
 

1200 Wilmette Avenue 
Wilmette, IL  60091 

 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT                     (847) 853-7550 
DEPARTMENT                 Fax (847) 853-7701 

                              TDD (847) 853-7634 
NOTICE OF MEETING 

of the  
ENVIRONMENTAL AND ENERGY COMMISSION 

Monday, March 7, 2016 at 6:30 P.M. 
Village Board Conference Room – First Floor of Wilmette Village Hall 

1200 Wilmette Avenue, Wilmette, Illinois 

AGENDA 
I. Call to Order 

II. Approval of Minutes 

Minutes of the Environmental and Energy Commission meeting of January 11, 
2016.  

III. Chairman’s Report 

IV. Staff Report/Old Business 

V. Bicycle Task Force Update 

VI. Coal Tar Sealant Discussion 

VII. Going Green Matters EEC Participation Discussion 

VIII. New Business 

IX. Public Comment 

X. Adjournment 

Chris Dunn, Chair 

IF YOU ARE A PERSON WITH A DISABILITY AND NEED SPECIAL ACCOMMODATIONS TO PARTICIPATE 
 IN AND/OR ATTEND A VILLAGE OF WILMETTE PUBLIC MEETING, PLEASE NOTIFY THE VILLAGE  

MANAGER’S OFFICE AT (847) 853-7509 OR TDD  (847) 853-7634 AS SOON AS POSSIBLE. 
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V I L L A G E   O F   W I L M E T T E 
1200 Wilmette Avenue 

WILMETTE, ILLINOIS 60091-0040 
 

MEETING MINUTES 
ENVIRONMENTAL AND ENERGY COMMISSION 

 
MONDAY, JANUARY 11, 2016 

6:30 P.M. 
VILLAGE BOARD CONFERENCE ROOM 

 

Members Present: John Andersen 
  Chris Dunn 
  Dr. Arthur Haut  

 Michael Kim  
 Linda Kurtz 
 Patrick Meara 
 Ken Obel 

  Tim Perry 
   
Members Absent: None  
 
Staff Present: John Adler, Director of Community Development, Erika Block, 

Planner I 
 
Guest:   Margaret Martin-Heaton, Go Green Wilmette, Trudy Gibbs, Go 

Green Wilmette, Jan Barshis, Go Green Wilmette, Leslie 
Parsons, Go Green Wilmette/League of Women Voters and 
Susan Morrison League of Women Voters 

  
I. CALL TO ORDER 

Chairman Dunn called the meeting to order at 6:30 p.m.   

II. APPROVAL OF JANUARY 26, 2015 MINUTES 
The approval of the January 26, 2015 minutes was moved by Commissioner Meara and 
seconded by Commissioner Andersen.  All were in favor of approval. 
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III. CHAIRMAN’S REPORT 
Chairman Dunn said the EEC has been asked to act in an advisory role to the Village Board 
in regards to a potential coal tar sealant ban. He talked about holding an EEC meeting at 
which testimony regarding a coal tar sealant ban would be discussed. Commissioner 
Andersen ask about the timing of the report. While no specific timing was requested by the 
Village Board it was decided that completing the report this summer would make sense. 
Given that the coal tar sealant discussion had already started, Chairman Dunn moved it to 
the next item on the agenda. 

IV. COAL TAR SEALANT DISCUSSION 
Mr. Adler said the request to have the Village review the use of coal tar sealants came from 
the League of Women Voters. After reviewing the League’s request, the Village Board 
formally requested that the EEC complete the review.   
 
Chairman Dunn said the EEC could use the leaf blower discussion as a template for the 
coal-tar sealant ban discussion.  Commissioner Kurtz suggested using the memo from 
President Bielinski asking the EEC to complete a report and recommendation concerning 
the local regulation of coal tar sealant in Wilmette, as the draft framework for the EEC 
report. The memo from President Bielinski was broken into eight (8) topics to be addressed.  
 
The EEC decided that staff will act as the depository of information that addresses the eight 
topics.  Commissioners were encourage to forward information responsive to the topics to 
staff.  The information collected will be reviewed by the Commissioners at the next EEC 
meeting. 
 

V. STAFF REPORT 
There was no staff report 
 

VI. BICYCLE TASK FORCE (BTF) UPDATE – COMPLETE STREETS 
Commissioner Perry shared the Wilmette Citizens for Active Transportation’s (WCAT) 
draft 2016 Goals and Priorities. WCAT is working on resubmitting the bike friendly 
community application. A big part of getting recognized as a bike friendly community is 
the developing of a comprehensive Village bike plan. WCAT will be seeking Village 
Trustee support of funding a bike plan in 2017. 
 

VII. GOING GREEN MATTERS EEC PARTICIPATION DISCUSSION 
Going Green Matters will be held on March 13th at the Michigan Shores Club from noon 
to 4 pm. Ms. Gibbs said the theme this year is sustainable communities. Mr. Adler said that 
staff will put together an exhibit/handouts highlighting the green projects undertaken by 
the Village and the work of the EEC. The Village Center Master Plan’s green aspects will 
also be highlighted. 
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VIII. OTHER BUSINESS 
There was no other business.  

 
IX. PUBLIC COMMENT 

There was no public comment. 
 

X. ADJOURNMENT 
Commissioner Obel moved to adjourn and Commissioner Perry seconded.  A 7:48 p.m., 
the meeting was adjourned. 
 

Respectfully Submitted, 
John Adler  
Director of Community Development 
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• Nature of Coal Tar Sealants.  What are coal tar sealants?  How are they 
produced?  How are they generally used?  Are there other common uses for the 
primary ingredients? 

Coal tar is a byproduct of the process used to refine coal. Coal tar contains high 
levels of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs).  

Coal tar sealants are a proprietary blend of coal tar pitch, clay, sand and 
polymers. Coal tar sealants are generally made up of 1/3 each of coal tar pitch, 
sand and polymers. 

Common uses for coal tar include the production of aluminum and to treat 
psoriasis and eczema. Minor uses of coal tar include clay pigeons, corrosion 
protection, medications, dyes and food coloring and pavement products. 
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• Scientific Research.  What scientific research supports or does not support the 
statement that coal tar sealants are an environmental or health hazard?  Is there 
research that supports a local ban significantly reducing hazardous substances in 
the local environment? Has the research been published and/or peer reviewed? 

A number of concerns have been raised regarding the environmental/health 
impacts of coal tar sealants. These concerns include the effect on wildlife from 
the storm water runoff of parking lots that have had coal tar sealant applied and 
the hydrocarbons (PAHs) in settled house dust in living spaces and soil adjacent 
to parking lots sealed with coal tar based products. 

While a number of peer-reviewed scientific papers have been written highlighting 
the environmental and health concerns related to coal tar, three of the most 
quoted papers are as follows: 
 
1) PAH Concentrations in Lake Sediment Decline Following Ban on Coal-Tar-

Based Pavement Sealants in Austin, Texas 
 
Peter C. Van Metre* and Barbara J. Mahler  
U.S. Geological Survey, 1505 Ferguson Lane, Austin, Texas 78754, United 
States 
Environ. Sci. Technol., 2014, 48 (13), pp 7222–7228 
DOI: 10.1021/es405691q 
Publication Date (Web): June 16, 2014 
 
Abstract - Recent studies have concluded that coal-tar-based pavement 
sealants are a major source of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) in 
urban settings in large parts of the United States. In 2006, Austin, TX, 
became the first jurisdiction in the U.S. to ban the use of coal-tar sealants. 
We evaluated the effect of Austin’s ban by analyzing PAHs in sediment 
cores and bottom-sediment samples collected in 1998, 2000, 2001, 2012, 
and 2014 from Lady Bird Lake, the principal receiving water body for Austin 
urban runoff. The sum concentration of the 16 EPA Priority Pollutant PAHs 
(∑PAH16) in dated core intervals and surficial bottom-sediment samples 
collected from sites in the lower lake declined about 44% from 1998–2005 
to 2006–2014 (means of 7980 and 4500 μg kg–1, respectively), and by 
2012–2014, the decline was about 58% (mean of 3320 μg kg–1). 
Concentrations of ∑PAH16 in bottom sediment from two of three mid-lake 
sites decreased by about 71 and 35% from 2001 to 2014. Concentrations at 
a third site increased by about 14% from 2001 to 2014. The decreases 
since 2006 reverse a 40-year (1959–1998) upward trend. Despite declines 
in PAH concentrations, PAH profiles and source-receptor modeling results 
indicate that coal-tar sealants remain the largest PAH source to the lake, 
implying that PAH concentrations likely will continue to decline as stocks of 
previously applied sealant gradually become depleted. 
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2) The effects of coal tar based pavement sealer on amphibian development 
and metamorphosis 
 
Department of Biology, Texas State University-San Marcos, San Marcos, 
TX 78666, USA.  
 
