
Sycamore Elementary School

Sycamore Elementary School will open in August 2003, relieving overcrowding at Sugar Hill
and Riverside elementary schools. In the past few months, parents have expressed concerns
about the impact on the school of the landfills in the area. The Gwinnett County Board of
Education and school system officials would never put students or staff members in a harmful
situation. The school system not only met all safety
requirements for this school site, but actually went
beyond what was required. GCPS continues to take
extra steps to ensure there are no safety issues for the
new school. The following information is provided by
Gwinnett County Public Schools (GCPS) to address
these parent concerns, to correct misinformation that
has been circulated in this matter, and to reassure
citizens that Sycamore Elementary is a safe school.

The following chronology outlines the history of Sycamore
Elementary School.

Mid-1990’s—Gwinnett school officials determined a new elementary school would be needed in the northern-
most area of the county to relieve overcrowding in the rapidly growing North Gwinnett Cluster. GCPS engi-
neers began looking for possible school sites, following the school system’s site selection process. Three parcels
of land were identified as being both available and large enough for a school site. These properties were a site
on Sycamore Road, a site on Austin Garner Road, and a site on Old Cumming Road. Of the three, the Sycamore
site was judged to be the best in terms of location, accessibility, size, topography, and ease of development.

Fall 1998—GCPS enlisted the services of NOVA Engineering and Environmental, Inc., to conduct a site suit-
ability study on the property it proposed to purchase.

December 7, 1998— NOVA Engineering and Environmental, Inc., submitted its report on the proposed site.
NOVA’s evaluation determined that the site was suitable for construction, based on the geology of the site and
the surrounding area, plus subsurface soil, groundwater, and drainage conditions. Soil test borings and a visual
inspection of the site were conducted as part of the study. NOVA’s report did not note any evidence of environ-
mental hazards. Although the purpose of this review was to determine construction suitability, not to detect
pollutants in the soil, rock, or groundwater, NOVA engineers would have noted in their report any questionable
or foreign material that turned up in their soil borings. If anything had been detected more testing would have
been conducted.

December 29, 1998— Gwinnett County Public Schools purchased the site for the proposed elementary school.
Purchase price was $669,000 for 30 acres, a price that was well in line with the real estate market at the time.

March 1999—GCPS hired Law Engineering and Environmental Services, Inc. to conduct a “Phase I Environ-
mental Site Assessment” on the Sycamore Road property. The purpose of a Phase I study is to identify obvious
or potential environmental concerns that exist on a piece of property itself, or that exist off-site and may affect
the property. An environmental study was not required by the Georgia Department of Education as part of its
school site approval process at that time. Nevertheless, GCPS officials agreed that an environmental site assess-
ment would add assurances that the site posed no threat to human health.

April 7, 1999—Law Engineering and Environmental Services, Inc., submitted the findings from its Phase I
Environmental Site Assessment of the Sycamore Road school site. Findings from this study included:
• The federal and state governments are required to maintain listings of potential hazardous sites. The

Sycamore ES site is not listed on any of their regulatory databases.
• No past or current uses of the school site indicate the potential for any environmental threat.
• There is no reason to suspect that contamination from any other site could have reached the Sycamore

property.
• There are two landfills in the search area (Richland Creek landfill and the inactive Appling landfill). They

are not significant concerns because of their distances from the school and their topographic positions. (The
landfills are approximately one-half mile from the site and the watersheds for both landfills are separate
from that of the Sycamore site.)

A Phase I study does not test for specific contaminants; it identifies the possibility of potential hazards, which
would mean a Phase II study that tests for specific contaminants is warranted. The Phase I Assessment of the
Sycamore Elementary site concluded that no additional action or investigation was necessary.
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May 19, 1999— The Facilities Services Unit of the Georgia Department of Education (DOE) notified GCPS
that the Sycamore site was approved for school construction. This approval came after DOE professionals
visited the property, reviewed the Phase I Environmental Site Assessment, and examined the property using the
DOE site evaluation and approval process.

November 2001—GCPS began construction of Sycamore Elementary School.

May 10, 2002—GCPS contacted the Georgia Environmental Protection Division (EPD) in regard to citizen
concerns about proposed expansion of the Richland Creek landfill. The EPD is the agency responsible for
regulating all landfill operations, determining suitable locations, issuing permits, and inspecting and monitoring
landfills for compliance with required safety standards.

