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Philipstown Garden Club: Sponsoring an 
Environmental Forum 
The Philipstown Garden Club blazed a new trail last spring by sponsoring a public 
forum about the transport of crude oil in New York State's Hudson Valley. Among 
the 70 people in attendance were members of Ulster County GC, Millbrook GC, 
GC of Orange and Dutchess Counties, and the GC of Irvington-on-Hudson. We 
learned about the dangers of moving shale-imbedded Bakken oil from North Da 
kota, Montana, and Canada through the Hudson Valley via barge, rail, and pipeline 
to refineries in New Jersey and Pennsylvania. 

Paul Gallay, president of Hudson Riverkeeper, spoke about risks to 
the river's ecosystem, which supports 200 species of fish as well as 
drinking water northward from Poughkeepsie. Audrey Friedrichsen, 
a Scenic Hudson Inc. land use attorney, discussed the proposed 
Pilgrim Pipeline, which would run along both sides of the New 
York State Thruway between the capital at Albany and Linden, 
NJ. Jennifer Metzger, co-director of Citizens for Local Power, 
addressed alternative green-energy options. Co-sponsors of the 
program included Catskill Mountain Keeper, Hudson River Sloop 
Clearwater, and Hudson Highlands Land Trust, among others. 

As recently as 2011 the transport of crude oil along the Hudson River, a 
National Heritage Area, was nonexistent. Today, with scant public awareness and 
a notable absence of environmental-impact studies, about 200 tank cars travel 
daily over outdated bridges and train tracks, mere feet from the river in places. A 
permit currently in effect allows 2.8 billion gallons of crude to be transferred from 
railcars to barges and tankers at the Port of Albany for transport downriver. 

Residents are eager for facts via forums like PGC's. Bakkan crude oil is espe 
cially flammable due to its high levels of methane, butane, propane, and other 
hydrocarbons. Tar-sands oil, a stew of toxic VOCs (volatile organic compounds), is 
denser, dirtier, and nearly impossible to remove once it sinks to a riverbed. Both 

40 The Bulletin : : Fall 2016 

emit benzene, a Group 1 human carcinogen. Long-term exposure, defined by the 
CDC as only days or weeks, can damage the central nervous system, kidneys, 
and liver. An industry move to fast-track NYS permits for heating tar-sands oil (to 
facilitate its transfer to river-connected transport) at the Port of Albany is currently 
on hold due to legal challenges by a coalition led by Earthjustice. 

Rail commerce is controlled by the federal government, but the Riverkeep 
er-led panel suggested that citizens have several avenues of recourse, such as 
insisting on better spill-response plans and rigorous third-party inspections of in 
frastructure. Attention was also brought to an oil-assurance bill passed in the NY 

State Assembly that has stalled in a state senate sub-committee. Relieving 
taxpayer burdens, this bill would increase the liabilities of fossil fuel and 

transport companies from the current minimum to total damages 
resulting from inadequate rail systems. 

Pipelines are less visible than railcars and barges, which is 
why their spills are often larger and go undetected longer. Be 
tween 2003 and 2013, when far fewer pipelines existed in the 
US, leaks of 44 million gallons of oil caused 26 fatalities and $2.5 

billion in property damage. The proposed Pilgrim Pipeline would 
carry crude oil southward and refined products northward, crossing 

state parks and private farmland as well as the Hudson River and numerous 
tributaries, sources of drinking water for millions of people. The 2010 pipeline 
rupture that defiled Michigan's Kalamazoo River and adjacent land for 35 miles is 
one of many cautionary tales. A grassroots movement has already led two dozen 
municipalities along the proposed route to oppose Pilgrim Pipeline's construction. 

PGC is proud to have taken a public stand on our environmental concerns. The 
GC.A:s Position Papers on protecting our environment gave us both the incentive 
and goal for this forum: to educate and empower members of our garden clubs 
and communities. 

-JoAnn Brown, Philipstown GC, Zone Ill 


