Assessment Grant in 2018. These assessments included soil 
sampling across 53 locations, analyzing for a range of contami-
nants, including volatile organic compounds (VOCs), semi-vo-
latile organic compounds (SVOCs), polychlorinated biphenyls 
(PCBs) and metals. Many contaminants were found to not be 
present above regulatory levels, while others appear to have 
naturally attenuated.  Arsenic and select organic contami-
nants under the creosote ties required further investigation. 
Importantly, the arsenic was determined to be naturally occur-
ring through a PADEP-approved background investigation, 
clearing a significant hurdle.

•	 Creosote Tie Removal (2022-2023): In 2022, GCIDA received 
a $500,000 EPA Cleanup Grant to tackle the creosote ties. 
Approximately 1,653 tons of ties were removed and disposed 
of responsibly, clearing one-third of the affected area. Soil 
sampling beneath the ties identified several areas exceeding 
PADEP’s non-residential standards, which were excavated and 
remediated. By November 2024, PADEP approved a final Act 2 
Report, confirming that the site met non-residential standards.  

Mather Site, Morgan Township, Greene County, PA

Creosote Rail Ties
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Approximately 1.25 acres of railroad ties remain on site and will 
be the focus of future development-related activity.

A Vision for Sustainable Development
With the cleanup advancing, the GCIDA attracted interest from 
a solar energy developer seeking former industrial sites for 
renewable energy projects. The Mather site, with its southern-
-facing slope and existing infrastructure, was an ideal location. 
A solar farm would not only repurpose the site but also symbo-
lize Greene County’s transition from coal dependency to clean 
energy leadership. 

Overcoming Obstacles to Progress
The redevelopment of the Mather site has not been without its 
challenges. One significant obstacle was a procedural oversight: 
the lack of a Phase I Environmental Site Assessment (ESA) within 
one year of the site’s acquisition rendered GCIDA ineligible for 
certain cleanup grants. To resolve this, GCIDA transferred the site 
temporarily to Morgan Township, completed the necessary Phase I 
ESA, and reacquired the site. This creative solution cleared the way 
for the successful application of the EPA Cleanup Grant in 2022.

Another hurdle was the scale of contamination. Removing the 
creosote ties and addressing underlying soil contamination requi-
red meticulous planning and adherence to PADEP standards. By 
employing a PADEP-approved random grid sampling method, 
GCIDA maximized the efficiency of soil assessments, ensuring 
(with reasonable certainty) no impacted areas were overlooked. 
The background standard work, which confirmed naturally occur-
ring arsenic, played a pivotal role in streamlining the site’s reme-
diation process by removing the need for additional treatment 
of unaffected areas.  

Community and Economic Impact
The revitalization of the Gateway site offers significant benefits 
for Greene County:

Aerial image of Mather Site Rail Tie Piles 2019 Aerial view of Mather Site Rail Ties After Removal 2024

•	 Environmental Restoration: Removing contaminants impro-
ves soil and water quality, enhancing the natural ecosystem.

•	 Economic Opportunities: Transforming a blighted property 
into a productive asset creates jobs, attracts investment, 
and stimulates the local economy.

•	 Renewable Energy Leadership: A solar farm on the site would 
contribute to Pennsylvania’s clean energy goals, reducing 
carbon emissions and promoting sustainability.

•	 Community Pride: The redevelopment signals progress 
and resilience, inspiring other projects across the county.

Looking Ahead
Despite significant progress, the journey to fully redevelop the 
Mather site continues. The GCIDA is actively exploring addi-
tional funding sources to complete the cleanup. A notable 
challenge is that EPA Cleanup Grants can only be used on a site 
once, necessitating creative solutions to secure the remaining 
resources. Meanwhile, the solar farm project remains a pro-
mising opportunity, aligning with Greene County’s vision for 
a diversified and sustainable economy.

Conclusion
The transformation of the Gateway Forest Products site illus-
trates the power of innovation, collaboration, and public/pri-
vate partnerships. Greene County’s journey from an economy 
dominated by coal to one embracing clean energy and sustai-
nability is a testament to its resilience. By continuing to prio-
ritize brownfield redevelopment, Greene County can turn its 
industrial past into a foundation for a brighter, greener future.

