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TUESDAY

Mostly sunny
71° / 45°
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Warmer
68° / 42°
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A few showers
61° / 50°

By Kyle Bagenstose and 
Thomas Friestad
kbagenstose@couriertimes.com 
tfriestad@couriertimes.com

On Oct. 7, 1968, the Bucks 
C o u n t y  C o u r i e r  T i m e s 
reported a large explosion 
occurred just a stone's throw 
from its offices in Tullytown. 
Three hundred barrels of 
oil and silicon had burst at a 
30-acre landfill near Route 13, 
on the property of St. Michael 
the Archangel Church, behind 
what was then Bishop Conwell 
High School.

“Some exploded nearly 40 
feet in the air and touched off 
more blazes in the dump, caus-
ing noxious fumes to mix with 
the smoke, which was seen as 
far as Philadelphia,” the article 
stated, noting the inferno hos-
pitalized a firefighter.

Now, 50 years later, the 
long-forgotten dump site, its 
vast pit of refuse covered by 
soil and time, is being eyed for 
a large housing development.

Over the past several years, 
developer McGrath Homes, 
of Langhorne, has worked 
w i t h  t h e  B u c k s  C o u n t y 
Redevelopment Authority to 
lay the foundation for redevel-
opment, moving through the 
initial stages of a state environ-
mental assessment program 
and presenting repeatedly to 
Tullytown Borough Council. 
Early mock-ups showed a “St. 
Michael’s Court” containing 
as many as 120 townhomes and 
a “Landings at St. Michael’s,” 
a 55-and-older apartment 
complex with 316 units.

Though many residents 
in tiny Tullytown seem not 
to know much about the 
site, some, such as Donna 
O’Rourke, hold concerns about 
the proposed development.

“I wouldn't want to live 
on top of something that is 
dangerous,” O'Rourke said. 
“If there's stuff leaching into 

The builder, the church and the landfi ll

Contractors with Langan Engineering, a consultant of the Bucks County Redevelopment Authority, examine waste dug up during an excavation at 
the former Levittown Landfi ll in December 2015. St. Michael the Archangel church, which owns the land, including when the dump operated, can 
be seen in the back left. [LANGAN ENGINEERING, VIA PADEP WORK PLAN REPORT]

Coming Monday

The developer eyeing the 
former landfi ll behind St. 
Michael the Archangel in 
Tullytown says the site can be 
made safe for residents. Read 
how that will be done, online 
now or in Monday’s newspaper.

This Levittown landfi ll 
has long been forgotten. 
Now they want to build 
homes on it.

St. Michael Monsignor Joseph Collins. [FILE]

ABOVE: St. Michael the 
Archangel Church in Tullytown. 
RIGHT: Fifty-fi ve gallon drums 
sit on the site of a former 
landfi ll owned by St. Michael the 
Archangel Church Monday, April 
9, 2018 in Tullytown. According 
to markings on the outside 
of the drums, they contain 
soil removed during ongoing 
investigations of the site 
ahead of potential residential 
redevelopment. [PHOTOS BY BILL 

FRASER / STAFF PHOTOJOURNALIST]

By Thomas Friestad 
tfriestad@couriertimes.com 
@ThomasFriestad

A flourishing community of 
neighbors surrounded Leon 
Kalinowski when he bought 

his first home, on Chestnut 
Street in Bristol Borough, in 
April 1995. 

Now Kalinowski's next-door 
neighbors are the squirrels he 
says scurry into holes in the 
home just over his porch rail-
ing  — one of the dozens the 
borough has purchased and 
boarded up on Chestnut and 
Elm streets since July 1998.

Those two connected streets 
are in the middle of a decades-
long metamorphosis, from 

what some officials described 
as a homely area often marred 
by crime to, one day, a sleek 
new mixed-use development.

But one councilman who 
grew up on the street and a few 
remaining homeowners say 
the neighborhood's criminal 
past has been overstated. The 
homeowners say the trans-
formation's awkward middle 
stage — which will last until 

Residents: Neighborhood an eyesore
Leon Kalinowski 
stands outside his 
home on Chestnut 
Street in Bristol 
Borough. He said 
the borough’s 
dozens of property 
purchases “didn’t 
really concern” him 
until offi cials bought 
and boarded up the 
house next door. 
[WILLIAM JOHNSON / 

PHOTOJOURNALIST]See HOMEOWNERS,  A10

See LANDFILL,  A8

Homeowners on 
Chestnut Street in 
Bristol say homes 
bought and boarded 
up by the borough are 
cause for concern
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the ground, and then you’re 
going to build on top of it? It 
just doesn’t seem like a wise 
idea to me.”