Abstract - Coal tar based pavement sealers are applied regularly to parking 
lots and contain significant levels of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons 
(PAHs). Recently a connection between elevated levels of PAHs in streams 
and storm water runoff from parking lots has been identified. We tested the 
hypothesis that coal tar based pavement sealers could alter the survival, 
growth, and development of amphibians using a model species, Xenopus 
laevis. Ten fertilized individuals were placed singly into containers 
containing one of four treatment groups: control, low, medium, and high 
(respective nominal concentrations 0, 3, 30, and 300 ppm TPAH). All of the 
individuals in the high exposure group died by the sixth day of exposure. By 
day 14 there were significant patterns of stunted growth (p<0.0001) and 
slower development (p=0.006) in the medium and high exposure groups 
relative to the control and low treatment groups. When the experiment 
ended on day 52 the control and low-dose individuals had achieved more 
advanced developmental stages than the medium group (p=0.0007). These 
data indicate that these commonly used coal tar based pavement sealers 
may potentially affect the amphibian taxa living in areas that receive storm 
water runoff. 
 

3) Cancer Risk from Incidental Ingestion Exposures to PAHs Associated with 
Coal-Tar-Sealed Pavement 

 
E. Spencer Williams*†, Barbara J. Mahler‡, and Peter C. Van Metre‡  
† Baylor University, Center for Reservoir and Aquatic Systems Research, 
One Bear Place #97178, Waco, Texas 76798-7178, United States 
‡ U.S. Geological Survey, 1505 Ferguson Lane, Austin, Texas 78754, 
United States 
Environ. Sci. Technol., 2013, 47 (2), pp 1101–1109 
DOI: 10.1021/es303371t 
Publication Date (Web): November 23, 2012 
Copyright © 2012 American Chemical Society 
 
Abstract - Recent (2009–10) studies documented significantly higher 
concentrations of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) in settled house 
dust in living spaces and soil adjacent to parking lots sealed with coal-tar-
based products. To date, no studies have examined the potential human 
health effects of PAHs from these products in dust and soil. Here we 
present the results of an analysis of potential cancer risk associated with 
incidental ingestion exposures to PAHs in settings near coal-tar-sealed 
pavement. Exposures to benzo[a]pyrene equivalents were characterized 
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across five scenarios. The central tendency estimate of excess cancer risk 
resulting from lifetime exposures to soil and dust from nondietary ingestion 
in these settings exceeded 1 × 10–4, as determined using deterministic and 
probabilistic methods. Soil was the primary driver of risk, but according to 
probabilistic calculations, reasonable maximum exposure to affected house 
dust in the first 6 years of life was sufficient to generate an estimated excess 
lifetime cancer risk of 6 × 10–5. Our results indicate that the presence of 
coal-tar-based pavement sealants is associated with significant increases in 
estimated excess lifetime cancer risk for nearby residents. Much of this 
calculated excess risk arises from exposures to PAHs in early childhood 
(i.e., 0–6 years of age). 
 

Key findings of the USGS studies include: 

•  Dust from pavement with coal-tar-based sealcoat has greatly 
elevated PAH concentrations compared to dust from unsealed 
pavement. 

• Coal-tar-based sealcoat is the largest source of PAH contamination 
to 40 urban lakes studied, accounting for one-half of all PAH inputs. 

• Coal-tar-based sealcoat use is the primary cause of upward trends 
in PAHs, since the 1960s, in urban lake sediment. 

• Residences adjacent to parking lots with coal-tar-based sealcoat 
have PAH concentrations in house dust that are 25 times higher 
than those in house dust in residences adjacent to parking lots 
without coal-tar based sealcoat. 

•  PAHs move from a seal coated surface into our environment by 
many mechanisms: storm runoff, adhesion to tires, wind, foot traffic, 
and volatilization. 

Research showing the contrary has been funded by the Pavement Coatings 
Technology Council (PCTC). More on this research can be found in the Industry 
Point of View Section of this report. 

The research showing that property near coal tar sealed parking lots have 
elevated levels of PAH concentrations would appear to indicate that a local ban 
would at least help protect properties near coal tar sealed parking lots from 
having elevated levels of PAHs.  
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• Regulatory View. How does the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency view or 
classify coal tar sealants?  Does the Illinois EPA have a view?  Are these or other 
regulatory bodies currently considering any action relating to coal tar sealants? 

The US EPA has not developed any formal policies relating to coal tar sealants. 
While the US EPA has not adopted any formal policy, a number of US EPA 
activities would suggest that the EPA is concerned about the negative impacts of 
coal tar sealants. 

• In 2011, the Environmental Protection Agency completed a runoff report. The 
official title is Assessment of Water Quality of Runoff from Sealed Asphalt 
Surfaces. Important findings were: Runoff from a coal tar sealed surface is 
about 100 times more potent in PAHs than asphalt based sealant.  

• EPA’s Stormwater Pollution Prevention Webinar entitled: Stormwater, Coal-
Tar Sealcoat, and Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons (PAHs). This seminar in 
June of 2012 brought together key researchers from the USGS, the 
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, the University of New Hampshire and 
the City of Austin. The EPA was silent on any opinion on this topic.  

• New Stormwater Best Management Practice: Coal-Tar Sealcoat, Polycyclic 
Aromatic Hydrocarbons, and Stormwater Pollution. The one-page info sheet 
published in November 2012 summarizes the issue and what some have 
done about it.  

Like the US EPA, the Illinois EPA has not developed any policies related to coal 
tar sealants and no official position was given during the statewide ban 
discussions. 
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• Existing Ordinances. Where are coal tar sealants banned in the Chicago area 
and nationally?  What were the findings of those governmental bodies? How are 
these ordinances put into practice and enforced? Have any Chicago area 
municipalities recently considered and rejected bans? What were their findings? 

Currently Winnetka and South Barrington are the only communities in Illinois that 
have banned coal-tar sealants.  Chicago and Des Plaines recently considered 
bans but have not taken action.  

Summary of Code Relevant Definitions Penalty

Application of coal tar products to any 
property is a public health nuisance. 
Abatement shall include sealing over coal 
tar products with an asphalt-based product 
free of coal tar.

"Coal tar products" are pavement or 
pavement sealing products that 
contain coal tar, coal tar derivatives, or 
coal tar mixtures.  The code is silent re: 
specific PAH content.

Fine of $100-$750 for each offense 
and cost of prosecution.  Each act 
and day of violation considered a 
separate and distinct offense.

Requires annual licensure to apply any 
pavement sealant product.  License 
application includes certification that "coal 
tar products" will not be utilized.  Property 
owners of single-family lots exempt from 
license requirement.  License application 
may require applicant to disclose other 
locations within the village where sealant 
was applied in preceding year.

"Coal tar products" are pavement or 
pavement sealing products that 
contain coal tar, coal tar derivatives, or 
coal tar mixtures.  The code is silent re: 
specific PAH content.

Fine of $25-$750 for each offense 
and cost of prosecution.  Each act 
and day of violation considered a 
separate and distinct offense. See 
Section 1.08.010(A)'s general 
penalties for operating without a 
license.

No person shall apply any coal tar 
pavement product.  A person owning a 
property on which coal tar product is used 
is presumed to have use a product in 
violation of this section.

"Coal Tar Pavement Products" are 
products containing coal tar for use on 
asphalt or concrete surfaces.  "Coal 
Tar" defined as a coal byproduct 
containing PAHs.  The code is silent re: 
specific PAH content.

Fine not to exceed $750.  Failure to 
pay fine may result in 
imprisonment not to exceed 6 
months for each offence.  Each day 
of violation considered a separate 
and distinct offense.

Requires annual licensure from Building 
Officer to apply any pavement sealant 
product.  License application includes 
certification that "Coal Tar Products" will 
not be utilized.

"Coal Tar Products" are products 
containing coal tar, coal tar derivatives, 
or coal tar mixtures.  The code is silent 
re: specific PAH content.

Fine of $100-$750 for each offense; 
license revocation.  Each day of 
violation considered a separate and 
distinct offense.

Des Plaines 
- Not 
Adopted

No person, commercial applicator, or 
developer shall apply any coal tar-based 
sealer.  No person shall sell coal tar-based 
sealer within the city (exemptions 
available for sales to parties intending to 
use such sealers outside the city upon the 
completion of form).

"Coal Tar Pavement Products" are 
products containing coal tar for use on 
asphalt or concrete surfaces.  "Coal 
Tar" defined as a coal byproduct.  PAHs 
defined, but ordinance is silent re: 
specific PAH content.

Fine not to exceed $750.

Chicago - 
Not 
Adopted

No person shall apply, sell, purchase, or 
contract for the application of any coal tar 
sealer.

"Coal tar sealer" is a sealer material 
containing coal tar for use on asphalt 
or concrete surfaces. 

Fine of $100-$300 for first offense; 
$300-$500 for each subsequent 
offense. Each day of violation 
considered a separate and distinct 
offense.