Gregory M. Firely, BCES is a Vice President / Senior 
Project Manager with AMO ENVIRONMENTAL 
DECISIONS, Environmental Risk & Remediation 
Consultants

Creosote Rail Ties
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ESWP Member News 
We are pleased to recognize the more than 75 firms in the Corporate Member program of the Engineers’ Society of Western Pennsylvania 
(ESWP). Corporate Memberships are available at 3 levels: Gold, Silver and Bronze. Gold members are entitled to 14 memberships that can 
be exchanged by employees; Silver, 9; and Bronze, 5 — annual dues are $2400, $1700, and $1000 respectively. In addition, ESWP Corporate 
Member Firms may add 2 additional individuals in our Under-35 age category at no additional cost! 

We also offer Individual Memberships, including a new “Under-35” category, which allows for full member privileges at annual dues of $25 
and a Government rate (full-time), for $50.00! More information can be found at eswp.com. Please contact the ESWP Office (412-261-0710, or 
eswp@eswp.com) with any questions.

Membership in ESWP comes with a long list of benefits! From our continuing education opportunities earning you Professional Development 
Hours (PDHs), to the business networking events in our Executive Dining Room, there is something for everyone in your organization. Also, 
ESWP is helping the next generation of engineers with student STEM outreach programs, giving you the opportunity to participate in many 
rewarding programs. 

2025 Member Dues were invoiced in January, 2025. If you have yet to receive your invoice, please contact the ESWP offices. Thank you! 

ESWP Silver Corporate Member Firms

ESWP Gold Corporate Member Firms
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ESWP Bronze Corporate Member Firms
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Once known as a bustling steel town with 
large industrial mills lining the banks 
of its three rivers, for over a century 
Pittsburgh was the center of the steel, 
iron, and glass industry. But with the 
export of industry in the 1980s and 90s, 
came the import of vacant, contaminated, 
and burdensome commercial and indus-
trial real estate. Brownfields, as they are 
now labeled, by definition of the United 
States Environmental Protection Agency 
(USEPA), are properties of which the expan-
sion, redevelopment, or reuse may be com-
plicated by the presence or potential pre-
sence of a hazardous substance, pollu-
tant, or contaminant. As best explained 
by the USEPA, cleaning up and reinvesting 
in these brownfield properties increases 
local tax bases, facilitates job growth, uti-
lizes existing infrastructure, takes develo-
pment pressures off greenspace, and both 
improves and protects the environment. 

Pittsburgh has always been at the fore-
front of brownfield redevelopment. Not 
only was the first Brownfield Conference 
held here in 1996, but Pennsylvania’s Land 
Recycling and Environmental Remediation 
Standards Act (commonly referred to as 
Act 2) was signed by Governor Tom Ridge 
at the Industrial Center of McKeesport in 
1995. Act 2 was revolutionary for its time 

A Steel City that Refuses to Rust Away: 
Pittsburgh’s Brownfield Redevelopment Tale

not just for Pennsylvania, but for many 
other states who used it as a model when 
drafting their own voluntary cleanup pro-
grams. Act 2 provided a clear, feasible path 
forward for property owners to receive lia-
bility protection.  What was perhaps most 
intriguing about Act 2 was that it incor-
porated the option to use a site-specific 
practical approach to attaining cleanup 
standards allowing for alternative remedia-
tion methods like risk assessment, institu-
tional controls, and engineering controls.  
Institutional controls generally take the 
form of environmental covenants with acti-
vity and use limitations on groundwater, 
construction, property use, and post reme-
diation care requirements. Engineering 
controls could include various forms of 
caps, building foundations, liners, and 
treatment methods to create pathway eli-
mination. For example, where it was pre-
viously required to do costly excavation 
and disposal of all contaminated soil, now 
under the site-specific standard, in tan-
dem with a risk assessment demonstrating 
that human health and the environmental 
are protected, a parking lot could be engi-
neered as a cap over the soil or a subslab 
vapor barrier system could be required on 
any new buildings constructed.  Similarly, 
where it was previously required to install 

long term “pump and treat” systems to 
remediate groundwater, a groundwa-
ter use restriction could be placed on 
the property deed via Environmental 
Covenant.