Officials from the rede-
velopment authority and 
McGrath argue otherwise. 
They say the site is subject 
to extensive environmen-
tal review through the state 
Department of Environmental 
Protection’s Act 2 land re-use 
program, and that any hazards 
will be eliminated before resi-
dents move in.

“DEP’s going to insist that 
whatever we do is making it 
safe for residential,” said Joel 
Bolstein, the redevelopment 
authority’s environmental 
attorney and a former DEP 
deputy secretary who helped 
create the Act 2 program in the 
1990s. “The (DEP) is a group 
of professionals who know 
what they’re doing.”

The proposed development 
also comes at an opportune 
time for Tullytown, which 
faces a roughly $7 million 
budget gap following the clo-
sure of Waste Management’s 
much-larger Tullytown land-
fill last year. The town has just 
a few undeveloped parcels left 
that could spur new revenue, 
the former church dump site 
being one.

A troubling past

Today the property is a 
lightly vegetated, flat space 
between Route 13, Levittown 
Parkway and Levittown Lake. 
But county and state environ-
mental records show it once 
was a dumping ground for 
unknown quantities of poten-
tially hazardous wastes. It also 
was considered for the federal 
Superfund program, which 
handles the nation’s most 
highly contaminated sites.

In the 1950s, the land was 
operated by Levitt & Sons 
as a sand and gravel quarry. 
Owner and Levittown founder 
William Levitt gave a 10-acre 
parcel to the church for free 
in 1953, on which the current 
St. Michael church and K-8 
school sit. According to cur-
rent pastor the Rev. Michael 
DiIorio, the church’s then-
pastor, Monsignor Joseph 
Collins, later purchased the 
adjoining quarry site from 
Levitt.

Records show the sale 
occurred in 1958 but did not 
list a price. DiIorio says the 
church’s records since then 
are blank.

“There are no records of 
anything that went on in 
between” the purchase and 
the present day, he said. “The 
land just sat there, and it was 
never developed.”

Regulatory records, how-
ever, show the quarry was 
converted under church 
ownership into an unlined 
landfill in 1959 and oper-
ated into the 1970s. Although 
records state it originally was 
licensed by Pennsylvania to 
receive municipal and con-
struction waste, Bucks County 
Health Department inspectors 
observed industrial waste 
being dumped there in 1961.

In May 1973, the DEP sent a 
letter to the church ordering 
the dump to close. It con-
cluded the Rev. Joseph Martin 
from the church was operat-
ing “an illegal solid waste 
disposal facility” at the site, 
that waste was being dumped 
without a permit, and that the 
church was doing nothing to 
stop waste from getting into 
groundwater. The church was 
ordered to grade and flatten 
the property, place a 2-foot 
soil layer over the entirety of 
the landfill, and implement a 
plan to “abate all water pollu-
tion” from the site, all within 
a few months’ time.

But the dump continued to 
run illegally. In a November 
1973 DEP memo, an inspector 
noted he saw trucks, includ-
ing one branded “Penn Jersey 
Industrial Waste,” dumping 
at the site, some of them dis-
charging liquid wastes.

“This site is under a depart-
mental order to close,” the 
DEP inspector wrote. “Why 
has nothing been done?”

Inspection reports showed 
continued dumping, including 

up to 10 tons of industrial 
waste per day, into 1974. In 
April of that year, Wayne 
Lynn, then the solid waste 
director for DEP, wrote to 
Dennis Coyne, an assistant 
attorney general with the 
agency’s “Strike Force” team.

“Citizen complaints have 
been numerous … and local 
newspaper and radio sta-
tions have been involved,” 
Lynn wrote. “Since this site 
is a potential embarrassment 
to the Department, immedi-
ate appropriate legal action is 
merited and requested.”

Records show Coyne then 
wrote sternly worded letters 
to the church, which finally 
closed the dump in late 1974, 
about a year and a half after 
being ordered to do so.

Still, in June 1975, DEP 
noted dumping was occur-
ring at one portion of the site, 
and a final soil cover had yet 
to be put in place. There were 
no further records until 1980, 
when the DEP noted that the 
Lower Bucks County Health 
Department reported resin 
barrels were recently dumped 
and another fire occurred.

