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Progress Report for October 15, 2018 
 
Principal Investigator:  Matthew R. Bonner, Ph.D., M.P.H. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The Tonawanda Coke Corporation was convicted of illegally releasing coke oven gas, a 
hazardous air pollutant and known human carcinogen, into the environment. In response 
to concerns about potential adverse health effects due to these coke oven emissions, we 
proposed a large epidemiologic project to assist the community in understanding the 
health risks posed by exposures. This comprehensive project is composed of three 
components, including: 1) conducting a large prospective cohort study of 38,000 
residents of the Town and City of Tonawanda and Grand Island, 2) conducting a 
retrospective occupational cohort study of Tonawanda Coke Corporation employees, 
and 3) establishing an Environmental Health Education Center. We anticipate that the 
results of the epidemiologic studies will provide the residents of Tonawanda and Grand 
Island with the necessary information about the current burden of disease crucial for 
making rational decisions about initiatives to prevent these diseases in the future.  
Moreover, the Environmental Health Education Center will assist the community to 
translate these findings into action to reduce the disease burden going forward.  
 
 
ACCOMPLISHMENTS (April 2018-October 2018) 
 
Research activities for this funding period completed preparations for deploying active 
recruitment.  These activities included finalizing the protocols, questionnaires, and 
website.   We have begun recruiting to enumerate the prospective cohort of residents 
from Grand Island, City and Town of Tonawanda. Several activities to highlight include 
further expanding our research team. We hired two part-time Senior Research Support 
Specialists to work on research related activities.  In addition, we are currently reviewing 
candidates for two more Senior Research Support Specialists with a focus on 
environmental health education.  We will be interviewing candidates in late October. In 
addition to these activities, we continue to optimize our urinary benzene and polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbon (PAH) metabolites assay protocols and are continuing to work 
with our community advisory committees to develop plans for the Environmental Health 
Education initiative. 
 
Run-in Phase: We initiated a run in–phase or a large pilot test of full recruitment 
approach to identify and correct logistical aspects of our website and web-based 
questionnaire. In addition, the run-in also assessed our logistic approaches for 
processing the mailing and return of a large number of questionnaires.  Consequently, 
we started with mailings to approximately 3,000 residents from Grand Island, City and 
Town of Tonawanda. After identifying bad addresses in our roster of residents with a 
National Change of Address data linkage, we mailed to approximately 2,919 residents 
from Grand Island, City and Town of Tonawanda our pre-notification postcard on June 
28, 2018. Our introductory letters and self-administered questionnaires were mailed on 
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July 19, 2018.  The first reminder mailing, which included a reminder letter and a new 
copy of the self-administered was mailed on August 2nd.  The second, and final 
reminder, which included a short version of the questionnaire, was mailed to non-
respondents on August 16th. The response rates as of August 31st depicted in Table 1 
(below). The overall response rate is 12.4%. This percentage is lower than our previous 
pilot study, which had a response rate of 25%. 
 
Table1. Baseline Questionnaire returned as of August 31, 2018 

Mailing (N=2,919) Count Percentage 

Bad address 85 2.9% 

Completed-Mailed 302 10.3% 

Completed-Mailed Short 41 1.4% 

Completed-online 29 0.9% 

Deceased 8 0.27% 

New address from USPS 7 0.2% 

Refused 10 0.34% 

Total Response 362 (302+41+29) 12.4% 

   

Online Responses*   

Completed 104  

   

Total Completed 466  
*Online response consist of individuals who were not mailed a questionnaire, but heard 
about the study and went online to complete the questionnaire.  Consequently, the 
denominator is unknown. 
 
Full Mailing: With the successful completion of run-in phase, we initiated full active 
recruitment. We mailed to approximately 103,544 residents from Grand Island, City and 
Town of Tonawanda our pre-notification postcard on September 18, 2018.  The 
introductory letters and self-administered questionnaires were mailed starting on 
September 26, 2018. The third mailing began October 16, 2018, and the final mailing of 
the short questionnaire to non-respondents is scheduled for October 30, 2018. We have 
not begun tracking response rates because of the large volume of questionnaire returns 
and our focus on processing returns to ensure that we do not send additional 
questionnaires to those who have completed the questionnaire already.  However, our 
preliminary estimate is that approximately 5,700 residents have completed and returned 
questionnaires either online or on paper as of October 15, 2018.    
 