Summary of Coal Tar Sealant Ordinance Provisions (NE Illinois)

Winnetka

South 
Barrington
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Minnesota, Washington and the Washington DC have banned coal tar sealants.  
A number of other cities and counties including Austin, Texas, Dane County, WI, 
Greenville, SC, Montgomery County, MD, Prince George's County, MD, Suffolk 
County, NY, Winfield, KS have also banned coal tar sealants.  

Provide the findings of each of those units of government which chose to ban 
coal tar pavement sealants  
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• Industry point of view.  How does the coal tar sealant industry answer 
questions regarding potential environmental or health hazards of its products?  Is 
the industry's point of view supported by scientific research?  Has the research 
been published and/or peer reviewed? 

The industry has hired consulting firms Exponent Inc., Environ International and 
Arcadis to show that coal tar sealants are at best a minor source of pollution. 

The Exponent study concluded that vehicle exhaust and industrial pollution are 
far bigger sources of PAHs than coal tar. Critics argue that the finding is largely 
based on an older scientific model that does not include coal tar sealants as a 
potential source, leading the researchers to conclude that PAHs in the 
environment "can be explained in the absence of any contribution" from 
pavement sealants. 

Kirk O'Reilly, an Exponent senior scientist and the study's chief author, said 
government researchers have overstated their conclusions and failed to consider 
"the large body of literature" about the chemicals. The government research, 
O'Reilly said in email response to questions, "does not prove that sealers are a 
source." Critics will point out that at the end of his paper, O'Reilly acknowledges 
that coal tar sealants "cannot be eliminated as a PAH source." 

The Environ International study tested whether PAHs declined in Austin after the 
city's 2005 coal tar ban took effect. In a 2010 paper, the researchers reported 
they found that little had changed 2 1/2 years later, and industry representatives 
continue to cite the study as evidence that banning their products would not 
reduce PAHs in homes and waterways. 

Critics of the Environ International study argue that coal tar pavement sealants 
weren't used in some areas where sediment samples were collected, including 
roadways and parking lots built after the Austin ban took effect, according to the 
text of the study. Austin also didn't require existing coal tar to be stripped from 
pavement, meaning many potential sources of pollution remained after the ban.  

Robert DeMott, an Environ toxicologist and the study's chief author, has told 
contractors and elected officials that Austin's move to eliminate coal tar sealants 
failed to make a difference, largely because there are so many other sources of 
PAHs. But critics will point out that in an interview he acknowledged that his 
study didn't reach such a definitive conclusion. "The question boils down to how 
much of a change is a meaningful change," DeMott said. "If you remove one part 
out of thousands of contributors, will you ever be able to see a difference? That is 
a question that remains unanswered." 

Barbara Mahler, one of the government scientists who first identified coal tar 
sealants as a major source of PAH contamination, said industry representatives 
haven't accurately represented her research findings in their presentations. "They 
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make very misleading statements, and if you don't know any better, it can all 
sound convincing," Mahler said in an interview. "The conclusions of their studies 
are they can't reach any conclusions. But you wouldn't know that from what they 
say to the public." 

In addition the authors of “PAH Concentrations in Lake Sediment Decline 
Following Ban on Coal-Tar-Based Pavement Sealants in Austin, Texas”, Peter C. 
Van Metre* and Barbara J. Mahler, responded to comments regarding their 
paper.  

Include synopsis of response. 
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• Local Use of Coal Tar. Generally, coal tar sealants are not sold locally in home 
improvement stores.  Who uses coal tar sealants in Wilmette?  How are they 
used? How prevalent is the use?  What are the alternative products and the 
efficacy of same?  What type of construction or maintenance activity would be 
impacted by regulation?  

Need to confirm the following -Coal tar sealants are currently being used by the 
Village of Wilmette, Park District, both School Districts, most places of worship, 
and large commercial and institutional properties. Most residential driveways that 
are seal coated by a contractor are done so with coal tar based sealant. 

The most common and cheapest alternative to coal tar is petroleum asphalt-
based sealcoat. Asphalt sealcoats contain PAHs, but at as little as 1/1000th the 
PAH level of coal tar sealcoats. Good asphalt sealcoat emulsions are very 
affordable, will provide a black appearance for 1-2 years, and can provide less-
visible protection for 2-4 years if properly applied. They are permitted in locations 
with bans on coal tar. Other alternatives such as Gilsonite®, acrylic and 
agricultural oil-based seals contain few or no PAHs, but they tend to be higher-
priced and they have less of a performance track record than asphalt seals. 

One of the advantage of coal tar sealants is its ability to cure in inclement 
weather. This extends the construction season for sealant applicators. Another 
advantage of coal tar sealers is that they are more durable and more resistant to 
oil or gasoline penetration than asphalt-based sealers because gasoline and oil 
are both solvents for asphalt but not for coal tar. 

Asphalt sealcoat require additives to match the durability and fuel resistance of 
coal tar, and are not as forgiving in cooler temperatures.  Manufacturers 
recommend specific mix and application specifications that must be adhered to in 
order to achieve optimum results.  The prescribed dilution of sand and water are 
essential to the long-term performance of asphalt sealcoats, as is adherence to 
guidelines regarding weather and environmental conditions.  When properly 
mixed and applied, most asphalt sealcoat can be expected to last as long as a 
coal tar sealcoat.   

Asphalt-based sealcoating products are better for air quality because they do not 
emit high levels of volatile organic compounds (VOCs) like the coal tar-based 
products do. They also smell better and are less of a skin irritant. 
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• Cost and Other Impacts.  What would the incremental cost be, if any, for 
Wilmette businesses and residents for maintaining their property?  What are 
other possible impacts or unintended consequences of a ban on coal tar 
sealants? 

During the public testimony in Winnetka, a local representative of SealMaster 
testified the price of the coal tar and non-coal tar products they sell is the same. 
Both coal tar and non-coal tar products are volatile based upon labor and energy 
prices. 

As mentioned above for asphalt-based sealer products to last as long as coal-tar 
based sealer, proper mixing is necessary. If the mix isn’t done correctly the 
durability of asphalt based sealant would most likely be less than coal tar based 
sealants and cost more over the long run.  
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• Appropriate Scope.  Would a local ban be effective at reducing a negative 
impact of coal tar sealants on the residents of Wilmette? Does a positive result 
require action at the county, state or national level? 

If the local ban covered schools and parks, arguably the amount of PAHs tracked 
into homes, schools and other areas where children occupy would be lessened. 
Lessening the amount of PAHs tracked into homes and potentially ingested 
would appear to be a positive for the health of Wilmette residents. 

 

  

 

 



U.S. Department of the Interior
U.S. Geological Survey

Fact Sheet 2011–3010
February 2011

Coal-Tar-Based Pavement Sealcoat, Polycyclic Aromatic 
Hydrocarbons (PAHs), and Environmental Health

Printed on recycled paper

Key Findings
•	 Dust	from	pavement	with	coal-tar-based	sealcoat	has	greatly	elevated	PAH	concentrations	compared	to	

dust	from	unsealed	pavement.
•	 Coal-tar-based	sealcoat	is	the	largest	source	of	PAH	contamination	to	40	urban	lakes	studied,	accounting	

for	one-half	of	all	PAH	inputs.
•	 Coal-tar-based	sealcoat	use	is	the	primary	cause	of	upward	trends	in	PAHs,	since	the	1960s,	in	urban	lake	

sediment.
•	 Residences	adjacent	to	parking	lots	with	coal-tar-based	sealcoat	have	PAH	concentrations	in	house	dust	

that	are	25	times	higher	than	those	in	house	dust	in	residences	adjacent	to	parking	lots	without	coal-tar-
based	sealcoat.	

•	 PAHs	move	from	a	sealcoated	surface	into	our	environment	by	many	mechanisms:	storm	runoff,	adhesion	
to	tires,	wind,	foot	traffic,	and	volatilization.

Studies by the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) have identified coal-tar-based sealcoat—the black, viscous 
liquid sprayed or painted on asphalt pavement such as parking lots—as a major source of polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbon (PAH) contamination in urban areas for large parts of the Nation. Several PAHs are suspected 
human carcinogens and are toxic to aquatic life. 

Sealcoat is the black, viscous liquid sprayed or painted on the asphalt pavement of many parking lots, driveways, and playgrounds.

Asphalt

Tracking

Adhesion

Volatilization

Wind

Runoff

Sealant

Original graphic courtesy of Aaron Hicks, City of Austin, Texas.



How does Sealcoat get from Driveways 
and Parking Lots into Streams and 
Lakes, Homes, and the Air?