May 14, 2002—The EPD responded by letter to the school system’s request for information about the impact of
the Richland Creek landfill on Sycamore Elementary School. The letter stated that the landfill operation poses
no significant threat to human health and the environment as it relates to the school. Key points included:
• The landfill has systems to monitor both methane gas and groundwater. If there is a problem, state regula-

tions require landfills to take prompt corrective action.
• Richland Creek runs between the school and the landfill and is a natural barrier that keeps methane gas from

migrating to surrounding areas.

October 3, 2002—GCPS began the redistricting process to set attendance zones for six elementary schools
opening in August 2003, including Sycamore Elementary. Parents and citizens provided input on proposed
attendance boundaries through November 11. GCPS planners considered this input in making revisions to the
proposed attendance zones.

October 23, 2002—At the school system’s request, the EPD reissued its May 14, 2002, statement that the
Richland Creek landfill operation poses no significant threat to human health and the environment as it relates
to Sycamore Elementary School.

November 21, 2002—The Gwinnett County Board of Education held a public hearing to listen to citizens’
feedback on the proposed redistricting of students to Sycamore Elementary. Parents petitioned the Board not to
redistrict them to Sycamore, citing a variety of reasons such as Riverside Elementary’s high test scores, frequent
redistrictings, and questions about the landfills.

December 12, 2002—The Gwinnett County Board of Education approved the attendance zones for six new
elementary schools opening in August 2003, including Sycamore Elementary.

December 17, 2002—GCPS officials again reviewed the records provided by EPD that showed that the
Richland Creek landfill is operating according to established requirements with regard to groundwater and
methane gas regulations.

February 13, 2003—Concerned parents addressed the Board of Education about the impact of the landfill operations
on the Sycamore ES site. School Board member Daniel Seckinger and Superintendent Alvin Wilbanks assured parents
that all evidence verifies the site is safe. Mr. Seckinger commented, however, that the school system was open to doing
further testing and would do so before the school year begins.

February 2003—GCPS asked Law Engineering and Environmental Services, Inc., now known as MACTEC, to
review its previous findings. MACTEC confirmed that:
• The school building is actually further away from the landfills than was estimated before construction

began. The distance from the school to the inactive Appling landfill is 2,200 feet (rather than 2,000) and the
distance from the Richland Creek landfill is 2,700 feet (not 2,500).

• The school and the landfills are located in different watersheds. They do not share a source of water. There-
fore, groundwater conditions at the landfills do not affect the quality of the groundwater at the Sycamore site.

• The school site is on an upward incline that rises 60 feet (the height of a four-story building) above Richland
Creek. As a result, the groundwater conditions at the creek also do not affect the quality of the groundwater at the
Sycamore site.

• Engineers determined that it is not feasible for landfill gases to travel through the ground and into the
ground under the school.

• The potential for exposure to harmful levels of vapors in the air is extremely low.

March 2003—MACTEC conducted a risk/hazard analysis with regards to the school site and the landfills.

March 11, 2003—Gwinnett County Public Schools conducted an informational meeting for citizens of the
North Gwinnett Cluster to provide accurate information about the Sycamore Elementary School site.
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Sycamore Elementary Q&A
What was involved in the school site approval process for Sycamore Elementary?
     Gwinnett County Public Schools’ team of in-house engineers and architects analyzed all available
data and determined the site was suitable for use as a school. The Facilities Services Unit of the Georgia
Department of Education (DOE) also conducted a site evaluation by its in-house professionals. The
DOE’s Site Approval Committee subsequently determined the site is safe. Additionally, two outside
engineering firms performed pertinent tests on the site, and the state’s Environmental Protection Division
(EPD) has full knowledge of the landfills and their proximity to the site. All agree that there is no safety
problem at the site.

Did the state’s site approval criteria change after the Sycamore Elementary site
was approved?
     Yes. The rules were changed to require a Phase I Environmental Site Assessment. Furthermore, if
hazards are identified in the Phase I study, there must be an engineering analysis of whether or not they
pose a health or safety problem. Even though it was not required at the time, GCPS conducted a Phase
I study of the Sycamore Road property and included it with the application to the state for its approval
of the site. The Phase I study addressed the existence of the landfills and included an engineer’s assess-
ment that they posed no risk.

