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When I was on the Mountain View City Council, I was one of the original advocates of 
placing a new school campus at the southwest corner of California Street and Showers Drive, 
informally known as the Kohl’s site. Though entirely within the City of Mountain View, this 
property is served by the Los Altos School District (LASD). There was and still is a need for an 
elementary and/or middle school in this growing residential area. 

 
I therefore was pleased to receive a July, 2026 “Community Update” from the California 

Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC) announcing the availability of a draft Removal 
Action Workplan (RAW) for public comment about what it calls the Proposed San Antonio 
Elementary School.1 The Update promised the placement of “clean soil and other coverings over 

 
1https://www.envirostor.dtsc.ca.gov/getfile?filename=/public%2Fcommunity_involvement%2F5174732804%2FPro
posed%20San%20Antonio%20Elementary%20School%20Community%20Update%20-%20English.pdf   
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areas with [naturally occurring] asbestos. This cleanup will help prevent exposure and make the 
site safe for the new school.” 

At the time, I said I would support the RAW, noting in an Internet posting, “It’s unusual to 
require the cleanup of naturally occurring hazardous substances.” Then I read the actual RAW.2 I 
still support the proposes asbestos remedy, but I was surprised to see that the potential for vapor 
intrusion was dismissed. In fact, site documents virtually ignored tetrachloroethylene (PCE) 
released years ago from a former “dry” cleaner across California Street. 

Vapor intrusion is the migration of toxic volatile organic compounds (VOCs) such as PCE 
and trichloroethylene (TCE) from the subsurface—that is, soil gas and groundwater—into 
overlying buildings. I’ve been developing expertise in vapor intrusion ever since U.S. EPA 
launched one of its first and largest vapor intrusion responses at Mountain View’s Middlefield-
Ellis-Whisman (MEW) Superfund site in 2002. 

Across the Street 

In 2008 the Bay Area Regional Water Quality Control Board (Waterboard) launched a 
vapor intrusion investigation into PCE releases from the original California Cleaners site, 2520 
California Street, just across California Street from the Kohl’s site.3 California Cleaners moved to 
the southeast corner of California and Showers before closing recently. The Waterboard required 
soil gas sampling, indoor air sampling, and eventually soil vapor extraction (SVE), an appropriate 
approach that essentially vacuums VOC vapors from the subsurface. 

In 2019 “The soil vapor extraction and treatment system was shut down when it was no 
longer significantly reducing PCE levels in soil vapor. Indoor air sampling was conducted in 2020 
to confirm there was no indoor air health risk at the site. To address any residual contamination, 
the property owner prepared a risk management plan and will record a deed restriction.”4 

In 2019, sampling showed that PCE levels in soil gas still greatly exceeded the state’s PCE 
soil gas screening levels of 15 µg/m3 (micrograms per cubic meter) for residential properties and 
67 µg/m3 for commercial properties. In 2019 the soil gas measurements at the locations closest to 
California Street were 810 µg/m3 and 600 µg/m3, respectively.5 There were no probes closer to 
California Street that might have shown lower levels of PCE in soil gas. 

The 2020 PCE indoor air concentrations at California Cleaners were not determined 
because the detection limit was 1.4 µg/m3, below California’s health-based indoor air screening 
level of 2.0 µg/m3 for commercial buildings but above the 0.46 µg/m3 level for residences.6 

 

 
2https://www.envirostor.dtsc.ca.gov/getfile?filename=/public%2Fcommunity_involvement%2F1793415665%2Frpt-
RAW-LASD-C015-001-012-F.pdf  
3 https://geotracker.waterboards.ca.gov/profile_report?global_id=SL18311731  
4https://documents.geotracker.waterboards.ca.gov/regulators/deliverable_documents/6622358024/IRM%20-
%20Fact%20sheet%20-%2006-14-2021.pdf  
5https://documents.geotracker.waterboards.ca.gov/regulators/deliverable_documents/3578321158/IRM%20-
SUMMARY%20OF%20SOIL%20VAPOR%20LABORATORY%20ANALYTICAL%20DATA%20-%2011-09-
2020.pdf . Soil gas measurements are the best predictor of indoor air contamination due to vapor intrusion, and the 
screening level is the concentration below which regulatory agencies consider vapor intrusion unlikely for that 
contaminant. The commercial screening levels are higher because people are assumed to spend more time at home 
than at work. 
6https://documents.geotracker.waterboards.ca.gov/regulators/deliverable_documents/6654081046/CA_Cleaners-
Indoor-Air-Monitoring-Report-10-12-2020.pdf  
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A Significant Shortcoming 

I believe that the data shows that the 2520 California site is the source of the PCE soil gas 
contamination found at the Kohl’s site. Yet the 2023 Preliminary Environmental Assessment (PEA) 
prepared for LASD contends, “there is a low likelihood that this property [2520 California] would 
have a negative environmental impact on the subject property,” because it is downgradient from 
the school site.7 I disagree. “Downgradient” refers to the migration of groundwater, which is one 
mechanism for spreading vapor intrusion. But soil gas emanates from contamination source areas 
radially—that is, in every direction. Ironically, the same Assessment said that contamination from 
the newer cleaners, 2425 California, may have spread PCE onto the school site. 

Soil gas measurements to the south of 2520 California were taken on the school site. All 
but one probe showed PCE well above the residential screening level but below the commercial 
screening level. The one below the screening level was at the corner with Showers, close to 2425 
California, suggesting that the newer cleaners was not the source of PCE at the school site. I am 
surprised, therefore, that Figure 3 of the PEA, a map showing “Nearby Areas of Potential 
Concern,” identifies 2425 but not 2520 California. 

The Workplan Should Address Vapor Intrusion 

The San Antonio School workplan does not adequately evaluate vapor intrusion. The new 
school buildings should be built with mitigation systems in place to protect the children. 

• School-site soil gas sampling consistently exceeds the California screening levels for PCE 
in a residential setting. Because the receptors are primarily young school children, who will 
be required to be on the property, the residential screening levels should be used. 

• Since vapor intrusion is subject to both spatial and temporal variability, more sampling 
would be necessary to rule out future vapor intrusion. 

• Available data suggests that the PCE in soil gas on the school site migrated from the former 
dry cleaners across California Street. There are no soil gas sampling results delineating its 
PCE soil gas plume, so it’s quite likely that the PCE found south of California Street is 
from that plume. Particularly since the SVE system was shut down without achieving the 
screening levels, more PCE could migrate under the street, increasing concentrations. 

• Installing mitigation systems, such as sub-slab depressurization or sub-slab venting, is 
relatively inexpensive when done as part of original construction. If retrofitted because of 
future PCE detections in indoor air, the cost would be higher and installation would likely 
be disruptive. Therefore, standard mitigation systems should immediately be designed into 
planned buildings. 

• DTSC’s Community Update does not address the risk of vapor intrusion, so the community, 
particularly the parents of future students as well as school employees, should be notified 
of the presence of PCE in soil gas on the property, along with an explanation of how that 
might pose a risk of vapor intrusion. 

 
7https://www.envirostor.dtsc.ca.gov/getfile?filename=/public%2Fdeliverable_documents%2F9016102433%2Frpt-
PEA-Los%20Altos-C015-001-010-060223_r_CS.pdf  