Friction	from	vehicle	tires	abrades	pavement	
sealcoat	into	small	particles.	These	particles	are	
washed	off	pavement	by	rain	and	carried	down	storm	
drains	and	into	streams.	Other	sealcoat	particles	
adhere	to	vehicle	tires	and	are	transported	to	other	
surfaces,	blown	offsite	by	wind,	or	tracked	indoors	
on	the	soles	of	shoes.	Some	of	the	PAHs	in	sealcoat	
volatilize	(evaporate),	which	is	why	sealed	parking	
lots	and	driveways	frequently	give	off	a	“mothball”	
smell.	Sealcoat	wear	is	visible	in	high	traffic	areas	
within	a	few	months	after	application,	and	sealcoat	
manufacturers	recommend	reapplication	every	2	to	
4	years.	

Gray asphalt pavement shows through where sealcoat has worn off the driveway of an apartment complex.

What are Sealcoat, PAHs, and Coal 
Tar?
Pavement sealcoat	(also	called	sealant)	is	a	
black	liquid	that	is	sprayed	or	painted	on	some	
asphalt	pavement.	It	is	marketed	as	protecting	
and	beautifying	the	underlying	pavement,	and	is	
used	commercially	and	by	homeowners	across	
the	Nation.	It	is	applied	to	parking	lots	associated	
with	commercial	businesses,	apartment	and	
condominium	complexes,	churches,	schools,	and	
business	parks,	to	residential	driveways,	and	even	
to	some	playgrounds.	Most	sealcoat	products	have	
a	coal-tar-pitch	or	asphalt	(oil)	base.	Coal-tar-based	
sealcoat	is	commonly	used	in	the	central,	southern,	
and	eastern	United	States,	and	asphalt-based	
sealcoat	is	commonly	used	in	the	western	United	
States.

PAHs	are	a	group	of	chemical	compounds	that	
form	whenever	anything	with	a	carbon	base	is	
burned,	from	wood	and	gasoline	to	cigarettes	and	
meat.	PAHs	also	are	in	objects	and	materials,	such	
as	automobile	tires	and	coal	tar,	the	production	
of	which	involves	the	heating	of	carbon-based	
materials.	PAHs	are	of	environmental	concern	
because	several	are	toxic,	carcinogenic,	mutagenic,	
and/or	teratogenic	(causing	birth	defects)	to	aquatic	
life,	and	seven	are	probable	human	carcinogens	
(U.S.	Environmental	Protection	Agency,	2009).

Coal tar	is	a	byproduct	of	the	coking	of	coal	for	
the	steel	industry	and	coal-tar	pitch	is	the	residue	
remaining	after	the	distillation	of	coal	tar.	Coal-tar	
pitch	is	50	percent	or	more	PAHs	by	weight	and	
is	known	to	cause	cancer	in	humans	(International	
Agency	for	Research	on	Cancer,	1980).	Coal-
tar-based	sealcoat	products	typically	are	20	to	35	
percent	coal-tar	pitch.	Product	analyses	indicate	
that	coal-tar-based	sealcoat	products	contain	about	
1,000	times	more	PAHs	than	sealcoat	products	with	
an	asphalt	base	(City	of	Austin,	2005).

Runoff from sealcoated pavement (black surface) enters storm 
drains that lead to local streams. Drain grate (inset) is marked 
“DUMP NO WASTE” and “DRAINS TO WATERWAYS.”



Does product type really matter? PAH	concentra-
tions	in	the	coal-tar-based	sealcoat	product	are	about	
1,000	times	higher	than	in	the	asphalt-based	product	
(more	than	50,000	milligrams	per	kilogram	[mg/kg]	
in	coal-tar-based	products	and	50	mg/kg	in	asphalt-
based	products	[City	of	Austin,	2005]).	Anecdotal	
reports,	such	as	Web	sites,	blogs,	and	comments	
by	industry	representatives,	indicate	that	the	coal-
tar-based	product	is	used	predominantly	east	of	the	
Continental	Divide	and	the	asphalt-based	product	is	
used	predominantly	west	of	the	Continental	Divide.	
During	2007–08,	the	USGS	swept	dust	from	seal-
coated	and	unsealcoated	parking	lots	in	nine	cities	
across	the	United	States	and	analyzed	the	dust	for	
PAHs.	For	six	cities	in	the	central	and	eastern	United	
States,	the	median	PAH	concentration	in	dust	from	
sealcoated	parking	lots	was	2,200	mg/kg,	about	1,000	
times	higher	than	in	dust	from	sealcoated	parking	
lots	in	the	western	United	States,	where	the	median	
concentration	was	2.1	mg/kg.	Although	both	product	
types	are	available	nationally,	these	results	confirm	
the	regional	difference	in	use	patterns	(Van	Metre	and	
others,	2009).

PAHs are increasing in urban lakes across the 
United States. To	better	understand	why	this	might	
be	happening,	USGS	scientists	collected	sedi-
ment	cores	from	40	lakes	in	cities	from	Anchorage,	
Alaska,	to	Orlando,	Florida,	analyzed	the	cores	for	
PAHs,	and	determined	the	contribution	of	PAHs	from	
many	different	sources	by	using	a	chemical	mass-
balance	model.	The	model	is	based	on	differences	in	
the	chemical	“fingerprint”	of	PAHs	from	each	source.	
Coal-tar-based	sealcoat	accounted	for	one-half	of	all	
PAHs	in	the	lakes,	on	average,	while	vehicle-related	
sources	accounted	for	about	one-fourth.	Lakes	with	
a	large	contribution	of	PAHs	from	sealcoat	tended	
to	have	high	PAH	concentrations;	in	many	cases,	at	
levels	that	can	be	harmful	to	aquatic	life.	Analysis	
of	historical	trends	in	PAH	sources	to	8	of	the	40	
lakes	indicates	that	sealcoat	use	is	the	primary	cause	
of	increases	in	PAH	concentrations	since	the	1960s.	
Identifying	where	PAHs	are	coming	from	is	essential	
for	developing	environmental	management	strategies	
(Van	Metre	and	Mahler,	2010).	

Concentrations of PAHs in dust swept from sealed parking lots in 
central and eastern U.S. cities, where coal-tar-based-sealcoat 
use dominates, were about 1,000 times higher than in western 
U.S. cities, where asphalt-based-sealcoat use dominates. 
Concentrations shown on the map are the sum of 12 PAHs, in 
milligrams per kilogram (Van Metre and others, 2009).

The East-West Divide 
Regional Product Use Translates to Large Differences in PAH Concentrations

“Fingerprinting” Shows that Coal-Tar Sealant is the Largest Source of PAHs to 
Urban Lakes
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Coal-tar-based sealcoat (orange symbol) is the largest contributor 
to increasing concentrations of PAHs in Lake Killarney, Orlando, 
Florida, as determined by chemical fingerprinting. Similar patterns 
were seen in lakes across the central and eastern United States 
(Van Metre and Mahler, 2010).
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House dust is an important source	for	human	
exposure	to	many	contaminants,	including	PAHs.	
This	is	particularly	true	for	small	children,	who	spend	
time	on	the	floor	and	put	their	hands	and	objects	into	
their	mouths.	In	2008,	the	USGS	measured	PAHs	
in	house	dust	from	23	ground-floor	apartments	and	
in	dust	from	the	apartment	parking	lots.	Apartments	
with	parking	lots	with	coal-tar-based	sealcoat	had	
PAH	concentrations	in	house	dust	that	were	25	times	
higher,	on	average,	than	concentrations	in	house	dust	
from	apartments	with	parking	lots	with	other	surface	
types	(concrete,	unsealed	asphalt,	and	asphalt-based	
sealcoat).	PAH	concentrations	in	the	dust	from	the	
parking	lots	with	coal-tar-based	sealcoat	were	530	
times	higher,	on	average,	than	concentrations	on	the	
parking	lots	with	other	surface	types.

There are no U.S. health-based guidelines for 
chronic exposure to PAHs in house dust.	The	only	
existing	guideline	is	for	a	single	PAH—benzo[a]-
pyrene—issued	by	the	German	Federal	Environment	
Agency	Indoor	Air	Hygiene	Commission	(Hansen	
and	Volland,	1998).	The	guideline	advises	minimiz-
ing	exposure	to	concentrations	of	benzo[a]pyrene	
greater	than	10	mg/kg	in	dust	to	avoid	adverse	health	
effects.	That	guideline	was	exceeded	for	4	of	the	
11	apartments	with	coal-tar-sealcoated	parking	lots	
and	for	1	of	the	12	apartments	with	a	parking	lot	with	
a	different	surface	type.	Also	of	concern	is	expo-
sure	to	the	sealcoated	pavement	surfaces	themselves	
through	play	activities.	Dust	on	some	of	the	seal-
coated	parking	lots	had	a	concentration	of	benzo[a]-
pyrene	that	was	more	than	50	times	higher	than	the	
German	guideline.

