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Phase I Environmental Site Assessment
(Phase I ESA)
A Phase I ESA includes the collection and interpretation of 
information about past activities and levels of chemical 
contamination that may be present on the site. Research of 
historical uses and activities of the site. 
A Phase I is performed by an environmental professional (EP). An 
EP is defined as any one of the following.

• PE/RG with at least 3 years relevant experience.
• BS in engineering or science with at least 5 years relevant experience
• At least 10 years relevant experience



• The historical research usually includes the following: 

• Inspecting the property.
• Identifying past owners and the property use during time of ownership.
• Reviewing governmental records to determine past use and use or disposal 

of hazardous substances. 
• Interviewing past property owners and or employees. 
• Reviewing aerial photographs of the site. 
• Reviewing state and federal databases that list contaminated sites.
• Reviewing adjacent properties to evaluate potential sources of off-site 

contamination. 



Common Environmental Concerns
• Chemical storage/use (drums, USTs or ASTs)
• Automobile repair shops
• Dry cleaners
• Industrial properties
• Unpermitted landfills

OUTSIDE THE STANDARD ASTM ESA SCOPE OF WORK
• Asbestos
• Wetlands
• Compliance audits
• Mold



Evaluating Environmental Risks

• Types of Risks
• Potential CERCLA liability
• Other regulatory liability

(e.g., enforcement potential from local, state or other Federal agencies)
• Business risks

(e.g., construction cost concerns, protection for property used as collateral, 
third-party claim concerns, etc.)



Regulatory Background
• CERCLA / Superfund law (Comprehensive Environmental Response & Liability Act-

1980)
• Innocent purchaser/landowner defense but did not define the process to build the 

defense
• Brownfield Reauthorization Act 2002 said to qualify for CERCLA defense as an 

Innocent Landowner you must have done  “All Appropriate Inquiry” (AAI)…a Phase 
I ESA

• Two additional defenses were established to encourage the acquisition and 
redevelopment of Brownfields:

• Bonafide Perspective Purchaser that did AAI, contamination occurred prior to their 
ownership, complied with continuing obligations, and had no affiliation with 
responsible party; or

• Contiguous Property Owner that conducted AAI, did not cause or contribute to 
release, complies with continuing obligations, and has no affiliation with 
responsible party and did not know/suspect of a release from another property 
impacting their property 



Viability

• Shelf life: 180 days with certain items updated between 180 
days and 1 year to still be a viable ESA.
• Version

• ASTM E1527-93
• ASTM E1527-05
• ASTM E1527-13
• ASTM E1527-21



ASTM Definitions for Three types of 
Recognized Environmental Conditions 
(RECs)

• Recognized Environmental Condition (REC)
• Historical REC (HREC)
• Controlled REC (CREC)



RECOGNIZED ENVIRONMENTAL 
CONDITION (REC)
The presence or likely presence of any hazardous substances or 
petroleum products in, on, or at a property:

1) due to any release 
2) under conditions indicative of a release; or  
3) under conditions that pose a material threat of a 

future release
…to the environment



During the Phase I interview process, a site tenant reported that a 
forklift pierced a 55-gallon drum of xylene. Employees flushed the 
contents to a floor drain which is connected to an on-site septic 
tank and leach field.



A dry-cleaner has been in operation at the site since the 1970s. 
The site had been a drop-off only location since the mid 1990s, 
when the current owner purchased the site. During the site visit, 
several empty 5-gallon buckets of dry-cleaning solvent and 
staining were noted in the basement.



HISTORICAL REC (HREC)
A past release of any hazardous substances or petroleum products 
that has occurred in connection with the property and has been 
addressed to the satisfaction of the applicable regulatory authority 
or meeting unrestricted use criteria established by a regulatory 
authority, without subjecting the property to any required controls 
(for example, property use restrictions, activity and use 
limitations, institutional controls, or engineering controls.)

Note: In order to tell whether a scenario is an HREC, the 
Environmental Professional should consider whether standards 
have changed since the release was addressed. If standards have 
changed, the scenario may be a REC if the cleanup does not meet 
the current most restrictive standards. 



