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Background 
 
At approximately 7:00 AM on Monday, January 27, 2014, a tanker 
carrying 11,000 gallons of gasoline overturned on the exit 5 off-ramp 
to Route 24 in Fall River (see Figure 1).  The driver was rescued by 
passing motorists and did not sustain major injuries. 
 
The gasoline subsequently ignited and a decision was made by the 
Fall River Fire Department to allow it to burn.  Thick black smoke 
emanating from the fire traveled to the north/northeast direction, 
though no evacuations were reportedly ordered.  By about 9:00 AM, 
the fire had burned itself out, and foam was applied to stabilize the 
scene. 
 
The tanker had come to rest in a wetland area proximate to Terry 
Brook, about 2900 feet westerly of North Watuppa Pond, a drinking 
water supply for the City of Fall River.  Despite the complete loss of all 
11,000 gallons of gasoline, no separate-phase product or sheen was observed on Terry Brook, and it was 
clear that a large percentage of the gasoline had been combusted in the fire. 
 
Scope of FAST Activities 
 
FAST assets and response personnel arrived at the site at approximately 11 AM, and were briefed by SERO 
ER staff.  By that time, the remnants of the tanker were visible in a wetland area proximate to the off-ramp, 
covered in foam.  There were no odors of gasoline, even directly adjacent to the tanker remains.  
Moreover, there were no sheens or separate-phase gasoline product noted in the spill area, or in Terry 
Brook.  
 
While there were initial concerns that Terry Brook discharged into North Watuppa Pond, SERO ER staff 
were able to contact the Department of Community Utilities for the City of Fall River, who confirmed that 
Terry Brook is in fact intercepted by a 24 inch diameter culvert approximately 1100 feet downstream of the 
spill area, just east of Meridian Street.  This culvert flows in a southerly direction, west of North Watuppa 
Pond, where it discharges into a larger engineered channel, which drains additional watershed areas 
westerly of the drinking water supply.  Eventually, water from this interceptor system discharges into South 
Watuppa Pond, which is not a drinking water supply.  This diversion system was constructed in 1915 for the 
apparent purpose of protecting the purity of the North Watuppa drinking water supply. 
 
Absent odor, vapor, NAPL, or drinking water concerns, limited efforts were undertaken to investigate the 
extent to which gasoline constituents were dissolved in Terry Brook and the Interceptor drainage system.  
Of additional interest were possible chemicals that may have been present in the foam applied at the site. 
 
The foam used on the tanker was reportedly “Universal Gold 1%/3%”, an Alcohol Resistant Aqueous Film 
Forming Foam (AR-AFFF).  It is marketed as a biodegradable “environmentally responsible” material.  
According to its MSDS Sheet, this product consists primarily of a proprietary blend of detergents and 
surfactants, as well as (2-Methoxymethylethoxy) Propanol and Polysaccharide.  Reportedly, it does not 
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contain “components subject to the reporting requirements of CERCLA.” (http://www.kidde-
fire.com/utcfs/ws-465/Assets/NMS420-UniversalGold1-3.pdf) 
 
Surface Water Testing 
 
Water samples were obtained from 5 locations, as depicted in Figures 2 and 3. 
 

 
Samples were obtained in 40 mL VOA vials, filled 
half way.  Some samples were also collected in 9 
oz polyethylene jars, for PID headspace analyses. 
 
Samples in 40 mL vials were analyzed on a HAPSITE 
Gas Chromatograph/Mass Spectrometer (GC/MS), 
using a headspace technique.  Samples SW-1 and 
SW-5 were analyzed on-site in the FAST mobile 
laboratory, while samples SW-2, SW-3, and SW-4 
were analyzed the following day in the NERO 
Laboratory. 

 
A summary of data is provided in Table 1.  The GC/MS laboratory report sheets for each sample are 
included as an appendix. 
 
Basically, testing data indicated low to moderate dissolved concentrations of gasoline hydrocarbons, 
including Benzene, Toluene, Ethylbenzene, and Xylenes (BTEX).  Many additional hydrocarbon peaks were 
also present in the source area, identified by the mass spectrometer as various branched and cyclic 
aliphatics and mono-aromatic compounds, all constituents in gasoline (Figure 4).   A search of peaks in the 
Total Ion Chromatogram did not indicate the presence of significant levels of volatile compounds that may 
have been present in the foaming agent, though this is not surprising, since many of these 
detergents/surfactants and propanols are not readily volatilized in a headspace sampling technique and/or 
otherwise will not be detected on a mass spectrometer used in environmental applications. 
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Table 1 – Surface Water Screening Results (GC/MS) 

Analyte 

Concentration (µg/L)1 

SW-1 SW-2 SW-3 SW-4 SW-5 
Aquatic Toxicity Guideline 

Acute Chronic 

Benzene 1000 500 700 100 <3 4600 460 

Toluene 1000 800 500 100 <2 1400 1400 

Ethylbenzene 100 100 60 10 <2 1800 180 

Total Xylenes 400 500 190 50 <5 200 200 

1,3,5 Trimethylbenzene 60 60 30 <5 <2 5400 540 

1,2,4-Trimethylbenzene 200 200 80 10 <3 5400 540 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As can be seen in Table 1, the concentrations of dissolved BTEX compounds were relatively modest.  While 
concentrations of Xylenes in Terry Brook near the spill site exceeded aquatic toxicity guidelines, levels 
dropped significantly at SW-4, 1100 feet downstream of the spill area.  At SW-5, 7800 feet downstream of 
the spill area, no gasoline (or any VOC) compounds were detected, which is consistent with the substantial 
increase in flow at this point, due to inflow from other areas of the watershed. 
 
While the BTEX (and Trimethylbenzenes) compounds dominate the water-soluble fraction of gasoline, there 
were also detectable levels of numerous other gasoline components, as indicated in the Total Ion 
Chromatogram for SW-3 (Figure 4), obtained just downstream of the spill area.  Ethanol was detected in 

1
Results reported to 1 significant figure commensurate with screening/headspace procedure 

Figure 4 – Total Ion Chromatogram in Spill Area (SW-3) 
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this sample, but only at low levels; it is likely present at much higher concentrations but cannot be 
adequately quantified by the headspace screening technique used. 
 
These other gasoline constituents – which were not present in SW-5, are not likely to be a significant threat 
to aquatic life. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Despite the loss of 11,000 gallons of gallons at a point less than 3000 feet from a major drinking water 
supply reservoir, there was remarkably little impacts to the environment.  This was attributable to the fire 
which consumed virtually all of the released product, and the watershed protection system installed by the 
City of Fall River almost 100 years ago. 
 
While low levels of dissolved gasoline constituents may continue to be present in Terry Brook until such 
time as residual product is removed from (or biodegraded at) the spill area, such concentrations are not 
expected to pose more than a localized and temporary concern to any aquatic life that may be present in 
the brook. 
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