From Outside to Inside 
Coal-Tar Pavement Sealant Linked to PAHs in House Dust

What about other sources of PAHs?	Although	
tobacco	smoking,	candle	and	incense	burning,	and	
barbecue	and	fireplace	use	have	been	suggested	to	
affect	PAH	concentrations	in	house	dust,	this	study	
found	no	relation	between	any	of	these,	or	the	many	
other	factors	considered,	and	PAH	concentrations	in	
the	house	dust.	The	presence	or	absence	of	coal-tar-
based	sealcoat	on	the	apartment	complex	parking	lot	
was	strongly	correlated	with	PAH	concentrations	in	
house	dust;	the	only	other	variable	that	was	related	to	
PAH	concentrations	in	house	dust	was	urban	land-use	
intensity	(the	percentage	of	land	near	the	apartment	
dedicated	to	multifamily	residential,	commercial,	
office,	warehouse,	or	streets)	(Mahler	and	others,	
2010).

Photograph obtained from Jupiter Images. 

Photograph courtesy of CLEARCorps, Durham, North Carolina.

Apartments with coal-tar-based sealcoat on the parking lot had 
much higher concentrations of PAHs, both in indoor dust and 
in parking lot dust, than apartments with an unsealed asphalt 
or concrete parking lot or with a parking lot with asphalt-based 
sealcoat. Concentrations shown are for the sum of the 16 U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency priority pollutant PAHs (Mahler 
and others, 2010), in milligrams per kilogram (mg/kg). 

        9.0 mg/kg

No coal-tar sealcoat

5.1 mg/kg

Coal-tar sealcoat

129 mg/kg

      4,760 mg/kg



Our Environment and Us 
What are the Concerns?

Some PAHs are toxic	to	mammals	(including	
humans),	birds,	fish,	amphibians	(such	as	frogs	
and	salamanders),	and	plants.	The	aquatic	inverte-
brates—insects	and	other	small	creatures	that	live	in	
streams	and	lakes—are	particularly	susceptible	to	
PAH	contamination,	especially	those	that	live	in	the	
mud	where	PAHs	tend	to	accumulate.	These	inver-
tebrates	are	an	important	part	of	the	food	chain	and	
are	often	monitored	as	indicators	of	stream	quality	
(analogous	to	the	“canary	in	the	coal	mine”	con-
cept).	Possible	adverse	effects	of	PAHs	on	aquatic	
invertebrates	include	inhibited	reproduction,	delayed	
emergence,	sediment	avoidance,	and	mortality.	Pos-
sible	adverse	effects	on	fish	include	fin	erosion,	liver	
abnormalities,	cataracts,	and	immune	system	impair-
ments.	The	Probable	Effect	Concentration	(PEC)	of	
22.8	mg/kg	of	total	PAHs	(MacDonald	and	others,	
2000)—a	widely	used	sediment	quality	guideline	
that	is	the	concentration	in	bed	sediment	expected	to	
have	harmful	effects	on	bottom-dwelling	biota—is	
exceeded	in	one-third	of	the	central	and	eastern	U.S.	
urban	lakes	where	PAH	sources	were	studied.	

Tumors in brown bullhead catfish from the Anacostia River, 
Washington, D.C., are believed to be related to elevated PAH 
concentrations (Pinkney and others, 2009). Photograph by A.E. 
Pinkney. 

When turned over, red 
spotted newts that had 
been exposed to sediment 
contaminated with 
coal-tar-based sealcoat 
had difficulty righting 
themselves (Bommarito 
and others, 2010b). Poor 
reflexes could result 
in decreased survival. 
Photograph by Megan 
Gibbons, Birmingham-
Southern College.

Skin contact is one way humans can be exposed to PAHs. 
Parking lots and driveways with coal-tar-based sealcoat have 
concentrations of PAHs hundreds to thousands of times higher 
than those with asphalt-based sealcoat or no sealcoat. Photograph 
obtained from Corbis Images, Inc. 

Human health risk	from	environmental	con-
taminants	usually	is	evaluated	in	terms	of	exposure	
pathways.	For	example,	people	could	potentially	
be	exposed	to	PAHs	in	sealcoat	through	ingestion	
of	abraded	particles	from	driveways,	parking	lots,	
or	play	grounds,	or	through	skin	contact	with	the	
abraded	particles,	either	directly	or	by	touching	toys	
or	other	objects	that	have	been	in	contact	with	the	
pavement.	Inhalation	of	wind-blown	particles	and	
of	fumes	that	volatilize	from	sealed	parking	lots	are	
other	possible	pathways.	PAHs	in	streams	and	lakes	
rarely	pose	a	human	health	risk	from	contact	recre-
ation	or	drinking	water	because	of	their	tendency	to	
attach	to	sediment	rather	than	to	dissolve	in	water.

Scientific studies	have	shown	a	relation	between	
coal-tar-based	pavement	sealcoat	and	harmful	effects	
on	aquatic	life.

•	 Aquatic	communities	downstream	from	storm-
water	runoff	from	sealcoated	parking	lots	were	
impaired	(Scoggins	and	others,	2007).

•	 Salamanders	and	newts	exposed	to	sediment	
contaminated	with	coal-tar-based	sealcoat		
had	stunted	growth,	difficulty	swimming	or	
righting	themselves,	and	liver	problems		
(Bommarito	and	others,	2010a,	b).

•	 Frogs	exposed	to	sediment	contaminated	
with	coal-tar-based	sealcoat	died,	had	stunted	
growth,	or	developed	more	slowly	than	usual	
(Bryer	and	others,	2006).



FAQ

Q)	What is coal tar?

A)	Coal	tar	is	a	thick,	black	or	brown	liquid	that	is	a	
byproduct	of	the	carbonization	of	coal	for	the	steel	
industry	or	the	gasification	of	coal	to	make	coal	gas.

Q)	What is the difference between crude coal tar, 
coal-tar pitch, and “refined” coal tar?

A)	Coal-tar	pitch	is	the	residue	that	remains	after	
various	light	oils	are	distilled	from	crude	coal	tar	for	
commercial	use.	The	coal-tar	pitch	is	then	separated	
(refined)	into	12	different	viscosities,	RT–1	(the	most	
fluid)	through	RT–12	(the	most	viscous).	RT–12	
is	the	viscosity	used	in	coal-tar-based	pavement	
sealcoat.	

Q)	How can I tell if a product contains coal tar?

A)	To	determine	if	the	product	has	a	coal-tar	base,	
look	for	the	Chemical	Abstracts	Service	(CAS)	
number	65996–93–2	on	the	product	Material	Safety	
Data	Sheet	(MSDS).	The	words	“coal	tar,”	“refined	
coal	tar,”	“refined	tar,”	“refined	coal-tar	pitch,”	or	
other	similar	terms	may	be	listed	on	the	MSDS	or	on	
the	product	container.

Q)	Is sealcoat used on roads?

A)	Use	on	roads	is	extremely	rare.	Occasionally	a	
private	property,	such	as	a	housing	development,	will	
choose	to	have	the	roads	sealcoated.

Q)	Is use of coal-tar-based sealant regulated?

A)	Several	jurisdictions,	including	the	City	of	Austin,	
Texas,	the	City	of	Washington,	D.C.,	Dane	County,	
Wisconsin,	and	several	suburbs	of	Minneapolis,	
Minnesota,	have	banned	use	of	coal-tar-based	
sealcoat.	Similar	bans	are	under	consideration	in	
other	jurisdictions.
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Causes of Increasing Concentrations of Polycyclic 
Aromatic Hydrocarbons (PAHs) in U.S. Lakes

U.S. Department of the Interior
U.S. Geological Survey

PAHs are increasing in urban lakesPAHs are increasing in urban lakes

Van Metre et al., Environ. Sci. Technol., 2005
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What are polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs)?What are polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs)?

Benzo(a)pyrene

PyrenePyrene
NaphthaleneNaphthalene

In 1975, 11% urban

Lake in the Hills, near Chicago

In 2000, 78% urban
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Lake in the Hills, IL
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What could be the source?

• Fresh asphalt 1.5
W th d h lt 3

1,500 mg/kg in creek sediment

Pavement 
• Weathered asphalt 3
• Fresh motor oil 4
• Brake particles 16
• Road dust 24
• Tire‐wear particles 86

Sealcoat

Asphalt‐based

50
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• Diesel engine emissions 102
• Gasoline engine emissions 370
• Used motor oil 440

Coal‐tar‐based

100,000
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Used motor oilUsed motor oil
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Mahler et al., Env. Sci. Technol., 2005
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Environmental forensics:  PAH “fingerprints”
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Lake Anne, Reston, Virginia
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Without coal-tar-based sealcoat, the urban PAH 
baseline is low
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Bommarito et al., 2010, Chemosphere
Bryer et al., 2009, Environ. Poll.
Bryer et al.,  2006, Ecotoxicology
Scoggins et al., 2006, J. NABS
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Median total PAH [mg/kg]

n=12 n=11

5.15.1 129129

9.09.0 4,7604,760
Mahler et al., 2010, Environ. Sci. Technol.

PAHs are increasing in urban 
lakes nationally

High PAH concentrations?
Use is extensive?
Particles are mobile?

