
 
 

June 4, 2021 

Town of Leicester 
OFFICE OF THE TOWN ADMINISTRATOR 

Town Hall, 3 Washburn Square 
Leicester, Massachusetts 01524-1333 

Phone: (508) 892-7000   Fax: (508) 892-7070 
www.leicesterma.org

  To: Select Board 

From: David Genereux, Town Administrator 

RE: Oil Spill at Leicester Elementary School 

The following is a compilation of correspondence regarding the oil spill at the Leicester Elementary 

School.  Most is through emails sent and received by the School Business Manager.  The activity reports 

are prepared by Cedwyn Morgan Regional Manager of HETI, the firm that has been contracted by our 

insurer to perform the cleanup.  Attached to the report, which is being distributed via email to the Board 

are other reports referenced below.  Future updates will be released weekly to the Board. Please contact me 

with any questions. 

 

April 27 Announcement - An oil release has occurred at Leicester Elementary School.   It was discovered 

today that oil has migrated through the storm drains to a wetland adjacent to the playing fields. HETI is 

providing LSP services for the release on behalf of Leicester Public Schools.   An Emergency Certification 

Application for work in the wetlands is attached. 

 

April 30 – First full activity report  

 

• Approximately April 1 (date not exact):  Several tents installed outside school in anticipation of 

school re-opening. 

• Early April:  Oil odors noted in one classroom, adjacent to where underground fuel oil lines leading 

from 10,000-gallon AST “daylight”, extend up the building exterior wall, and enter the building 

and lead to the boiler.  School personnel perform various investigations to attempt to identify 

source of odor. 

• April 15:  School Dept. staff hand-excavate shallow pit outside building where lines daylight.  No 

oil observed. 

• Storm of mixed rain and snow occurs overnight April 15-16. 

• April 16:  Mix of free-phase oil and water observed in pit.  (Water is surface water runoff and not 

groundwater).  School notifies their broker; HETI retained.  HETI visits site.  Release reported to 

DEP; IRA approval obtained.  Dig-safe clearance requested to dig out line; Dig-Safe refuses to 

provide emergency clearance; excavation scheduled to begin on Thursday April 22 at noon when 

Dig-Safe clearance begins.  Western Mass Environmental retained to perform excavation.  HETI 

initiated soil disposal approval process.   

• April 22:  Excavation begins.   School’s boiler contractor not available to isolate, cut and drain 

subsurface oil lines until Saturday April 24, so excavation begins on April 22 above and around 

lines using mini-excavator. 

• April 23:  Continued excavation. 

• April 24:  School’s contractor cuts and drains lines. 

• April 26 (approx.):  School shut down due to odors, which have worsened due to open 

excavation.  Approximately four classrooms in the portion of the school near the fuel oil lines have 

odors.   

• April 27:  Excavation resumes; now free to remove lines during excavation excavate and dig deeper 

and wider trench.   Becomes apparent that soil contamination is more extensive.   Oil observed in 

catch basin near site; trace storm drains to outfall many hundreds of feet away; oil observed in 
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wetlands downstream of outfall.   Deploy sorbents and booms in catch basins and wetlands.  Notify 

DEP.  File Emergency Certification request with Conservation Commission.   Order summa 

canisters to prepare for indoor air sampling in school 

• April 28:  Larger excavator brought to site; continue to excavate with both excavators.  Check and 

change sorbents and boom.  Meet with Conservation Commission re wetlands conditions.  Discover 

apparent location where tent stake struck fuel oil line.    

• April 29:  Excavation suspended due to rainstorm.  Inspect/change pads in wetlands.  Identify 

owner of wetlands; consult with school staff over approaching the owner.   Meet with Michael 

Brady of Sedgewick on site.   

 

Anticipated future work in short term: 

• Complete excavation starting April 30; likely two to three more field days.   In addition to main 

trench along fuel lines, two smaller excavations will occur; one adjacent to AST and one along pipe 

leading to catch basin.  Some damage to asphalt walks will occur and will require replacement. 

• Perform air sampling in school; rush turnaround; evaluate re-opening school based on results.   

• Continue to maintain sorbents in storm drainage system and wetland. 

• Arrange access with wetland property owner. 

• Remove oily debris and sediment from wetland. 

• Install monitoring wells (site is in an Interim Wellhead Protection Area and a Zone II for two 

separate water supply wells; Massachusetts GW-1 groundwater quality standards apply) 

 

April 30 – Update Email 

Don Cederquist from HETI met Bill Battelle this afternoon, who showed Don around.  My understanding 

is that their observations indicate that the oil has pretty much dissipated, with only very minor pockets of 

sheen found.  There is no longer an ongoing release but there are likely still pockets of oil in the drainage 

system that may work free from time to time.   There is a significant amount of sorbent material deployed 

in the drainage channel between the playing fields and Patrick’s Drive to prevent downstream 

migration.  We will put a sorbent boom at the outfall of the culvert under Paxton Street to try to contain 

any oil that does flow down.    