With brownfield real estate inventory 
on the rise, typically at a bargain rate, 
and a clear path to liability protection 
with the passing of Act 2, it seemed that 
all the pieces were falling into place for 
Pittsburgh’s brownfield renaissance, 
however one major problem remained: 
the often unpredictable expenses asso-
ciated with any demolition, remedia-
tion, and redevelopment of these pro-
perties. This funding gap was inevita-
bly recognized and led to a wide array 
of state and federal grants and loans 
dedicated to brownfields over the past 
three decades.  Many organizations in 
Pittsburgh have successfully tapped into 
these brownfield funding sources, howe-
ver perhaps three of the most catalytic 
brownfield converters in town include 
the Urban Redevelopment Authority of 
Pittsburgh (URA), Regional Industrial 
Development Corporation (RIDC), and 
Northside Industrial Development 
Company, Inc. d/b/a Riverside Center 
for Innovation (NSIDC).

By: Stephanie Gundling, Dominick Anselmo, & Mark Urbassik, 
KU Resources

Photos Courtesy RIDC.orgMill 19 - 2013 and Current
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Urban Redevelopment Authority of Pittsburgh
The URA is the City of Pittsburgh’s economic development enter-
prise which, since its incorporation in 1946, has helped bridge 
public and private interests to invest in meaningful equitable 
developments that promote housing affordability, economic 
mobility, entrepreneurship and neighborhood revitalization.  
It’s brownfield success stories span from river to river including 
projects like the Lower 
Hill (former Civic Arena), 
Washington’s Landing, 
Pittsburgh Technology 
C e nte r,  Ha ze lwo o d 
Green, SouthSide Works, 
Summerset at Frick Park, 
and Bakery Square.

The SouthSide Works 
was formerly the Ling-
Temco -Vought (LT V ) 
Steel Co. Steel Mill until 
1993 when the URA pur-
chased the 123 acre site.  
Part of this project inclu-
ded converting the Hot Metal Bridge for automobile traffic and 
the addition of a pedestrian bridge.  According to the URA, this 
site has attracted more than 800 residents and over 4,000 jobs.

Formerly used as a riverside slag dump, Summerset at Frick 
Park is a 238 acre neighborhood development located in the 
East End of Pittsburgh, a mere 6 miles from downtown. This 

redevelopment has significantly enhanced housing opportuni-
ties within the City of Pittsburgh and is the largest residential 
development since World War II. Upon completion of the third 
and final phase, the project will have resulted in 713 units of 
new housing (336 single family homes, 121 townhomes, and 256 
apartment units) and 105 acres of improved park area.

Nestled into the Larimer neighborhood approximately 5 miles 
from Downtown there once sat a National Biscuit Company 
(Nabisco) Factory which filled the neighborhood with sweet 
smells of bread, biscuits, crackers, and various other treats.  
In 1998, the factory quietly closed its doors ending 80 years of 
production. After a few short stints by other bakeries and sitting 
vacant for two years, in 2007 the site started its repositioning 
into the thriving Bakery Square with high-tech office tenants 
such as Google and retailers like Anthropologie and West Elm.
Source: https://www.ura.org/pages/brownfield-projects

Regional Industrial Development Corporation
The RIDC was formed in 1955 as a private nonprofit with an eco-
nomic development mission transforming the region’s underuti-
lized real estate assets to capture growth opportunities across 
diverse industry sectors. Some of its revitalization highlights 
include Keystone Commons, Industrial Center of McKeesport, 
City Center of Duquesne, Pittsburgh Technology Center (in part-
nership with the URA), Nabisco Bakery (in partnership with the 
URA), Westmoreland Innovation Center, Hazelwood Green/Mill 
19, Carrie Furnace, and New Kensington Advanced Manufacturing 
Park.
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Hazelwood Green, which sits along the bank of the Monongahela 
River in Hazelwood, was left abandoned when the Jones & 
Laughlin Steel Company, which was later acquired by LTV, clo-
sed the plant in 1997. The 178 acre site, which was the largest 
remaining developable piece of land remaining within the City 
of Pittsburgh, was purchased in 2002 by Almono LP (today com-
prised of three foundations) for $10 million. From 2002 to 2015, 
RIDC served as the sole member of Almono LLC. During this time,  
a significant amount of environmental remediation and site 
preparation occurred to ensure compliance and meet clean-up 
requirements through Act 2. In 2016, RIDC purchased the Mill 19 
portion of Hazelwood Green from Almono LP. The former mill bui-
lding has been transformed into a green, sustainable advanced 
manufacturing research center and the mill’s steel superstruc-
ture supports the largest rooftop solar array in the U.S.