√
√
√Particles are mobile?

PAH i h dC l b d l i h

√

PAHs in house dust are 
elevated where coal‐tar‐based 

sealcoat is used

Coal‐tar‐based sealcoat is the 
largest contributor of PAHs to 

urban lakes



4/14/2011

12

http://tx.usgs.gov/coring/allthingssealcoat.html

Barbara Mahler,  bjmahler@usgs.gov
(512) 927-3566

Peter Van Metre, pcvanmet@usgs.gov

USGS publications on sealcoat and PAHs in peer-reviewed journals
Van Metre, P. C.; Mahler, B. J., 2010, Contribution of PAHs from Coal-Tar Pavement Sealcoat and Other Sources to 40 

U.S. Lakes.  Sci. Total Environ., v. 409, 334-344.
Mahler, B. J.; Van Metre, P. C.; Wilson, J. T.; Musgrove, M.; Burbank, T. L.; Ennis, T.; Bashara, T. J., 2010, Coal-tar-

based parking lot sealcoat: An unrecognized source of PAH to settled house dust. Environ. Sci. Technol., v. 44, 
894-900. 

Yang, Y., Van Metre, P.C., Mahler, B.J., Wilson, J.T., Ligouis, B., Razzaque, M.M., Schaeffer, D.J., and Werth, C.J., 
2010, Influence of coal-tar sealcoat and other carbonaceous materials on polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbon loading 

(512) 927-3506

, p y y y g
in an urban watershed.  Environ. Sci. Technol., v. 44, p. 1217-1223. 

Van Metre, P. C.; Mahler, B. J.; Wilson, J., 2009, PAHs underfoot: Contaminated dust from sealcoated pavements.  
Environ. Sci. Technol., v. 43, 20-25. 

Van Metre, P.C., and Mahler, B.J., 2005, Trends in Hydrophobic Organic Contaminants in Lake Sediments Across the 
United States, 1970-2001.  Environ. Sci. Technol., v. 39, p. 5567-5574. 

Mahler, B. J.; Van Metre, P. C.; Bashara, T. J.; Wilson, J. T.; Johns, D. A., 2005, Parking lot sealcoat: An unrecognized 
source of urban PAHs.  Environ. Sci. Technol., v. 39, 5560-5566. 

How do some sources compare?
Milligrams of PAH in:

• One storm on a CT sealed driveway  56 mg
(Mahler et al., 2005) ( , )

• One storm on a CT sealed driveway  174 mg 
(Watts et al., 2011)

• Driving 12,000 miles (tail pipe) 56 mg 
(Bergvall and Westerholm, 2009)

• Driving 23,000 miles (tire wear) 56 mg g , ( ) g
(Aatmeeyata, 2010)

• One storm on an unsealed driveway 0.86 mg 
(Mahler et al., 2005)



What Is Coal-Tar Sealcoat?
Coal-tar sealcoat is a type of sealant used to maintain and 
protect driveway and parking lot asphalt pavement. Coal-tar 
sealcoat typically contains 20 to 35% coal tar pitch, a byproduct 
of the steel manufacturing industry, which is 50% or more 
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) by weight.

Could Coal-Tar Sealcoat Be a Concern for 
Stormwater?
Studies found that PAHs are significantly elevated in stormwater 
flowing from parking lots and other areas where coal-tar 
sealcoats were used as compared to stormwater flowing from 
areas not treated with the sealant. For example, one study 
found the amount of PAHs in stormwater runoff was 65 times 
higher from parking lots sealed with coal-tar sealant vs. 
stormwater from unsealed parking lots. Another study found 
that coal-tar sealcoat is the largest source of PAHs to urban 
lakes. PAHs from coal-tar sealcoat may accumulate in the 

sediment of stormwater ponds, 
requiring expensive disposal of 
the dredged PAH-contaminated 
sediment.

PAHs are of concern because of 
their harmful impacts on humans 
and the environment. They are 
persistent organic compounds, 
and several PAHs are known or 
probable human carcinogens and 
toxic to aquatic life.

What Are States and Municipalities Doing 
to Address PAHs from Coal-Tar Sealcoat?
Several states and cities have taken action to address PAHs 
from coal-tar sealcoat. The following are some notable 
examples:

•	 The	city	of	Austin,	Texas	
banned the sale and use 
of coal-tar containing 
pavement sealants in 
2005: http://austintexas.
gov/department/coal-tar 

•	 The	District	of	Columbia	
banned the sale and use 
of coal-tar sealcoat in 
2009: http://green.dc.gov/coaltarban 

•	 In	2009,	Minnesota	restricted	state	agencies	from	purchasing	
undiluted coal tar-based sealant and directed its Pollution 
Control Agency to study the environmental effects of coal 
tar-based sealants and to develop management guidelines: 
www.pca.state.mn.us/index.php/water/water-types-and-
programs/stormwater/municipal-stormwater/restriction-on-
coal-tar-based-sealants.html 

•	 Washington	State	
banned the sale of coal-
tar pavement sealants 
on January 1, 2012 and 
banned the use of such 
sealants after July 1, 
2013: https://fortress.
wa.gov/ecy/publications/
summarypages/1104021.html 

Alternatives to Coal-Tar Sealcoat
Pavement options such as pervious concrete, permeable 
asphalt and paver systems do not require sealants. These 
types of pavements allow for stormwater to naturally infiltrate, 
resulting in decreased runoff. 

Stormwater Best Management Practice

Coal-Tar Sealcoat, Polycyclic Aromatic 
Hydrocarbons, and Stormwater Pollution 

Minimum Measure
Pollution Prevention/Good Housekeeping

Office of Water, 4203M
www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/coal-tar.pdf 
www.epa.gov/npdes/stormwater/menuofbmps

EPA 833-F-12-004 
November 2012

http://austintexas.gov/department/coal-tar
http://austintexas.gov/department/coal-tar
http://green.dc.gov/coaltarban
http://www.pca.state.mn.us/index.php/water/water-types-and-programs/stormwater/municipal-stormwater/restriction-on-coal-tar-based-sealants.html
http://www.pca.state.mn.us/index.php/water/water-types-and-programs/stormwater/municipal-stormwater/restriction-on-coal-tar-based-sealants.html
http://www.pca.state.mn.us/index.php/water/water-types-and-programs/stormwater/municipal-stormwater/restriction-on-coal-tar-based-sealants.html
https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/summarypages/1104021.html
https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/summarypages/1104021.html
https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/summarypages/1104021.html
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For More Information
For more information you can watch EPA’s webinar Stormwater, 
Coal-Tar Sealcoat and Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons 
available at: http://cfpub2.epa.gov/npdes/courseinfo.
cfm?program_id=0&outreach_id=645&schedule_id=1169.

For information on assessing the toxicity of PAHs in sediment 
see: www.epa.gov/nheerl/download_files/publications/
PAHESB.pdf	from	EPA’s	Office	of	Research	and	Development.

Additionally, you can visit the USGS webpage on PAHs 
and coal-tar-based sealcoat: http://tx.usgs.gov/coring/
allthingssealcoat.html.

References 
Mahler,	B.J.;	Van	Metre,	P.C.;	Crane,	J.L.;	Watts,	A.W.;	Scoggins,	
M.;	Williams,	E.S.,	Coal-tar-based	pavement	sealcoat	and	
PAHs:	Implications	for	the	environment,	human	health,	and	
stormwater management. Environ. Sci. Technol., 2012. 

Van	Metre,	P.C.;	Mahler,	B.J.,	Contribution	of	PAHs	from	coal-tar	
pavement sealcoat and other sources to 40 U.S. lakes. Sci. of the 
Total Environ., 2010, v.409, 334–344.

Scoggins,	M.;	McClintock,	N.L.;	Gosselink,	L.;	Bryer,	P.,	
Occurrence of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons below 
coal-tar-sealed parking lots and effects on stream benthic 
macroinvertebrate communities. Journal of the North American 
Benthological Society, 2007, 26(4):694–707. 

Mahler,	B.J.;	Van	Metre,	P.C.;	Bashara,	T.J.;	Wilson,	J.T.;	Johns,	
D.A.,	Parking	lot	sealcoat:	An	unrecognized	source	of	urban	
PAHs. Environ. Sci. Technol. 2005, 39, (15), 5560–5566.

EPA’s	Integrated	Risk	Information	System	(IRIS):	 
www.epa.gov/IRIS/

http://cfpub2.epa.gov/npdes/courseinfo.cfm?program_id=0&outreach_id=645&schedule_id=1169
http://cfpub2.epa.gov/npdes/courseinfo.cfm?program_id=0&outreach_id=645&schedule_id=1169
http://www.epa.gov/nheerl/download_files/publications/PAHESB.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/nheerl/download_files/publications/PAHESB.pdf
http://tx.usgs.gov/coring/allthingssealcoat.html
http://tx.usgs.gov/coring/allthingssealcoat.html
http://www.epa.gov/IRIS/
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January 10, 2016 

Environmental and Energy and Commission 

Village of Wilmette 

 

Subject: Village President’s Request for Coal Tar Sealants Regulation Recommendations 

 

Dear Commission: 

In the reference memorandum dated November 20, 2015 the Village President outlined information he 

would like to see from your Commission prior to considering action on coal tar sealants. I reviewed your 

packet for tomorrow’s Commission meeting and wanted to provide additional information to address 

the Village President’s request. 