 

May 3 – Response to concerns that I shared with the School Administration regarding possible 

discharge of oil into Sargent’s Pond.  The response below is from the LSP assigned to the spill. 

 

"The typical practice is to wait for the emergency response to be done before collecting samples, but we 

can do it now if requested.   Don just checked the catch basins and drainage channel while you were 

talking to Matt this morning, and there was very little oil in the catch basins or on the sorbents in the 

swamp.  So there appears to be no release-related ongoing contribution to the lake of any significance. 

 

We can rely on the residents to inspect the lake, or we can do it.    We can do a shoreline tour (which 

would require access from numerous parties) or inspect by canoe if one party provides access (assuming 

there is no public access to the lake).   If we or the residents do find any oil when they inspect the lake, we 

can put sorbents in those areas.  

 

If sampling or a shoreline survey is to be performed, should we coordinate directly with the lake 

residents?  If the residents perform the survey, we should probably ask them to contact us if they think they 

have something.  I think so far we have communicated with Mr. Baril and Mr. Batelle, and we have Mr. 

Reinke on the email strings. 

 

Also, the residents should realize that “sheens” are often iron and not oil.  If they poke a sheen with a stick 

and it breaks up into platelets, it’s iron.  Sheens from oil, which is a surfactant, will immediately re-form if 

disturbed.   

  

Google earth photos show numerous powerboats on the lake.   The state of VT did a study some years back 

that showed that two-stroke boat motors pass 20 to 30% of the fuel into the water un-combusted.  Vermont 



estimated that an “average watercraft” used for 47 hours per year put 50 to 60 gallons of unburnt fuel into 

the lake.   That mix of gasoline and two-stroke oil gets diluted into a lot of water in the lake, but it is 

common for lakes used for recreational boating to have low levels of petroleum contamination as a 

result.   (This problem is somewhat diminished with direct injection 2-strokes and greatly minimized with 

4-strokes, but still exists).   So, if oil is detected, it may be difficult to resolve the source." 

Weekly Summary of Activities (April 30 – May 7)  

 

• April 30 (Friday):  Excavation continues.  HETI reviews and photographs school construction 

plans.   HETI contacts owners of 150 Paxton Road who agreed to provide access when needed for 

final remediation drainage swale.   Boom/Pads inspected and changed as needed.    

 

• Mr. Bill Battelle of 125 Paxton Road visits site and takes photos; shows HETI photos from April 19 

of a sheen on the stream on his property, which is downstream from Rt 56/Paxton Road.  The 

stream receives flow from the drainage swale, flows under Paxton Road, past his property, and 

discharges to Sargent Lake.  HETI visits the area with Mr. Battelle; observes only very minor 

sheens in eddies of the stream and areas with leaf litter adjacent to stream.  HETI asks Mr. Battelle 

to notify us if additional problems are observed.   

 

• May 1 (Saturday):  Excavation continues.   Pads/boom in drainage channel inspected and changed 

as needed.  Additional boom installed at downstream side of culvert under Rt 56.  In response to 

inquiry, HETI evaluates potential for impact on Waite Pond (release does not drain to Waite Pond).  

 

• May 2 (Sunday):  Excavation cancelled; operator sick. 

 

• May 3 (Monday):   Excavation continues.   Approximately 100 cubic yards of oily soil sent to 

recycling facility.  Accumulated rainwater is pumped from the excavation.  Excavation performed 

to expose buried pipe crossing excavation leading to catch basin; confirm that pipe is connected to 

a roof drainpipe that comes down through the building interior.  Field observations suggest 

excavation is complete in eastern section of trench; post-excavation soil samples collected from 

that area.   

 

• May 4 (Tuesday):  WME pumps accumulated rainwater from excavation and continues 

excavating. WME partially backfills deepest portion of excavation at approximately 20-30 feet east 

of door.   HETI notifies Board of Health of anticipated indoor air sampling.  Booms and pads 

inspected and changed as needed.  Additional post-excavation and waste characterization samples 

collected.   

 

• May 5 (Wednesday):  No excavation performed due to weather.  Chain link fencing installed 

around excavation area to improve security as excavation gets larger.   Booms and pads inspected 

/changed as needed. HETI inspects proposed indoor air sampling locations in school.   HETI 

provides status update to Conservation Commission on work performed under Emergency 

Certification.    

 

• May 6 (Thursday):   Excavation cancelled due to weather.  HETI collects 8-hour indoor air samples 

from three locations in school (cafeteria, kitchen, and main office).  HETI deploys a more powerful 

air purifying unit (APU) in most affected classroom.   HETI provides by email to DEP a detailed 

response to DEP questions.  

