
Winn-Cook Landfill
Answers to Frequently Asked Questions for Parents and Teachers

1. Is it safe to have a school building or home over an old landfill?
There are many examples around the country of buildings built over closed landfills. A local example is the
former Watersbend Apartments, now called Salado at Walnut Creek. These apartments were built over a
landfill similar to the Winn-Cook landfill and have been safely rehabilitated and operated for a number of
years. It’s also important to note that Winn Elementary School and many of the nearby homes have been
there for more than 30 years without any problems.

2. Is it safe to walk or play on top of the landfill?
No evidence has been found of any hazards to anyone on the ground above the landfill.

3. What is being done to make sure the buildings are safe?
AISD and the Austin Fire Department have inspected the interior of the school buildings, as well as
accessible areas beneath them. No gas has been found in any of the buildings. The new addition, built in
1990 is of pier and beam construction which provides ventilation in the crawl space under the building.
There is also an extremely low risk of methane collection under portable buildings due to the elevated
structure of these facilities. AISD intends to continue weekly inspections and monitoring to ensure that the
air quality remains safe.

4. What are the risks from landfill gas?
Landfill gas is composed primarily of methane and carbon dioxide with small amounts of other organic
compounds in some cases.  Methane gas dissipates very quickly when it reaches the atmosphere, and to
ensure safety, methane accumulations are monitored to ensure no presence in occupied areas of buildings or
significant volumes of the gas exist in underground pockets.  Venting and increasing air circulation are
strategies that assist in the dissipation of methane gas.  Methane gas is flammable, but only when it collects
in closed spaces. No accumulations of methane have been detected in the occupied areas of the building.
Additional testing is being conducted to determine if underground accumulations are present.

5. How can gas get into a building from an underground landfill?
Landfill gas, particularly methane, is lighter than air and can move from lower areas (below ground) to
higher areas (open air, buildings, etc.). Penetrations through building slabs or floors such as pipes or cracks
can allow the gas to move into buildings. The gas is quickly diluted as soon as it reaches air but can collect
in confined, low ventilated spaces.  This is why the Austin Fire Department and AISD have inspected the
interior and exterior portions of the school buildings and will continue to monitor these buildings on a
weekly basis.

6. How long has the City or AISD known about this problem?
The City and AISD have known for many years that the Winn Elementary campus contained part of an old
landfill. Most people, including landfill experts, believed the landfill was so old that it would produce very
little, if any, landfill gas. A previous study by an AISD consultant in 1989 reinforced this belief.

7. Are there any other Austin schools built over old landfills?
No, Winn is the only AISD school located over an old landfill site.

Who do I call if I have more questions?
You can contact:
AISD at 414-2667
City of Austin at 974-2699