Despite the apparent viola-
tions of the DEP’s orders, no 
fines or penalties ever were 
issued to the church, and 
records show no effort made 
by the church to clean ground-
water at the site, as originally 
ordered.

What was dumped? 

Langan Engineering, a 
contractor for the county 
redevelopment authority, 
compiled more than 1,600 
pages of records from the DEP, 
the federal Environmental 
Protection Agency and inde-
pendent environmental firms. 
None provide any hard records 
or manifests of what, exactly, 
was dumped at the property, 
either legally or illegally.

Anecdotal reports exist, 
however. In June 1980, the 
EPA filed its first report from 
the site stating the agency 
had received citizen com-
plaints and had a “high” level 
of concern.

“ T h e  c o m p l a i n t  w a s 
prompted by the fact that the 
citizen and a few of his friends 
had detected a strange chemi-
cal type odor in the crawl 
space/pipe chase” beneath 
the church’s elementary 
school, EPA spokesman Roy 
Seneca said via email. “The 

citizens were worried that 
their children were exposed to 
hazardous chemical vapors.”

While the EPA’s 1980 report 
noted no waste records were 
available, the agency marked 
that paints, oils, acids, fly ash, 
metal sludges, pharmaceuti-
cal and halogenated solvent 
wastes were dumped at the 
site.

Ed Armstrong, a former 
T u l l y t o w n  c o u n c i l m a n , 
remembers seeing suspicious 
waste at the site. As a kid in the 
early 1960s, he would ride his 
bike to the landfill and salvage 
3M fiberglass-reinforced tape 
for craft projects.

“We’d go diving for stuff. 
We saw all sorts of debris, a 
couple barrels, but we had no 
idea what ended up in there,” 
Armstrong said.

A Levittown informant also 
called the DEP in 1983 to warn 
that 3M disposed of 100 to 150 
drums per day at the landfill 
for a year. That tip came from 
a “Mr. Bando,” who said an 
unidentified friend working at 
3M, which at the time operated 
a large plant off nearby Green 
Lane in Bristol Township, told 
him about the dumping. This 
news organization was unsuc-
cessful in identifying “Bando” 
or his friend.

Records show the EPA also 
sent letters to a number of 
companies asking whether 
they had disposed of waste 
at the site. 3M responded in 
January 1986 that it found a 
one-year contract, dated 1970, 
for the Penn Jersey Industrial 
Waste company to dump at “a 
site called Levittown Dump on 
Rt. 13 Tullytown.” Additional 
companies identified by the 
EPA as potentially respon-
sible were Rohm & Haas and 
Patterson Parchment, both 
of which operated plants in 
Bristol Township, as well as 
the James River Corporation, 
which purchased the Patterson 
Parchment site in 1978.

After speaking with Father 
Edward Titzell at St. Michael’s 
church during a 1980 site visit, 
EPA inspectors wrote, “He 
claimed as far as he knew, 
there were no dumped chem-
icals at the site. He did not 
want to see the (1968) news-
paper articles we had showing 
photographs of 300 chemical 
drums that were on fire at the 
site.”

D u r i n g  t h e i r  e n s u i n g 
inspection, personnel noted 
there were “several areas 

where there was obviously 
fairly recent dumping of an 
oil-like material.” Inspectors 
also observed strange odors, 
55-gallon drums and a drum 
lid with a faded label on which 
they could make out the words 
“General Electric,” “Patterson 
P a r c h m e n t , ”  “ W a r n i n g : 
Harmful,” and “fatal.”

Patterson Parchment also 
appeared in a 1961 memo 
f r o m  t h e  B u c k s  C o u n t y 
Health Department which 
stated “Liquid waste dumped 
into pond (later filled in) 
from Patterson Parchment 
Company.” The department 
also noted there was “iron 
sludge” dumped at the site 
and “organics and industrial 
wastes” on site.

Health hazards?

The EPA assessed the 
landfill’s health risks during 
multiple 1980s site visits but 
found nothing concrete.

Despite continued odor 
complaints, including in a 
room where teachers at the 
Catholic school said smells 
could become unbearable, 
the EPA detected no chemical 
vapors common to landfills 
near or in the building during 
a 1982 visit.