RIDC partnered with the Redevelopment Authority of Allegheny 
County to build upon existing investments at the Carrie Furnace 
Development. The development includes 55 acres adjacent to 
Carrie Blast Furnaces #6 and #7 located along the Monongahela 
River in Rankin Borough which had historically formed part of 
the Homestead Steel Works. In 2006 the blast furnaces were 
designated a National Historic Landmark. The property incu-
des a 60,000 square foot flex-tech building and pad-ready sites, 
which are recognized as key to attracting businesses by reducing 
construction complexities and minimizing risks for developers.
Source: https://ridc.org/about-us/; https://www.almono.org/
thehistory

Northside Industrial Development Company 
NSIDC, which was established in 1983, serves as an economic 
engine for all who live and work in the region by providing brown-
field development sparking urban revitalization, among its other 
important roles like being a small business incubator. While the 
URA and RIDC are known for taking on larger industrial sites, 
NSIDC tends to focus its efforts on smaller critical real estate in 
at-need neighborhoods.  

In the Borough of Wilkinsburg, they funded environmental asses-
sment and procurement of Act 2 relief of liability for Hosanna 
House and Action Housing’s Penn Avenue Development. The 
development includes transformation of a site which was for-
merly the Penn Lincoln Hotel and an adjoining gas station into 
the Penn Lincoln Apartments, which will include 42 affordable 

supportive housing apartments located above 20,000 square 
feet of retail space.

In the Perry Hilltop neighborhood of the City of Pittsburgh, they 
are working with the Perry Hilltop Citizens’ Council and a local 
property owner to fund the environmental services necessary 
to convert an old American Legion Building and adjoining gas 
station into a daycare center, preschool, and after hours event 
space for the community.  NSIDC’s efforts will result in Act 2 relief 
of liability for the property owner.

In the Borough of McKees Rocks, they are supporting environ-
mental services required at a former Pittsburgh & Lake Erie 
Railyard which will play a critical role in development of the 
Chartiers Creek “Place to Grow” area as designated in the borou-
gh’s comprehensive plan.  Redevelopment of this property could 
improve connectivity to provide a major access point to redeve-
lopment of the remaining P&LE Railyard.

In the Hill District neighborhood of the City of Pittsburgh, NSIDC 
has won awards for its work at New Granada Square.  When 
construction is complete, the development will include a resto-
red Pittsburgh Historic Landmark, the New Granada Theater, as 
well as 40 units of affordable housing and first floor commercial 
space including restaurants and offices.

Full Steam Ahead
While evidence of brownfield redevelopment is wides-
pread across Pittsburgh today, there are no indications of it 
slowing down. With 2025, and off the heels of the Bipartisan 
Infrastructure Law, comes the availability of more funding than 
has ever been allocated before for brownfield planning, assess-
ment, and cleanup. This year the USEPA announced $300 million 
in new funding to cleanup and redevelop 200 industrial sites 
across the country, which has quadrupled under Bipartisan 
Infrastructure Law. At the state level, the Pennsylvania Strategic 
Investments to Enhance Sites (PA SITES) program was allocated 
$400 million in the bipartisan 2024-2025 budget.  As Pittsburgh 
continues to invest in its brownfields, it sets a precedent for 
other cities, showcasing how strategic redevelopment can brea-
the new life into neglected areas while fostering a sense of com-
munity and pride. Ultimately, the journey of these sites reflects 
the resilience and ingenuity of the city, paving the way for a 
greener future.

New Granada Square Images Courtesy of hilldistrict.org
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What to do if you have PFAS 
at your Brownfield Site?

Does the presence of PFAS (or perfluo-
roalkyl and polyfluoroalkyl substances) at a 
Brownfield site mean the site cannot be suc-
cessfully investigated and redeveloped under 
the Pennsylvania Act 2 Program? Thankfully, 
the answer is no, but due to the rapidly evol-
ving world of PFAS there are many items to 
consider at the beginning of the project.  
These considerations include: 

•	 Does the site history indicate that PFAS is 
likely to be present? 

•	 What PFAS compounds (if any) should be 
sampled? 

•	 Are there potential background or offsite 
PFAS contributors? 

•	 Which PFAS compounds (if any) should be 
included in the release of liability? 

•	 Will disposal of soils or obtaining a per-
mit trigger additional PFAS sampling and 
costs? 

