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by Mich Cardin
Courant News Writer

When the NStar transformer fire
sent plumes of smoke into Back Bay
streets on March 13, Boston fire-

fighters had to await the utility
company’s arrival to verify if the site
contained hazardous PCBs. 

NStar representatives took 20
minutes to arrive at the Scotia
Street building to notify the Boston

Fire Department (BFD) that the
facility did not contain PCBs. As a
precaution, first responders
announced that the smoke was
potentially toxic and advised resi-
dents to walk away from the area

and keep their windows closed.
PCB, or polychlorinated

biphenyl, is a toxic substance and
potential cancer-causing carcinogen
once widely used in coolant fluids
for transformers. While PCBs were
banned from being produced in the
1970s, companies like NStar are
allowed to operate transformers
containing PCBs under U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) regulations. 

Under the EPA’s regulations,
transformers containing any
amount of PCBs do not require
testing, replacement or registration
on the city, state or federal level
unless the existence of PCBs is
known. 

According to Marianne Milette,
an environmental engineer with the
EPA, a transformer is confirmed as
being contaminated with PCBs if
the equipment is repaired, random
sampling is conducted or there is a
sudden environmental release like
an explosion. When this occurs,
companies like NStar most likely
retrofill or replace contaminated
equipment, although the phaseout
is voluntary, noted Milette.

Companies may be unaware of all
transformer locations contaminated
with PCBs due to the lack of regula-
tions. 

According to Milette, the
“assumption” law is based on the
theory that highly contaminated
transformers are rare, so those con-
taminated would have lower levels
of PCBs and therefore not pose a
potential health risk. The high cost
of testing and replacement may out-
weigh the low risk of existent haz-
ardous toxins.

Michael Durand, spokesperson
for NStar, said while the company
has made considerable efforts, it is
still in the process of phasing out
PCB-contaminated transformers.
When asked for a list of the con-
taminated transformer locations,
Durand declined to provide one. 

While some NStar transformers
have exterior symbols indicating
chemical contaminants, according
to BFD, locations that have not
been evaluated for their chemical
content may not. 

A chemical inventory report filed
with the city by NStar does not
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NStar PCB Use Is Not Regulated 
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by Ashlee Fairey
Courant News Writer

One of Boston’s best-kept secrets
is the identity of the duckling dress-
er.

In the dead of night, just before

select holidays or special occasions,
someone creeps through the Public
Garden toward the Make Way for
Ducklings statue, miniature cloth-
ing in hand. By dawn, the mysteri-
ous visitor has vanished, leaving

Continued on page 10

Duckling Stylist
Remains a Mystery IM
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by Mich Cardin
Courant News Writer

A twinkling chandelier hanging
above Copley Square is one of the
many solutions to poor lighting

imagined by local and global
designers. 

Light Boston, a group that advo-
cates for enhancing the city’s his-
toric buildings through exterior
lighting, and SHIFTboston, which

promotes design advancement in
urban environments, has brought
together designers, architects and
engineers to compete for a brighter
vision of Copley Square. 

Continued on page 10

Designers Offer Some 
Bright Ideas for Copley 

A Toronto finalist’s vision for Copley Square

The Back Bay plunged into darkness after an NStar transformer fire 