Why has the school system not tested for specific contaminants?
     Two assessments by professional engineers have been completed on the site. Although these assess-
ments did not test for specific contaminants, they would have uncovered any environmental concerns if
any existed. In that case, a recommendation for further testing would have been made. No such evidence
was found, however.
     A good analogy is this. If you visit the doctor for a check-up, the doctor reviews your medical
history, asks about your lifestyle, and does an examination that looks for symptoms of any problems.
The doctor does not test you for specific diseases or problems unless there is reason to suspect that
some may exist. At Sycamore, engineers reviewed the site’s history, studied information about areas
around the site, including the landfills, examined the site itself, and found no reason to recommend any
further testing.

Methane gas occurs naturally at landfills. Does methane present any problems
for Sycamore Elementary?
     The distance between the school and the landfills, the natural barriers provided by the area’s topog-
raphy, and the laws of science make it unrealistic that methane could ever become a hazard at the
school. Here are some relevant facts:

- Methane gas (CH4) is composed of one part carbon and four parts hydrogen. It occurs natu-
rally, is non-toxic, and is ever present in our environment.

- Methane is lighter than air. Therefore, when released into the air it rises and quickly dissipates.
- The landfills monitor the levels of methane and control it by extracting the gas and burning it off

with a flare system.
- The creek and streams between the school and the landfills act as natural barriers that prevent

methane gas from migrating to the school site.



Information has been distributed in the community about the presence of hazard-
ous chemicals at the landfill. Do these chemicals pose a threat to the school site?
     Flyers have been distributed in the north Gwinnett area claiming the landfills are leaking “hazardous
chemicals.” Some of the chemicals are listed by name. What the flyers do not address is the fact that for
any substance to present a hazard, three conditions all must be satisfied:

1) The substance must be present at a level, concentration, or dosage that can be harmful.
2) If the concentration is at the harmful level, then exposure to the substance must occur multiple

times and must occur over a long enough period of time for it to enter and/or affect the body.
3) There must be a means, route, or mechanism for contact with the substance. This is true for

landfill gases, such as methane, and any other substances, such as the chemicals in question
here.

     In regard to Sycamore Elementary specifically, there is no danger because all three conditions do not
exist.
     Although there has been detection of some potentially harmful materials in the groundwater at the
landfills, the duration and concentration has not been enough for it to be a health hazard. In addition,
based on the area geography, the groundwater at the school site and groundwater at the landfills will not
mix among the properties. Also, the only method of exposure to groundwater at the school site would
be if it were used as drinking water— and it is not. Clearly, there is no danger to the school from
groundwater contamination, since 2 of 3 key conditions will not be met.
     Finally, since landfill gases or liquids will not reach the school site water or soil, the only remaining
potential means of exposure would be via the air. Since all the substances of concern are volatile com-
pounds, with a tendency to rise and dissipate rapidly in open air currents, it is extremely doubtful that the
criteria of concentration could be met. Likewise, prevailing winds (though subject to short term changes)
blow northeast, putting the school upwind from the landfill locations. With these points in mind, and the
school being a half-mile away, it is also unlikely that the criteria of exposure would be satisfied.

Does Richland Creek pose a hazard for students?
     Richland Creek does not intersect the school site and is not readily accessible to students from the
school property due to existing vegetation, installed fencing, and difficult terrain. Some have expressed
concerns about contamination reaching the school site from Richland Creek. For any hazard to be
present from the surface water at the school site, contaminants from the landfills would have to move
from the groundwater sources into the respective surface streams feeding Richland Creek and then flow
upstream in the small tributary at the school. While contact with the stream is physically possible, in spite
of fencing, no contaminants will be present in the water because of the downstream flow.

Is the school system planning on doing any additional testing at the Sycamore
Elementary site?
     Yes, GCPS is committed to conducting any test advised by qualified professionals, to ensure the
safety and ease the mind of concerned students, parents, staff, and the general public.

What tests will be performed and when?
     Any additional testing necessary will be conducted before the opening of school in August. The
specific nature and timing of such testing will be determined by qualified professionals. The results of all
tests will be shared with parents and the public.

What else is the school system going to do to ensure Sycamore Elementary
remains safe?

· GCPS will follow the monitoring done by the EPD of the area landfills.
· The school system will conduct ongoing and appropriate monitoring at the school.
· GCPS will provide Sycamore Elementary parents and staff periodic notification of ongoing

monitoring results and information on any additional measures should they be needed.