Another consideration for potential PFAS 
impacts at the start of a Brownfield project 
is how likely can remediation be completed 
since current PFAS technologies are generally 
focused on point source treatment of water. 
PFAS soil remediation technologies are not 
widely deployed, and while there are some 
exciting developments in this area, integra-
tion of a pathway elimination approach may 
be important to the planned redevelopment 
from the start. 

PFAS Overview
PFAS have been manufactured  on a com-
mercial scale since the 1950s.1 Longer chain 
PFAS were replaced by shorter chain and 
partially degradable “precursor” PFAS in the 
U.S. due to potential concerns of health and 

environmental impacts .U.S. manufacturers spe-
cifically phased out PFOA and PFOS production 
between 2000 and 2015, but these compounds  are 
still produced world-wide and can still be found in 
many products. The stable C-F bond found in PFAS 
also make them difficult to degrade and mobile in 
the environment. PFAS are found at elevated levels 
in wastewater treatment plants and landfills that 
receive PFAS-containing effluents and wastes, and 
hence are commonly detected in surface water.2 
Releases to the environment have also led to detec-
table “background” levels of PFAS in surface soils

PFAS are a class of almost 15,000 compounds which 
have been identified as PFAS in the EPA’s CompTox 
Chemicals Dashboard  Limited PFAS compounds, 
however, have an EPA approved analytical method 
to be used in site characterization. The current 
approved EPA analytical methods for PFAS in soil 
and groundwater are shown in Table 1. The list 
of PFAS with targeted analyses is expanding and 
additional target analytes may influence how many 
PFAS compounds are analyzed for at Brownfield 
sites. 

PFAS can exist as acids, anions, cations, and zwitte-
rions and the ionic state of the PFAS can influence 
its fate and transport, along with conditions in the 
subsurface such as interfacial air/water tension.4  
During fate and transport, some PFAS can undergo 

Figure 1- Typical Brownfield Site

By: Colleen Costello, PG, Russ Abell, PG, LSP, and Steve Zemba, PhD, PE,  
Sanborn Head and Associates, Inc.
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environmental transformation, such that the precursor 
in the original product will transform into intermediate 
products and then finally to terminal end products such 
as PFOS and PFOA.3 Due to these environmental trans-
formations, there is the potential for concentrations of 
PFOS and PFOA to increase due to the transformation 
of the precursor and intermediate products. Due to the 
technical complexities of PFAS, designing a site investi-
gation for PFAS can be quite challenging, but it can be 
successfully accomplished, as is discussed further below.

The technical challenges related to PFAS are further com-
plicated by the rapidly evolving regulatory landscape for 
PFAS, summarized below:

•	 The PADEP developed soil and groundwater Medium-
Specific Concentrations (MSCs) for PFOA and PFOS 
based on EPA’s 2016 Drinking Water Health Advisories 
(HAs) for PFOA and PFOS.

•	 In January 2023, Pennsylvania issued its first state maxi-
mum contaminant levels (MCLs) for PFOA and PFOS, 
which then became the Groundwater MSCs. The soil 
MSCs remained unchanged since they are calcula-
ted and need to go through the regulatory approval 
process.

•	 In June 2024, the EPA established federal MCLs for seve-
ral PFAS compounds. Which then became the groun-
dwater MSCs but the soil PFAS MSCs remained unchan-
ged and still based on the older HA. The expectation 
is that when the new soil MSCs for PFAS are promul-
gated, they will be significantly lower than the current 
soil MSCs. 

•	 Since the soil MSCs are used for Clean Fill in PA, lower 
soil MSCs could be an especially important considera-
tion if soil MSCs are lowered to below “background” 
levels, such as have been evaluated in other states. 

•	 The EPA’s draft PFAS disposal guidance document  
issued in 2024 recommends deep well injection, inci-
neration, and disposal in hazardous waste landfills. If 
soils at a Brownfield site need to be sent offsite for dis-
posal, and PFAS is present in the soils that may signifi-
cantly impact disposal costs and options.5 

