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Acid Rain in the Adirondacks

An Environmental History
Jerry Jenkins, Karen Roy, Charles Driscoll, and Christopher Buerkett

’ I Yhe Adirondack Park, the bull’s-
eye of North America’s acid rain
problem, is situated downwind

in the densest path of acid rain pollu-

tion. For the general public, the acid
rain problem has been eclipsed in recent
years by the looming global threat of cli-
mate change. Yet it shares the same set
of precursors—the combustion of fossil
fuels. And the adverse impacts of acid
rain in the Adirondacks continue, even
with implementation of the 1990 Clean

Air Act Amendments.

Herein lies the extraordinary value
of Acid Rain in the Adirondacks with its
two stories told in a dual narrative—one
technically simple, the other illustrated
with some 400 graphs and diagrams,
notes and citations. The first story is the
historical record of how, for more than
a century, the deposition of acids and
mercury from combustion of fossil fuels
has changed the Adirondacks; the sec-
ond story is how researchers, beginning
in the 1970s, identified acid rain, mea-
sured and characterized it, and traced its
ecological effects.

Modern acid rain research began in
1963 with sustained monitoring and
analysis at the Hubbard Brook Research
station in New Hampshire. In 1972 Lik-
ens, Bormann, and Johnson published
the seminal article “Acid Rain” based on
records from Hubbard Brook. In 1974,
Cogbill and Likens showed that acid
precipitation was occurring over much
of the eastern United States, and in 1975
the first international conference on acid
rain was held in Dayton, Ohio, draw-
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ing upon research in Canada, England,
Germany, Scandinavia, and the United
States. By 1978 a consortium of govern-
ment and private research organizations
had opened the first precipitation moni-
toring stations, including one at the
Huntington Forest in Newcomb, New
York, as part of the research program of
the State University of New York College
of Environmental Science and Forestry.
In 1980 the U.S. Acid Precipitation
Assessment Program, founded under
legislation authored by New York Sena-
tor D. P Moynihan, became the largest
environmental research program ever
conducted, providing over $500 million
of funding for acid rain research over the
next 10 years.

The volume reviewed here was writ-
ten from the Adirondack viewpoint and
context, where the studies, supported by
both federal and state governments and
utilities, account for much of our pres-
ent day understanding and knowledge of
acid rain in North America. The authors
have detailed the history of research in
the Adirondacks since Schofield re-
ported in the mid-1970s that many high
altitude Adirondack lakes were acidic
and most of these were fishless. In 1984,
New York State held its first conference
on acid rain, followed by legislation that
established the first state-based acid rain
control program. The same year the Ad-
irondack Lakes Survey Corporation was
created, jointly sponsored by the state’s
Department of Environmental Conser-
vation and the Empire State Electric En-
ergy Research Corporation.

To help understand the complex
chemical and physical reactions taking
place in the waters and soils, this vol-
ume includes a complete set of defini-
tions and acronyms, along with many
diagrams and illustrations. The explana-

tions of reactions and effects are remark-
ably clear and understandable.

The Adirondacks are unique in that
they have many differing areas of soils,
lakes, streams, mountains, and wood-
lands and the effects of acid rain differ
in character and severity in the different
subregions. Chapters cover the big syn-
optic studies of the 1980s; the cycling of
sulfur and nitrogen; cycling and loss of
calcium; wetlands, carbon, and mercury;
fish, acids, and aquatic ecology; monitor-
ing and trends. The concluding chapter
gives responses to 14 current questions,
including future needs and priorities
based on a New York State Energy Re-
search and Development Authority re-
view in 2002. An appendix listing major
Adirondack research studies and data on
the Internet, and an extensive bibliogra-
phy, make this book the most important
current reference on the topic.

Much of the text reads like an un-
raveling mystery and demonstrates the
value of long-term, continuous moni-
toring and trends analysis to determine
effects of control programs. This book
belongs on the shelf of all researchers
studying the processes and impacts of
airborne pollutants (including green-
house gas emissions), as well as in the
reference collection of everyone who
cares about the Adirondacks.

The authors” sobering conclusion
(noted in the Introduction!) gives an
unmistakable message. “Acid rain ...
is a significant ecological threat . . . sig-
nificantly, but only partially abated. . . .
More abatement is needed, and even then
recovery will be slow. Acid rain . . . is cu-
mulative and persistent. Its effects on the
Adirondacks began more than a century
ago and even our most optimistic calcu-
lations suggest that they will continue
through our lifetimes and beyond.”
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