Why am I contacting you? Since the Environmental Protection Agency has relegated the regulation of 

coal tar sealants to local jurisdictions at this time, it is incumbent upon each community to educate 

themselves about this issue. While the information is not overly complicated, there are few sources 

which aggregate and distill it for decision-makers like yourselves. 

I provide such a site through Coal Tar Free America, an online blog with links to documents, research 

papers and videos for all education levels. I’ve been immersed in this issue for more than 10 years; first 

as a municipal enforcement officer in Austin, Texas where the first ban was passed; and now these last 

five years advocating for the ban of this material across this country. I have no financial interests in the 

outcome which I believe makes me more objective than other opinions you may hear on this topic. 

Some may say my opinions are biased, but I would rather say I am fully convinced of the problems this 

product causes. 

The following is some information to assist your group’s research and decision-making. The bold bullets 

are taken directly from the Village President’s referenced memorandum and are repeated here to 

provide a framework to address his questions. 

 

Coal tar sealants are proprietary blend of coal tar pitch, clay, sand and polymers as nearly any Material 

Safety Data Sheet would indicate. Generally the products have about a third coal tar, a third clay and 

about a third sand. The products themselves are similar enough that there is a federal standard for coal 

tar sealants used on federal projects (ASTM D5727 / D5727M). 

http://coaltarfreeamerica.blogspot.com/
http://www.astm.org/Standards/D5727.htm
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While coal tar provides the building blocks for many organic chemicals, the majority of coal tar used in 

the United States is for the production of aluminum. See page 65 in the following document: 

http://www.coalonline.info/flash/viewer/default.asp?LogDocId=81369&PhyDocId=7796 

There are multitude of minor uses of coal tar including clay pigeons, corrosion protection, medications, 

dyes and food coloring and pavement products. See the same source for additional details. 

 

Over 25 universities, state and local governments, and federal agencies have produced peer-reviewed 

scientific papers and come to the same conclusion that there are environmental and health hazards 

from this product. A graphical depiction of this research with hyperlinks can be found at this location: 

https://www.scribd.com/doc/282979737/Hyperlinked-Coal-Tar-Sealer-Research-2015 . An image of that 

graphic is below.

 

The only research showing the contrary has been funded by the Pavement Coatings Technology Council 

(PCTC). While some of their papers have been peer-reviewed and published I do not believe the 

referenced paper in your agenda packet by Arcadis was. Even if it were the title of their paper is 

http://www.coalonline.info/flash/viewer/default.asp?LogDocId=81369&PhyDocId=7796
https://www.scribd.com/doc/282979737/Hyperlinked-Coal-Tar-Sealer-Research-2015
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misleading. Peer review by definition must be done by a researcher who has no conflict of interest or 

bias. This was funded by the PCTC and is not peer review. 

Research that has demonstrated the improvement of a local environment through a ban was completed 

in 2014 by the United States Geological Survey. They look to see what the effects of Austin’s ban might 

be. Research showed a 58% decline in polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons since the ban went into effect 

in 2006. It was peer-reviewed and published at this link: 

http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es405691q 

 

The following are activities performed by the US EPA which demonstrate a negative view of coal tar 

sealers, but that view has not been translated into policy yet. 

o A web page by the CADDIS section of the USEPA (Causal Analysis/Diagnosis Decision 

Information System) which was developed to help scientists and engineers conduct causal 

assessments in aquatic systems.  

o In 2011, the Environmental Protection Agency completed their runoff report as was promised 

to Congressman Lloyd Doggett 2 years prior. The official title is Assessment of Water Quality of 

Runoff from Sealed Asphalt Surfaces, but perhaps a more appropriate title would be: "An 

Assessment of PAH Pollution Potential from Pavement Sealants During the Curing Process." 

Important findings were:  

o Runoff from a coal tar sealed surface is about 100 times more potent in PAHs than 

asphalt based sealant.  

o Choosing to ban coal tar sealants may be the most cost-effective way for communities 

to deal with the pollution impacts of this product.  

o EPA’s Stormwater Pollution Prevention Webinar Series entitled: Stormwater, Coal-Tar 

Sealcoat, and Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons (PAHs). This seminar in June of 2012 brought 

together key researchers from the USGS, the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, the 

University of New Hampshire and the City of Austin. The EPA was silent on any opinion on this 

topic. The seminar presentations as well as audio and written transcripts of the seminar are 

available here.  

o New Stormwater Best Management Practice: Coal-Tar Sealcoat, Polycyclic Aromatic 

Hydrocarbons, and Stormwater Pollution. The one-page info sheet summarizes the issue and 

what some have done about it. 

 

The State of Illinois on the other hand has been silent on the issue. No official position was given 

during the statewide ban discussions during two separate legislative sessions. My editorial comment 

on this is that the research in DuPage County demonstrating streams affected by high PAH 

contamination in suburban residential areas should cause the Illinois EPA to investigate and determine 

an appropriate course of action.  

 

http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es405691q
http://www.epa.gov/caddis/ssr_urb_wsq4.html
http://nepis.epa.gov/Exe/ZyPDF.cgi?Dockey=P100ECC8.txt
http://nepis.epa.gov/Exe/ZyPDF.cgi?Dockey=P100ECC8.txt
http://water.epa.gov/polwaste/npdes/stormwater/EPAs-Stormwater-Pollution-Prevention-Webinar-Series-Stormwater-Coal-Tar-Sealcoat-and-Polycyclic-Aromatic-Hydrocarbons-PAHs.cfm
http://water.epa.gov/polwaste/npdes/swbmp/upload/coaltar.pdf#_ga=1.205193424.116175251.1443576363
http://water.epa.gov/polwaste/npdes/swbmp/upload/coaltar.pdf#_ga=1.205193424.116175251.1443576363
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Also what precipitated bans in Minnesota was the costs associated with the contamination of storm 

water ponds with coal tar pavement sealers. No such investigation has occurred in the State of Illinois, 

but the contamination will most likely reflect that of suburban Minneapolis-St. Paul. 

 

No existing effort is known on the part of the EPA the state or federal level. 

 

 

A complete list of bans and restrictions can be found here. There is also a US map which shows the 

locations of these bans. Currently there are approximately 18 million Americans under a ban of coal tar 

sealants in 8 separate states. Coal tar sealants are currently banned in South Barrington and Winnetka. 

The findings of each of those units of government which chose to ban coal tar pavement sealants would 

be a pretty long document. In general they fall on a continuum of understanding the research and taking 

it at face value on the one hand and on the other having a local, catalyzing event or study. For example 

Suffolk County, New York saw the research, contemplated its effects on its citizens and passed a ban. On 

the other extreme, Boone North Carolina had a fish kill caused by coal tar sealers. This event alerted the 

community to the toxicity of this material. Subsequently restrictions went passed by the local city 

Council. 

The enforcement of existing of bans around the country varies with jurisdiction in the same way other 

municipal restrictions are enforced. Some have very little enforcement, and others prosecute violators 

and require removal of the illegally applied sealant at considerable cost. The Village of Winnetka 

enforces their ban by requiring each seal coat applicator to be registered and to pledge not to use coal 

tar. 

Chicagoland municipalities which have considered coal tar sealant bans include the City of Chicago and 

the Village of Des Plaines. In both situations there appeared to be very little public deliberation. The ban 

in Chicago was only heard twice in a Council subcommittee in spite of a recommendation from the city 

medical director that restrictions of some sort should be followed. A copy of that letter is here. 

 

How does the industry respond? With volumes of distractions without addressing the fundamental 

questions as to the chemical concentrations in their products, the fate of those chemicals as they leave 

the parking lot and the effects on the environment and humans. One of the Village Board members 

summarized it quite well in Winnetka. He said in his years of battling the tobacco industry and asbestos 

industry they always criticize studies that show the problems with their product, but they never produce 

studies showing the safety of their product. He observed the same types of arguments coming from the 

coal tar pavement industry. 

http://coaltarfreeamerica.blogspot.com/p/bans.html
http://www.scribd.com/doc/146943547/Chicago-Department-of-Health-Testimony-of-Dr-Lohff-in-Support-of-Action-Against-Coal-Tar-Sealants?secret_password=al8f7hcgqvcpdc9hbhh
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Generally home improvement stores sell no more than 10% of the asphalt sealer used in the 

community. Commercial contractors do not purchase sealer from home improvement stores to do their 

work. Instead their materials are purchased at bulk distribution locations. In Illinois most of those 

distribution locations still sell coal tar as well as non-coal tar products. 