The agency discovered levels 
of methane in a janitor’s closet 
“which indicated potential 
explosive atmosphere,” but 
merely recommended steps 
be taken to minimize potential 
buildup after a follow-up trip 
didn’t find the elevated levels 
again. The EPA also found 
elevated levels of toxic con-
taminants such as benzene, 
arsenic, chromium, iron and 
manganese while sampling 
groundwater under the land-
fill in 1982.

At the time, the agency 
believed the water was used 
only for the nearby Levittown 
Shopping Center’s air condi-
tioning system and not for 
drinking water. But in 1985 
the EPA learned about a dozen 
nearby homes in Tullytown 
did have private wells and 
that some residents were 
concerned about a potential 
cancer cluster in the borough.

In half a dozen wells, the EPA 
found elevated levels of sev-
eral chemicals, including the 
carcinogens trichloroethylene 
(TCE) and tetrachloroethyl-
ene (PCE), but at levels it said 
amounted to a cancer risk 
of less than two cases per 1 

million people. The agency 
also concluded the contami-
nation couldn’t be definitively 
linked to the landfill.

Around the same time, a 
public controversy grew. 
Public health concerns peaked 
as the church sought to build a 
football and two soccer fields 
over the dump. Newspaper 
records show church officials 
and then-state Sen. Craig 
Lewis arguing in favor of 
the fields, while other town 
officials and members of the 
public opposed.

Lewis appeared to lean 
heavily on the EPA’s incon-
clusive findings at the site, 
claiming the agency told him 
it was safe to develop. The EPA 
demurred, telling the paper 
at the time, “We would not 
declare it safe. Our job is to tell 
people what is on the land. It 
is up to them to decide what to 
do with it.”

Church officials argued 
that no illegal materials had 
been dumped at the site, but 
Ed Hunt, a former Tullytown 
mayor, said at one meet-
ing, “Any business within a 
hundred-mile radius dumped
here. You name them, they 
dumped here. (St.) Mike’s 
was a very political parish at 
the time. They made a lot of 
money.”

Hunt said he had twice tried 
to close the dump but was 
overruled by borough coun-
cil members and the county 
health department.

DiIorio, the current pastor, 
said the church has no records 
of making any money from the 
landfill, and believes it was 
operated separately.

“If the church ran the 
landfill, I would’ve found 
something,” DiIorio said. 
“That money would’ve been 
deposited somewhere, at some 
time, under some account 
number … there isn’t anything 
like it.”

Various regulatory records 
refer to Richard Williams — 
sometimes called L. Richard 
Williams, Richard Williamson, 
or appearing to be replaced by 
an Allen Williams — as a site 
operator. Records show then-
pastor Monsignor Joseph 
Collins as the church’s lead 
contact with the DEP during 
the dump’s closure, and that 
he communicated with “Mr. 
Williams” through an inter-
mediary, parishioner Sam 

LANDFILL
From Page A1

GATEHOUSE MEDIA

Levittown Landfill timeline
The 60-year history of the “Levittown Landfill,” located behind St. Michael 
the Archangel Church in Tullytown.

1950s 
Levitt & Sons operates 
quarry at site, uses 
materials to help build 
Levittown.

Nov. 25, 1958
Levitt & Sons sells 30-acre 
quarry property to St. 
Michael the Archangel, 
which converts it to 
municipal landfill.

June 28, 1961
Bucks County Health 
Department first notes 
liquid and industrial 
wastes being dumped.

Oct. 6, 1968
“Black Sunday,” as 
titled by this news 
organization, after large 
explosion of 300 oil and 
silicon barrels at dump 
hospitalizes a firefighter.

May 14, 1973
State Department of 
Environmental Protection 
orders church to close 
dump, calling it “illegal 
solid waste disposal 
facility.”

1973-74
Inspection reports show 
DEP order violated, as 
trucks continue to dump 
up to 10 tons of industrial 
waste a day.

Nov. 29, 1974
Church finally closes 
landfill after violating DEP 
order and warnings from 
state attorney.

June 1980
Bucks health
department reports 
“resin” barrels dumped. 
Paper reports on another 
fire at the site.

2015
Developers begin eyeing 
land for potential 
residential development.

March 10, 1999
DEP orders church to 
install gas venting pipes 
and monitor regularly.
No records of such 
monitoring exist.

1990s
EPA loses interest in site, 
PADEP continues to press 
the church to investigate.