 

• May 7 (Friday):  Excavation continues; load out about 55 cubic yards of stockpiled soils to 

recycling facility.  The excavation extends to about 10.5 feet below grade near where the tent stake 

line penetrated the line.  Excavation will eventually need to extend under the sidewalk in this 

area.   Pads and boom removed in drainage channel; no sheens of consequence observed; replaced 

with only booms.   HETI meets with Bob Dunne of DEP for site inspection, including school 

interior, excavation, and drainage channel.  Mr. Dunne is satisfied with the work and with the 



responses provided by HETI to DEP yesterday.  Mr. Dunne approves increase in IRA excavation 

total to 500 yards based on deeper excavation as described above.  HETI performs detailed 

shoreline survey of Sargent Lake to inspect for sheen, and collects surface water samples from lake 

for laboratory analysis.     

 

Upcoming work will include continuing the excavation, extending it back along the east side of the 

building likely all the way back to the AST.  The sorbents in the drainage swale and catch basins and at Rt 

56 will be maintained.  It appears that the amount of oil discharging through the system is reducing 

significantly, but a few more rain events will be needed to further evaluate this.  After the excavation is 

completed so there is no potential source of additional oil the system, the storm drains will be cleaned and 

remediation performed in the drainage channel.   The results of initial post-excavation soil sampling and 

indoor air sampling should be available late next week and will require evaluation.  Surface water results 

will not be available until early the following week. 

 

May 13 – Correspondence from James Reinke, on behalf of lake residents:  

A few lake residents surveyed the entirety of the shoreline of Lake Sargent and have found no signs of any 

oil, thankfully.  I have not seen any evidence of oil in the open water either. We ask that the water be tested 

to ensure that there are not any contaminants from the oil leak at Elementary suspended below the 

surface.  As the weather gets warmer the kids and pets are going to get more anxious to use the lake and 

there is also the concern about fishing and fish caught for consumption.  Please advise at your earliest 

convenience. Thanks in advance 

 

May 19 – First water test result returned: 

Attached please find the laboratory report for a Volatile Petroleum Hydrocarbon (VPH) analysis of surface 

water from Sargent Lake.  The sample was collected on May 7 from a canoe from Lake Sargent just 

offshore of where the small stream that passes under Rt 56 near Patrick’s Way empties into the pond. 

No VPH analytes were detected in the sample.   The laboratory has indicated that it may be Friday before 

the results of the Extractable Petroleum Hydrocarbons (EPH) analysis of the sample are available.  I will 

be away on Friday and Monday but will forward the results upon my return on Tuesday. 

 

Also, please note that the lab report also includes analysis of a soil sample for waste characterization 

purposes.  That analysis was performed to meet requirements of the soil recycling facility, and is not 

related to Sargent Lake surface water quality.  

 

May 20 – Second water test result returned: 

This email is in regards to surface water sampling at Sargent Lake. 

We received an updated lab report that includes the results of the EPH analysis of the surface water sample 

from Sargent Lake described in the email below.   

  

No analytes were detected in the sample.    The lab report is attached.  

 

Please distribute this to members of the Conservation Commission and let me know if you have any 

questions. 

  

Weekly Summary of Activities (May 17 – May 21)   

• Monday May 17:   Complete backfilling of excavation from doorway where lines daylighted to the 

east end of school.  Excavation continues to west of doorway.  NAPL and (perched?) water enter 

excavation at about 8 feet below grade.  Soils under foundation in this area are sandier than they 

were in the rest of the excavation; show elevated PID readings (>200 ppm).   Make arrangements 

for structural engineer to visit site to evaluate feasibility of excavation of these soils.  Leave 

excavation open to allow evaluation of rate of NAPL inflow.   Check sorbents in catch basins, 

drainage channel and at culvert under Rt. 56.  Minimal impact in channel and at culvert.  Change 

sorbents in catch basins. 

 



• Tuesday May 18:   Two members of Conservation Commission perform unannounced visit; inspect 

drainage channel area and excavation.  Sorbents had already been inspected/changed earlier that 

morning.  HETI prepares email response to requests and comments made by members; provides 

results of post-excavation soil samples from excavation near school. 

  

HETI receives indoor air results, performs risk assessment calculations, and provides results to 

DEP.  HETI prepares email explaining the air risk calculations.  

  

Remove drain pipe that channels roof runoff to catch basin to allow excavation along 

pipe.  Observe that pipe is lined with tar paper, which has deteriorated along the bottom of the 

pipe.  As an experiment, soak a piece of tar paper in oil – paper breaks down.  The oil appears to 

dissolve the tar out of the paper.  If the entire drainage line is lined with oil-damaged tar paper, this 

may explain why black gunky oil continues to re-appear in the catch basins.  