• In 2001, a former on-site service station was issued an NFA for 
leaking USTs. 
• Residual concentrations of benzene remain in on-site soils. 
• The benzene concentrations are below the state’s current-day 

most restrictive cleanup levels and there are no restrictive 
covenants or engineered controls stipulated for the NFA to 
remain in effect. 



• A sign manufacturing plant historically operated on the site. 
• The site surface soils were excavated and transported off-site to 

a landfill for disposal. 
• There was no regulatory oversight during the removal; however, 

confirmatory samples collected during the excavation identified 
residual levels of metals in soil. The levels were below the 
state’s current most restrictive cleanup levels considered 
to be protective of human health and the environment.



Controlled REC (CREC)

A REC resulting from a past release of hazardous substances or 
petroleum products that has been addressed to the satisfaction of 
the applicable regulatory authority (for example, as evidenced by 
the issuance of a no further action letter or equivalent, or meeting 
risk-based criteria established by regulatory authority), with 
hazardous substances or petroleum products allowed to remain in 
place subject to the implementation of required controls (for 
example, property use restrictions, activity and use limitations, 
institutional controls, or engineering controls)



CREC



REC

HREC

CREC

Presence or likely presence

•Past release
•Regulatory closure
•Restricted
•Currently meets 
restriction

•Past release
•Addressed to unrestricted 
use, often by a regulatory 
agency
•Meets CURRENT 
unrestricted regulatory use
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Building
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Warehouse







Creative Research









So you have a REC. . . 

Now What?

Continuing Your Due Diligence Investigation





Phase II ESA

VS

Limited Site Investigation





How to determine what to sample 
for and where to sample for it . . . 

1: Petroleum UST
2: Drycleaner

3: Manufacturing
4: Smelter



PETROLEUM USTS
When were they installed 

What was the material of construction

What did they store

Where are the dispensers

Where there releases

What is the gradient

What is the future site use

(Petroleum floats on the water table)

(Vapor)



Former Filling Station with USTs

USTs were installed in 1977

USTs were removed in 1993

Database notes benzene 
concentrations in soil were left in place

MDNR issued a NFA stating closure if 
non-residential and no water use

No AUL or Restrictive Covenant filed on 
property deed

Where is it located: commercial, residential

How many: One basin/pit

Closure report

Where on site: Concentration: Dimensions:

Closure under Guidance at that time

What is future use



DRYCLEANER

Dry store vs Cleaner

Age of store

Location (strip mall, industrial area. . . )

Gradient

Drycleaning solvents sink in the water table

Daughter Products



Case History
Site History indicates 1940s (1940 to 1953) 
for solvent use and/or release (WWII), so 80 
years ago. Army uniforms were treated with 
“Impregnate I” to make them mustard gas 
resistant (laundered and treated)

Shallow groundwater plume distance from 
source is 1,300 feet to east (CVS), and about 
850 to the northeast (Price Chopper).

Deep groundwater plume distance from just 
upgradient of the site to just before the 
graveyard (just past library) is about 2,750 
feet.



§ Utility Locates / GPR

§ Around UST/AST/Tanks (between 
tank and building, downgradient, 
nearby drains)

§ Along product  piping/dispensers

§ Through concrete floor for in-
ground lifts/pits/OWS

§ Outside back door of drycleaners, 
downgradient of drycleaner

§ Through concrete floor near 
drycleaner machinery



What do we sample?

Soil (surficial vs subsurface)

Groundwater

Soil Vapor/Gas (sub-slab, vapor implants)



What do we sample for?
Petroleum:
Volatile organic compounds (VOCs) BTEX
Total petroleum hydrocarbons (TPHs) State Method?
Polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) 
Metals / Lead (total or dissolved)

Drycleaner:
Volatile organic compounds (VOCs) Solvents/ daughter products

Manufacturing/Agricultural/Airports:
Pesticides
Herbicides
Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs)
Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances  (PFAs) Emerging Contaminant



You have lab 
results – 

Now What?



THANK YOUTHANK YOU