Mid-1980s
Public controversy boils 
over about potential ball 
fields on site. They’re 
never built.

Jan. 9, 1986
EPA tests Tullytown private 
drinking wells, finds 
chemicals in about half a  
dozen, but can’t definitively 
link them to landfill.

June 28, 1983
DEP receives anonymous 
tip alleging 3M dumped 
thousands of drums at 
the site.

Oct. 21, 1982
EPA finds contaminated 
ground water.

July 29, 1980
U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency files its 
first report from the site 
after receiving citizen 
complaints about odors in 
St. Michael school; various 
hazardous wastes believed 
to have been dumped.

Sources: EPA and DEP records; information compiled by Langan Engineering. 

What was dumped?

Various regulatory reports allege the following waste may have been 
dumped at the Levittown Landfi ll:
• Three hundred barrels of oil and silicon that exploded in 1968
• Unknown “resin” barrels
• Paints, oils and acids
• Pharmaceutical wastes and halogenated solvents
• 3M tape
• Unknown white foams
• Thousands of barrels of unknown materials from the Bristol 
Township 3M plant
• Unknown liquid wastes
• Iron sludge
• Plastic tubing, pipes and ash
• General rubbish such as clothing, wood, piping and metals

Trash dumped between the site of a former landfi ll owned by St. 
Michael the Archangel Church and Levittown Lake, photographed 
April 6, 2018, in Tullytown. [BILL FRASER/STAFF PHOTOJOURNALIST]

See LANDFILL,  A9
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When Waste Management’s 
massive Tullytown Landfill 
closed in late May 2017, the 
borough faced the end of an 
era.

The 30-year-old landfill’s 
shutdown abruptly wiped out 
millions of dollars in annual 
host fees Tullytown had relied 
on for anywhere between 56 
percent to 79 percent of its 
revenue in recent years.

While the borough has tens 
of millions in savings, it is 
on track to be broke within a 
decade unless officials shore 
up its budget. And planned 
redevelopment of the former 
Levittown Landfill — one of 
the few Tullytown land parcels 
not already built out — could 
provide perhaps the most help. 
Developer McGrath Homes is 
eyeing the site for townhouses 
and a retirement community, 
aided by the Bucks County 
Redevelopment Authority.

“Think about that property 
for a minute. How much does 
it pay in taxes today, in the 
condition it’s in?” posed Bob 
White, executive director of 
the redevelopment author-
ity. “How much is it going to 
pay when Mr. McGrath’s done 
building all them houses? 
Money’s going to be going to 
Tullytown.”

The development team said 
they didn’t have any economic 
estimates of just how much the 
new real estate or income taxes 
from the site could add to the 
borough’s coffers. Early plans 
for the site showed about 120 
townhouses and a senior living 
community of about 300 resi-
dents. The borough currently 
has about 640 housing units, 
from which it received between 
$180,000 and $210,500 in 
total annual real estate taxes 
in recent years.

The Bucks County Planning 
Commission also is on board 
with the project. Three of its 
representatives presented to 
Tullytown council in January, 
pointing out SEPTA’s $36 mil-
lion-dollar renovation to the 
Levittown Station is slated for 
completion this fall. The land-
fill property, across Route 13, 
could become part of a transit-
oriented development, mixing 
residential and commercial use 
within easy walking distance of 
the station, the representatives 
said.

In a preliminary workplan, 

L a n g a n  E n g i n e e r i n g ,  a 
Warrington firm contracted by 
the redevelopment authority to 
perform environmental inves-
tigations at the site, added the 
development would benefit 
the region’s growing elderly 
population, provide “millions 
of dollars in state tax credits 
for property improvements,” 
and boost the local and state 
economies with new real estate 
and income taxes.

Also potentially at stake 
is the future of the K-8 St. 
Michael the Archangel School. 
The school, along with the 
parish church, sit on separate 
parcel adjoining the 30-acre 
former dump site.

Some development sketch 
p l a n s  s h o w  p o r t i o n s  o f 
the housing development 
encroaching on the school 
building. Asked whether that 
means the school might close, 
the Rev. Michael DiIorio said 
“enrollment and finances” 
will determine the school’s 
future. A windfall from the sale 
of the former landfill property 
might breathe new life into the 
school, he added.