Child and Adolescent Questionnaires: Dr. Lina Mu, Co-Investigator, is developing a 
health questionnaire to use for enrolling children and adolescents.  The questionnaire 
items include questions about medical history, lifestyle habits, perceived stress, diet, and 
the Buss/Perry Aggression Scale. We plan to begin recruiting children and adolescents 
early in 2019 from the roster of enrolled adults with children. 
 
Study Website: We developed and launched our study website (see link below) in June 
2018 to coincide with the run-in phase of recruitment. The website includes information 
about the study, investigators, how to participate and a link to the online version of the 
questionnaire. 
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 https://ehstudy.buffalo.edu/study-info/about-the-study     
 
Laboratory Assays: Biomarkers of Human Exposure to Benzene and Polycyclic 
Aromatic Hydrocarbons: We conducted a stability study on the stability of benzene 
metabolites in three urine specimens.  We stored these samples at room temperature for 
up to 5 days to investigate whether we can collect urine with a home mailer, in which a 
urine samples may not be maintained on ice.  We found that several benzene 
metabolites were stable when stored at room temperature, but not all of them.  
Consequently, it would be feasible to collect urine with home collection kits that would be 
distributed and returned via the mail.   
 
Exposure Assessment Metrics: In addition to using proximity based metrics to assess 
potential exposure to coke oven emissions, we are still exploring a potential 
collaboration with Drs. Kang Sun and Zia Ahmed, UB Renew Institute, to develop remote 
sensing algorithms to reconstruct historical exposure to air pollution for the study area 
and chemical constituents in coke oven emissions, including polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons. In addition, the Department of Epidemiology and Environmental Health, 
School of Public Health and Health Professions, University at Buffalo has hired Dr. Meng 
Wang, an expert in air pollution exposure assessment, and we are discussing a potential 
collaboration to expand our exposure assessment metrics. 
 
Scientific Advisory Committee: We are working to identify a date for a video 
conference call in late October with the Scientific Advisory Committee. 
 
Community Engagement and the Environmental Health Education Center: We held 
a Community Advisory Committee meeting September 19th. Community members that 
participated included: Sue Tompkins, Gary Bisone, Ralph Critelli, Shirley Samson, 
Cheryl Cardone (phone), Russ Certo (phone). A number of topics were discussed 
including, whether individual results from the biospecimens will be shared with 
participants, the potential to have high school students participate as interns and 
volunteers.  The next meeting is scheduled for December 12th. 
 
NEW PERSONNEL 
 
April Roberts, Senior Research Support Specialist started on July 9, 2018. 
Jennifer Hass, Senior Research Support Specialist on July 2, 2018. 
 
In addition to Ms. Roberts and Hass, we have hired four UB students to assist the 
research team and these students will begin on October 15, 2018. 
 
PLANS 
 
In the next six-month reporting period, we will complete the first wave of full recruitment 
for participants. Based on our pilot work, we do not anticipate achieving our targeted 
enrollment of 38,000 with our first wave of full recruitment because the response rates 
were only 25% for the pilot study of the mailing and $10 incentive strategy. Therefore, 
we plan to assess the results of the first wave and in consultation with the Scientific and 
Community Advisory Committees pursue additional recruitment strategies to obtain 
greater participation.    
 

https://ehstudy.buffalo.edu/study-info/about-the-study
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We continue to develop and refine our exposure assessment strategies and metrics that 
include evaluating approaches to integrate the urinary metabolite data, a marker of 
recent exposure, with ambient measurements to better characterize cumulative 
exposure to PAHs and benzene.   
 
We plan to initiate the retrospective occupational cohort study of Tonawanda Coke 
Cooperation employees as soon as we have completed the first wave of full recruitment.  
 
We will continue working to establish and expand Community Advisory Committees to 
guide the development of the Environmental Health Education Center. We have 
consulted with Dr. David Savitz, Scientific Advisory Committee, about the implications of 
asking study participants to serve on the Community Advisory Committees and we plan 
to invite several participants to attend our next meeting schedule for December.    
 
We have explored several alternative options for collecting biological specimens from 
study participants.  Currently, we are discussing with Kaleida Health the feasibility of 
utilizing their blood collection services, three of which are located in the study’s 
geographic catchment area (Grand Island, City and Town of Tonawanda).   
 
 
 

 