Who uses coal tar sealants in Wilmette? While I know that Winnetka and Wilmette are different 

communities, I surveyed Winnetka prior to their ban to address that question in that community. Nearly 

all schools and Park District facilities used coal tar sealants. Churches and commercial areas did as well. 

The only exception for larger parking lots was the Village of Winnetka itself, who did not appear to have 

any coal tar on their parking lots. 

One initial difference between Wilmette and Winnetka would be the number of alleys in Wilmette 

compared to Winnetka. If this observation is accurate then one might expect a slight reduction in the 

amount of coal tar sealant used on driveways in Wilmette.  

Northern Illinois is a high coal tar use region. It is reasonable to expect that most pavement sealer used 

in Wilmette is coal tar based unless done by the individual homeowner. Typical per capita use would be 

in the range of about 1 gallon per person per year or about 27,000 gallons per year. Based upon a survey 

with seal coat applicators, about eight out of every 10 gallons used in Illinois would be expected to be 

coal tar. 

Concerning alternative products there have developed two categories of alternatives: high PAH, non-

coal tar sealers and low PAH, non-coal tar sealers. The former sealers are made of a new ingredient just 

released in 2015 by the industry, but it has hundreds of times more PAH’s than low PAH, non-coal tar 

sealers. As a result communities across the country are beginning to consider banning these high PAH 

products that do not have coal tar in them.  

One of the advantage of coal tar sealants is its ability to cure in inclement weather. This extends the 

construction season for sealant applicators. However research has shown that the curing of coal tar 

pavement sealers is a rush of known human carcinogens into the air above the parking lot at 

concentrations which would be labeled a hazardous waste discharge under certain permitting 

conditions. Community leaders need to evaluate whether this extended season is worth the potential 

risk to workers and their residents. 

 

http://www.micropoll.com/a/mpresult/391120-72636
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 During the public testimony in Winnetka, a local representative of SealMaster testified the price of the 

coal tar and noncoal tar products they sell is the same. Both coal tar and noncoal tar products are 

volatile based upon labor and energy prices. 

Bans have been in place in the US for more than 10 years and there has been no outcry over failing 

asphalt or skyrocketing costs. 

Most asphalt-based sealer products do not cure as fast as coal tar products do. This has the potential to 

limit the application season, but there are known asphalt-based products used in Canada, Minnesota in 

the higher elevations of the Rocky Mountains. The application of pavement sealants occurs in these 

regions by contractors making a living. 

 

The 2014 study by the USGS demonstrated positive local effects by simply a local ban. Additional 

benefits to residents who are chemically sensitive or have asthma would be seen immediately. I wrote 

about the effects that has asthma sufferers in this article. In this article I document how one state 

representative from Maine has been affected by coal tar pavement sealers. 

Another way to think of a ban for the residents of Wilmette is to compare it with cigarette smoking. In 

the same way that exposure and affects are mostly local (e.g., secondhand smoke) with cigarette 

smoking, so are the exposure affects local with coal tar pavement sealers. The chemicals that are 

volatilized and breathed, the dust that is generated and tracked into homes and ingested, and the 

dermal exposure when coming in contact with dried coal tar sealer flakes are all local exposures. 

Exposure in the environment would also create local benefits, but without knowing the local conditions 

it is difficult to say how or where that could be measured. 

 

Commission members, I trust this information will be helpful to you as you consider your next steps. 

Please feel free to contact me if you need additional information, references, or have specific questions.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Tom 

 

Thomas E. Ennis, PE LEED AP 

Coal Tar Free America 

765-327-8499 

http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es405691q
http://coaltarfreeamerica.blogspot.com/2014/07/seeing-asthma-through-tar-tinted-glasses.html
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To: Adler, John
Cc: John Andersen
Subject: FW: Coal-Tar sealants
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John - below is a thoughtful reply to my inquiry from Dr. Janet Hock who is on my board (Greenleaf
 Communities, NFP) and a very accomplished scientist with research into health matters (more than
 150 peer reviewed articles).  You can read more about her via many links if you just Google her
 name (she is also affiliated with Tufts, IUPUI Center for Urban Health, Maine Health Institute, etc.). 
 So I trust her perspective which I share with you below.
 
I asked EPRI and they have no experience on the matter.  I also asked the Environmental Integrity
 Project in DC (Eric Schaeffer whom I also respect) and he has no involvement to date on the matter.
 
You can read a bit of my perspective in my email to Janet below; now further reinforced by her
 message.
 
Thanks.
John
 

From: Janet Hock [mailto:jhock@jhock.com] 
Sent: Wednesday, February 10, 2016 11:40 AM
To: John Andersen
Subject: Re: Coal-Tar sealants
 
John: I am not an expert in PAHs – we focussed more on particulate matter (PM) in our wood burning studies. I did glance through the
 materials and references, just checking from a scientific point of view;

 
Map of where banned: http://coaltarfreeamerica.blogspot.com/p/bans.html

 
Looking at the 2010 paper everyone cites,  http://www.eesi.org/files/mahler_041411.pdf, it appears coal tar sealant is the largest most
 significant contributor to environmental PAHs (slides on pages 4 and 7). The USGS study seems reasonable in plan and
 interpretation. http://pubs.usgs.gov/fs/2011/3010/pdf/fs2011-3010.pdf

 
The 2012 review includes the authors of the 2010 paper, and updates the data. I can see why the industry objects – the studies have
 mostly been correlative – but there are lab studies that directly tested the effects of runoff water on animal/fish models.
  http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es203699x?prevSearch=coal-tar-based&searchHistoryKey=&. The studies and investigators look
 good, and are published in a top competitive journal. They wrote a good/solid response to the industry
 rebuttal http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es5053107.  The statistics they use suggest a lot of variability in the data which is not
 normally distributed, but there p-values are very good – so I don’t see a scientific problem with studies showing the relationship
 between PAHs and coal-tar sealant.

 
I would suggest the arguments to ban include both economic (which appear to be significant) and health risk considerations. Good luck,
 Janet

 
 
 
 

mailto:jandersen@greenleafadvisors.net
mailto:adlerj@wilmette.com
mailto:jandersen@greenleafadvisors.net
mailto:jhock@jhock.com
http://coaltarfreeamerica.blogspot.com/p/bans.html
http://www.eesi.org/files/mahler_041411.pdf
http://pubs.usgs.gov/fs/2011/3010/pdf/fs2011-3010.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es203699x?prevSearch=coal-tar-based&searchHistoryKey=&
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es5053107




From: John Andersen <jandersen@greenleafadvisors.net>
Date: Sunday, January 31, 2016 at 3:04 PM
To: Janet Hock <jhock@jhock.com>
Cc: John Andersen <jandersen@greenleafadvisors.net>
Subject: Coal-Tar sealants
 
Janet - I am on the Environment Council in my home town of Wilmette and we've been asked by the
 village President to study and report on the use of Coal Tar Sealant and considerations of its ban or
 regulation at a local level as others have done.
 
Concerns are the PAHs exposures and effects on the natural environment and human health. 
 
Among the items attached, I found the two pager by ATSDR (Agency for Toxic Substances and
 Disease Registry) on PAHs old but helpful to my understanding of the concerns for PAHs, and I know
 this is an area of expertise for you so I wonder if you could direct us to current literature (with good
 summaries ideally) on the subject (likely you've give it to me and it's in my files!).  Following that is a
 paper by USGS on a study in Austin Texas which discusses the exposure levels and concerns.  Austin
 banned use.  This paper has come under attack by industry in subsequent papers by Arcadis and
 PCTCV (Pavement Council), which discuss the traditional use of coal tar for various pharmaceutical
 uses without causal correlations shown with cancer, etc.  But the article by Environmental Science &
 Technology on the subject dated January 24, 2012 (American Chemical Society publications)
 seemed well done to me; is that in fact a most credible source in your experience? 
 
Given what I've read here, I cannot see why we wouldn't ban the use, and encourage the same at a
 broader scale for public health.  What if any perspective and resources might you be able to share
 as one of my roles is to expand the knowledge of our staff by providing them such resources and
 then we will hold facilitated public meetings on the issue within our village, and hopefully have
 experts present.
 
I don't expect you to read much if any of the attached material, but provide it in case it piques your
 interest and you wish to see one of the items I reference.  I do feel it helps me to understand some
 of the issues better that you have raised from partially combusted wood and other matters
 referenced in some of these articles.
 
I think I will also reach out to Erick Schaefer of Environmental Integrity Project to see if he is paying
 attention, and perhaps to EPRI in case they have done their own research as I've come to respect
 them.
 
THANKS FOR ANY THOUGHTS.
 
FYI, we had a good meeting with all the partners of the Argonne project and continue developing
 our plans there.
 
John
 

mailto:jandersen@greenleafadvisors.net
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