PFAS Investigations at Brownfield Sites
Due to the widespread detections of PFAS7  and poten-
tial aerial deposition of PFAS especially in industrialized 
areas, as assessment of potential background or offsite 
sources of PFAS should be considered for a Site. A review 
of former site operations to identify key areas such as fire 
training areas or metal plating can assist in identification 
of potential PFAS sources which will inform the sampling 
grid and depths. A discussion of which PFAS compou-
nds should be analyzed is a critical consideration at the 
start of a Brownfields site assessment based on both the 
technical and regulatory challenges for PFAS. Depending 
on site assessment objectives and potential on-site and 
off-site PFAS sources, the list of PFAS analyzed is of stra-
tegic importance. For example, in some instances only 
those with Act 2 MSCs might be of interest, whereas the 40 
PFAS that can 
be detected by 
Method 1633 
may be impor-
tant to support 
a  f o r e n s i c 
evaluation or 
establish a site 
specific stan-
dard under Act 
2 for a broader 
release of liabi-
lity. Several sta-
tes such as New 
H a m p s h i r e , 
M a i n e  a n d 
Vermont have 
assessed and/
or established background levels for PFAS in soil8 , but 
since the Act 2 Program already includes a background 
standard option for individual sites, an effort to establish 
statewide background levels is not currently being pur-
sued for Pennsylvania.

There are several PFAS sampling best practices that can 
be followed to avoid cross-contamination of PFAS during 
sampling.9 Cross contamination occurs due to a combi-
nation of extremely low regulatory limits for PFAS, that 
PFAS can be found in sampling equipment, sampler’s 
clothing and personal care products (e.g. sunscreen and 
insect repellent) and materials used for decontamination 
may contain PFAS.

Figure 2: Hypothetical Brownfield

Former Fire 
Training Area

Metals Plating 
Operations

Lab Method Status Media

Method 553 Final 25 PFAS in drinking water

Method 537.1 Final 18 PFAS in drinking water (UCMR 5 
requirements

Method 8327 Final 24 PFAS in non-drinking water

Method 1633 Final 40 PFAS (wastewater, SW, GW, soil, 
biosolids sediment, leachates, fish 
tissue)

Table 1: Current EPA Analytical Methods for Soil and 
Groundwater
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PFAS Remediation at Brownfield Sites
Most efforts at PFAS treatment to date have focused on 
drinking water using proven technologies such as adsorp-
tion onto granular activated carbon, reverse osmosis, 
and ion-exchange (IX) resins. These technologies have 
also been used at a limited number of sites for ex situ 
groundwater treatment using groundwater pump and 

treat s ys tems . 
These methods 
produces a PFAS-
c o n c e n t r a t e d 
waste stream that 
must be mana-
ged according to 
EPA’s currently 
r e c o m m e n d e d 
disposal options.10 
Additional des-
tructive techno-
logies for treating 

high concentration are also being researched/pilot tes-
ted, including plasma and supercritical water oxidation. 
(SCWO). Foam fractionation is another method for treating 
higher concentration aqueous PFAS streams to minimize 
residual waste. Efforts at in situ treatment of groundwater 
are focusing on injection of granular activated carbon to 
sorb/arrest plume migration, and researchers are looking 
at different amendments such as XAD resins and more 
advanced absorbents that can improve shorter chain 
PFAS treatment. Soil treatment methods are beginning to 

emerge, but they are mostly still at the research/demons-
tration stage, and include thermal desorption and smol-
dering followed treatment of the airborne PFAS effluent 
in a destructive incineration technology such as a ther-
mal oxidizer.  Hydrothermal alkaline treatment (HALT) is 
another method that offers promise for treating soils and 
takes advantage of the ability of alkaline amendments to 
lower the activation energy for treating PFAS. 

Due to the current state of PFAS remediation, especially 
for Brownfield sites, the approach being selected by most 
remediators is to identify PFAS source areas and mitigate 
PFAS movement from these areas. Since PFAS is com-
monly found around the groundwater interface in unsa-
turated soils, the use of caps (i.e. buildings and roads) 
to eliminate the soil to groundwater pathway should be 
considered in the initial planning phases of the project. 
Remediators are also trying to minimize offsite soil move-
ment and to reuse onsite soils following Soil Management 
Plans. Point source treatment for groundwater being used 
as drinking water or discharged to surface water are being 
incorporated into onsite waste water treatment designs, 
where possible, along with other pathway mitigation 
measures such as lining of stormwater ponds. The use 
of monitored natural attenuation for low levels of PFAS 
in groundwater, combined with mitigation of the soil to 
groundwater pathway and point source treatment when 
necessary, can be accommodated within the PADEP’s Act 
2 program allowing Brownfield sites with PFAS impacts 
to successfully move forward despite all the complexities 
surrounding PFAS.
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Figure 3: Soil sampling for PFAS
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