  

• Wednesday May 19:  HETI speaks with DEP regarding indoor air results; agree that will consider 

impacts to be “potential CEP”, will install APU and ventilate office.   Excavation continues along 

path of roof drain pipe to catch basin; oil appears to have followed peastone below pipe.  Maximum 

depth of excavation along pipe is 8 feet below grade.   Oil has continued to flow into open area of 

excavation west of door; removed with sorbents.   Continue to monitor NAPL seepage into open 

area of excavation.  HETI orders additional CPU to install in school building.    

  

• Thursday May 20:  Meet with structural engineer (S-K Design Group) to develop plan for 

sequential underpinning to allow excavation under foundation.  Backfill pipe trench 

excavation.  Load out trucks of soil.  Research options for cleaning and/or lining pipe.  Check 

sorbents in catch basins, drainage channel, Rt 56 culvert. 

  

• Friday May 21:   Pumped out water in catch basin near school and excavate around catch basin; 

clean on west side.  Dug trench on south side drain along pipe leading to east.   Oily peastone 

observed and excavated; but oily stone extends under pipe remaining in place.  Check sorbents in 

catch basins, drainage channel, Rt 56 culvert, change as needed. 

 

Weekly Summary of Activities (May 24 – May 30)   

 

• Monday May 24.  Initiate underpinning; two locations.   Remove soils to about four feet under 

school in first location.   Remove soil to about three feet under school in second location; sidewalls 

start to cave.   NAPL seeping into excavation from under school; continue to contain with 

sorbents.  Inspect sorbents in catch basins, drainage channel, Rt. 56, replace in catch basins, no 

impacts observed elsewhere.  

  

• Tuesday May 25.    LNAPL still seeping in from second underpinning excavation; contain with 

sorbents.  Construct form around first underpin.  Dewater to lower water table near second 

underpin, pump fluids to tote.  Change pads in CB.  Inspect pads in drainage channel – no changes 

needed.  Water in drainage channel approximately all from storm drain system south of school; no 

impact.  Inspect excavation needed in wetland.  LSP site visit.  Concrete poured in first underpin.   

 

•  Wednesday May 26.  Provided update to Conservation Commission with updated table of post-

excavation soil results.  Excavation proceeds after dewatering at second underpinning location.  Go 

deeper and slightly further under school.  NAPL bleeds out of exposed soils; poorly sorted but 

coarser-grained soils at bottom of hole remain unstable.  Stop excavating and install lally columns 

and shoring; pour concrete.  

  

• Thursday May 27.   WME informs HETI that many of the booms in the drainage channel had 

become un-moored at one end, apparently due to high flow during overnight thunderstorm.  Booms 

re-installed.   



 

LSP site meeting with school personnel; resolve to collect additional indoor air samples and collect 

soil gas samples to evaluate current status and potential for vapor intrusion.  Excavate third 

underpinning location, install lally column, frame and pour concrete.  HETI receives notice from 

neighbor of oil in stream downstream of Rt 56 on way to Sargent Lake.   Arrange to inspect 

property in the AM of Friday May 28. 

  

• Friday May 28.  Collect five indoor air samples in building.  Inspect stream downstream of Rt 56 

with property owner; no evidence of impact.  Owner indicated he smelled oil on Thursday; may 

have been a slug that passed downstream in the storm.    Re-install booms; stake in place to make 

more secure.   Continue underpinning excavation. 

  

• Sunday May 30.  Additional correspondence with stream abutter re oil in streambed.   

 

June 2 - Email from LSP on soil sampling 

 

This email provides an update for response actions for the oil spill at Leicester Elementary. 

  

The attached table presents the results of additional post-excavation soil sampling from the remedial 

excavation on the north side of Leicester Elementary School.  The table is cumulative with the table 

provided previously (i.e., the results sent last time are included in the attached table.)   

  

The explanation of sample names in the soil table is as follows:  FSW is foundation side wall, N or NSW is 

north sidewall, B is base.  The first number is the number of feet east from the door.  The second number is 

the depth of the sample in inches.  The Method 1 S-1/GW-1 standards are the applicable cleanup 

standards.   Samples that have ESW or WSW (east and west sidewalls, respectively) in the sample names 

are from the excavation of the roof drain subsurface pipe leading away from the school to the catch basin 

north of the school. 

  

All results to date have been either non-detect (results listed in italics on the table) or less than the 

standards. 

  

We plan to initiate excavation of oily soils in the drainage channel on Monday of next week.  We have 

begun clearing vegetation to provide access for equipment, and today performed a trial run of diverting 

flow from the storm drains south of the school around the excavation area, by pumping water from a 

manhole through a hose that discharges at the downstream end of the work area .  The storm drains south 

of the school were not affected by the release and provide most of the flow through the storm drain 

system.    

  

Please distribute this email to the members of the Commission. 

  

 

 