“We have in mind that when 
(the project is) finished, we 
would like to realize enough 
money to maybe do a lot to 
help with the refurbishing of 
the school,” DiIorio said.

Redevelopment officials 
said they didn’t know either 
way about the church’s plan 
for the schools. However, 
John McGrath, president of 
McGrath Homes, said he has 
an existing agreement with the 
church that if the school does 
close, he gets to buy the land.

“I don’t want to deal with 
unknowns, of who’s going to 
build in front (of the potential 
development),” McGrath said. 
“Because one of the important 
parts of our project is entrances 
and road side features, and we 
want to be able to control that.”

K e n  G a v i n ,  s p o k e s -
man for the Archdiocese of 
Philadelphia, confirmed the 
church and developer “have 
been in discussion regarding 
additional acreage (beyond the 
landfill parcel), but no agree-
ment has been signed in that 
regard.”

The landfill parcel has not 
yet been sold, but McGrath 
and DiIorio both said there is 
an existing agreement of sale 
dating to 2014. Neither pro-
vided a financial figure.

St. Michael’s legacy

Should St. Michael’s receive 

a windfall from selling the 
former landfill, it would mark 
a graceful exit to the church’s 
60-year ownership of the site.

Despite the paper trail 
showing illegal dumping 
occurred during the church’s 
ownership, as well as its flout-
ing of state orders to close the 
dump and institute ground-
water cleanup, DEP records 
show no sign the church was 
ever fined or made to pay for 
cleanup.

That cost will now fall to 
McGrath, and to a large extent 
Pennsylvania taxpayers. The 
redevelopment authority 
already has received $128,000 
from a state grant program to 
study the site and could be eli-
gible for up to $1 million more 
for the actual cleanup.

The site is also eligible for 
state Enterprise Zone tax 
credits, which reduce busi-
nesses’ state corporate tax 
liability if they make property 
improvements in economi-
cally disadvantaged areas. 
The development team esti-
mates such benefits at the 
Levittown Landfill site could 
be in the millions.

Asked why the DEP has 
not pursued entities listed 
as “potentially responsible 
parties” in past documents 
— such as St. Michael’s, 
3M and Johnson Wax — to 
pay for cleanup, the DEP 
responded, “because there 
is a current property owner 
willing to undertake remedial 
activities.”

For their part, the develop-
ment team said there are no 
plans for the church to pay 
for any of the redevelopment 
work, and that ultimately they 
believe the project will be a net 
benefit to taxpayers.

“It puts it back on the tax 
rolls,” Bolstein said. “It’s just 
a vacant site.”

Tullytown mum

While Tullytown council 
has heard from the McGrath 
development team at several 
meetings dating back to 2015, 
Council President Mary Ann 
Gahagan told this news orga-
nization in late March it was 
too early to talk.

“Since we have barely had 
a chance to really examine 
exactly what this project 
entails, I think it is quite pre-
mature for us to meet with the 
newspaper,” Gahagan said. 
“We are planning to have a 
meeting with DEP. Perhaps 
after that meeting has taken 

place, we will set something 
up.”

Tullytown officials have not 
shared any further information 
with this news organization. 
Borough Manager Alison 
Smith did not return requests 
for an interview, and through 
a borough staffer declined to 
speak when a reporter visited 
the borough hall in person.

Tullytown would have to 
rezone the former landfill 
property, as it is currently 
zoned only for single-family 
homes. At borough council 
meetings over the last year, 
a rezoning effort seemed 
to be moving swiftly: Last 
J u l y ,  c o u n c i l  m e m b e r s 
unanimously authorized the 
borough’s former solicitor to 
work with McGrath on devel-
oping an “overlay” zoning 
ordinance. In March, McGrath 
attorney Ed Murphy also said 
borough staff reviewed a draft 
ordinance late last year.

But the process appears 
to have slowed as Langan 
Engineering continues to 
investigate the site. T.J. 
Walsh, the borough’s new 
solicitor, told council mem-
bers this month that an April 
meeting with the DEP and 
McGrath indicated Langan’s 
engineers are “not even close” 
to completing their analysis 
for site remediation.

“It’s premature to start any 
kind of zoning consideration 
because we don’t have a final-
ity on what the remediation’s 
going to look like, how much 
more work has to be done,” 
Walsh said, noting that he told 
McGrath, “starting a draft of 
a zoning amendment that 
would potentially allow the 
development you’re looking 
to allow at this point would be 
way premature because it may 
change, depending on what 
your own engineers come up 
with.”

