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Foreword

The cleanup of hazardous waste sites under the Federal Superfund program has received much
attention since Congress passed the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and
Liability Act in 1980. As Congress debates reauthorization and possible expansion of the program,
it is instructive to examine the “lessons learned” from the initial Superfund program.

The objectives of this OTA study are, as requested by the House Energy and Commerce Com-
mittee and the House Science and Technology Committee: 1) to understand future Superfund needs
and how permanent cleanups can be accomplished in a cost-effective manner for diverse types
of sites;  2) to describe the interactions among many components of the complex  Superfund sys-
tem; and 3) to analyze the consequences of pursuing different strategies for implementing the pro-
gram. The study brings together a great deal of information on what can be learned from the ini-
tial Superfund program in order to improve it. In particular, the study focuses on the choice between
continuing and improving the current program and adopting a new strategy on the basis of im-
proved information. Such a new strategy has been defined and analyzed by OTA in considerable
detail to provide Congress with an understanding of critical policy trade-offs,

As Congress and the Nation attempt to address major economic and budgetary issues, it is
important to examine the economic as well as the environmental dimensions of the Superfund
program. In the face of scientific uncertainties, limited information, fiscal constraints, public de-
mands for cleanups, and real threats to health and the environment, how can Congress assure ef-
fective and efficient spending of Superfund resources? How can it determine how much to spend?
How can it decide on whether to proceed with costly cleanups in the absence of national cleanup
goals and with technologies that may not be effective? Is there a need to perceive Superfund as
a long-term program that would require money to be spent in improving institutional capabilities
and cleanup technologies?

Because of the strong emotions surrounding this major national environmental program, com-
prehensive analysis can assist all interested parties in their quest for technically sensible, cost-ef-
fective, and equitable solutions. The present reauthorization process provides an opportunity to
examine the latest information and alternative strategies.

This report builds on the analyses and findings in OTA’s earlier work on hazardous waste
issues, specifically our March 1983 report, Technologies and Management Strategies for Hazard-
ous Waste Control. That report identified many of the problems with long-term containment of
newly generated hazardous wastes; these problems are of direct relevance to the Superfund pro-
gram, both in understanding the likely size of the uncontrolled hazardous waste site problem, and
in examining technology choices for Superfund wastes,

A number of other OTA studies bear on the issues surrounding the Superfund program. Inter-
ested readers are referred to Habitability of the Love Canal Area—A Technical  Memorandum (June
1983), Protecting the Nation Groundwater From Contamination (October 1984), Technologies for
Disposing of Waste in the Ocean (in progress), and Hazardous Materials Transportation: Technol-
ogy  Issues (in progress).

The viewpoints of the private sector, community and environmental groups, academia, and
State officials were sought in conducting this study. Many private and public groups cooperated
in surveys performed for this study, and provided useful information.  OTA thanks the many peo-
ple—advisory panel members, workshop participants, reviewers, and consultants—who assisted
in this work. As with all OTA studies, the information, analyses, and findings of the report are
the sole responsibility of  OTA.
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