Tullytown, St. Mike’s could receive windfall 

Lees. Collins died in 1975, 
and Lees told regulators in 
1990 that Richard Williams 
also had passed. Attempts to 
locate Lees were unsuccessful.

Ultimately, plans to develop 
the ball fields were abandoned, 
and the EPA disengaged from 
the site.

“Based on (a) telephone 
conversation, EPA has no fur-
ther intentions of involvement 
at this site,” a 1989 DEP memo 
stated.

DEP pushes, 
then disappears

While the EPA lost interest 
in the site entering the 1990s, 
state regulators did not.

In 1988, a DEP engineer 
visited the dump with Mike 
Logan, then an environmen-
tal manager with Falls, and 
found a “possible danger of 
fire” using a gas detector. 
Former Tullytown Mayor 
Robert Shellenberger, then the 
borough manager, also told the 
DEP that PECO, which oper-
ates a power line adjacent to 
the property, had detected 
explosive on-site conditions.

The department met with 
the church’s Rev. Edmond 
Speitel in 1990, per records, 
to discuss the site’s history 
and ongoing safety issues. The 
DEP recommended monthly 
gas testing using a handheld 
device near and in the schools; 

a church operator and the 
department found no signs of 
dangerous levels of methane in 
the first few tests.

The next time the DEP 
reviewed the site, in March 
1995, an inspector noted that 
while the EPA had originally 
marked the site a “high” pri-
ority, and that “there remain 
to be a large number of 
unknowns,” he did not believe 
there was “significant justifi-
cation to warrant any action” 
at the time.

But the DEP continued its 
pursuit. A department letter 
shows officials re-instituted 
an investigation into the 
former dump in the winter 
of 1995-96, prompting the 
church to begin “a good faith 
effort to investigate and reme-
diate the landfill.”

Records show the church 
hired environmental contrac-
tor Environmental Resource 
Management to sample the 
site’s groundwater, soil and 
air in the mid- to late-1990s. 
DiIorio said the church hired 
the firm in connection with a 
developer eyeing the land to 
install a solar farm, but a 1999 
record showed the DEP was 
pushing for the work and was 
troubled by dangerous meth-
ane levels observed.

“Results (have) indicated 
potentially explosive levels 
of methane over 50 (percent) 
of the landfill,” a 1999 DEP 
memo stated.

The DEP put its foot down 
for the second time in the 
property’s history, ordering 
the church in March 1999 to 
install a “passive gas venting 

system” to vent methane gas 
from below the surface using 
8-foot-tall PVC pipes. Per the 
order, the church also would 
perform monthly monitor-
ing for at least five years and 
submit subsequent reports; the 
order noted that “the Parish 
intends to address any … 
groundwater contamination.”

Whether the DEP ever 
held St. Michael’s to its own 
requirements is unclear. 
Langan Engineering reported 
it could not find any reports 
regarding sampling from the 
on-site gas vents or ground-
water remediation while 
evaluating the property in 
preparation for McGrath’s 
proposal.

“None of these documents 
were located for review, and 

the details of the system, 
sampling plan, and monitor-
ing results are not known,” 
Langan wrote.

Asked about any vent-
ing system records during a 
February interview, DiIorio 
said he did not personally “get 
into that technical stuff” and 
would check with other offi-
cials. This news organization 

did not receive — and could not 
independently locate — any 
documents before publishing.

In the absence of records, 
the dump appears to have sat 
untouched and unmonitored 
for more than a decade, until 
Langan arrived in 2015 to 
begin laying the groundwork 
for the McGrath residential 
development.
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A backhoe digs up plastic debris at the former Levittown Landfi ll in 
December 2015. [FROM LANGAN ENGINEERING REPORT]

Early renderings of McGrath Homes’ proposed development dating 
back to 2015 depict a “St. Michael’s Court” with as many as 120 
townhomes and a “Landings at St. Michael’s,” a 55-and-older 
apartment complex with 316 units.

Environmental engineers took this photo of a waste stockpile created 
during test excavations in December 2015. The waste included plastic 
bags, shredded plastic, plastic tubing, fabric and broken glass, the 
reported stated. In the background of the photo is the St. Michael the 
Archangel school. [LANGAN ENGINEERING, VIA PADEP WORK PLAN REPORT]
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