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Composite sampling offers the great promise of ef®ciency and economy in environmental decision
making. However, if careful attention is not paid to matching the ``support'' of the sample to that
required for making the desired decision, the promise is unful®lled. Obviously this attention must be
applied in the design phase of a composite sampling strategy. Less obvious is the potential for
alteration of the design sample support during sample collection and assay. The consequences of not
paying attention to these aspects of sample design and assay are discussed in this ``issue'' paper
illustrated with a series of examples taken from the author's consulting experience.
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Introduction
Evan Englund and Naser Heravi provide the following insight in their 1994 paper,
``Phased sampling for soil remediation'':
Failure to adequately de®ne [sample] support has long been a source of confusion in
site characterization and remediation because risk due to long-term exposure may
involve areal supports of hundreds or thousands of square meters; removal by backhoe
or front-end loader may involve minimum remediation units of 5 or 10 m2; and sample
measurements may be taken on soil cores only a few centimeters in diameter.
The importance of this observation cannot be overstated.
It should be intuitive that a decision regarding the average contaminant concentration
over one-half an acre could not be well made from a single kilogram sample of soil taken
at a randomly chosen location within the plot. Obviously, a much more sound decision
making basis is to average the contaminant concentration results from a number of 1 kg
samples taken from the plot. If the formation of a composite sample can be thought of as
the ``mechanical averaging'' of concentration, then composite sampling appears to
provide for great ef®ciency in cost-effective decision making. This of course assumes that
the formation of the composite sample and its assay truly retain the ``support'' intended by
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the sampling design. It will be seen in the examples that follow that this may not be the
case. First, de®nitions of a composite sample and sample support are in order.
Webster's (1987) de®nes composite as (1) made up of distinct parts, and (2) combining
the typical or essential characteristics of individuals making up a group. Pitard (1993,
p. 10) de®nes a composite sample as a ``sample made up of the reunion of several distinct
subsamples.'' These de®nitions certainly describe an entity which should retain the
``average'' properties of the whole consonant with the notion of support.
Olea (1991) de®nes ``support'' as:
An n-dimensional volume within which linear average values of a regionalized variable
may be computed, The complete speci®cation of the support includes the geometrical
shape, size, and orientation of the volume. The support can be as small as a point or as
large as the entire ®eld. A change in any characteristic of the support de®nes a new
regionalized variable. Changes in the regionalized variable resulting from alterations in
the support can sometimes be related analytically.
To this author, it makes sense to de®ne two types of support. The desired ``decision
support'' is the sample support required to reach the appropriate decision. Frequently, the
desired decision support is that representing a reasonable ``exposure unit'' (for example,
see USEPA, 1989, 1996a and 1996b). The desired decision support could also be de®ned
as a unit of soil volume conveniently handled by a backhoe, processed by incineration or
containerized for future disposal. In any event, the ``desired support'' refers to that entity
meaningful from a decision making point of view. Hopefully, the sampling scheme
employed is designed to estimate the concentration of samples having the ``desired
support.''
The ``actual support'' refers to the support of the aliquot assayed. Ideally, the decision
support and the actual support are the same. However, in this author's experience, the ideal
is rarely achieved. This is a very fundamental problem in environmental decision making.
Olea's de®nition indicates that it is sometimes possible to statistically link the actual
support to the decision support when they are not the same. However, in practice the
information necessary to do so is rarely generated in environmental studies. While this
may seem indeed strange to readers of this article, it should be remembered that most
environmental investigations are conducted without the bene®t of well thought out
statistical design. Generally, if some of the mechanics of design are employed, in practice
they are often extracted from various US Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA)
guidance documents without a great deal of thought as to whether or not the ``guidance''
really applies to the speci®c situation.
Because this is a paper discussing the issues associated with environmental decision
making and sample support, it addresses the situation as it is, not what one would like it to
be. All of the referees correctly made the point that the collection of multiple composite
samples from a decision unit would permit estimation of the variation of the average
contaminant concentration. Almost all of the environmental engineers and/or managers
known to this author think of a composite sample only in terms of the reduction in shipping
and analytical cost. Their immediate objective is to minimize the cost of site investigation
and remediation. Therefore, the idea of ``why take two when one will do'' will usually win
out over assessing the ``goodness'' of estimates of the average concentration.
This is particularly true in the private sector which comprises this author's client base. If
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there is some potential to in¯uence the design of the study (which is not a frequent
occurrence), then it takes a great deal of persuasive power to convince the client to pay for
any replicate sampling and/or assay. The statistician's choice, absent the power of design,
is to either withdraw, or attempt to guide the decision making process toward the correct
interpretation of the results in light of the actual sample support.
If environmental investigators would adhere to the traditional elements of statistical
design, the appropriate decisions would be made. These elements are nicely described by
the US Environmental Protection Agency's (USEPA's) Data Quality Objectives Process
(USEPA, 1994; Neptune, 1990). Flatman and Yfantis (1996) provide a complete
discussion of the issues.

The story of the stones
A graphic example of how the actual support of the assay result may be inconsistent with
the desired decision support of a composite sample is provided by the story of the stones.
In reality, it is an example of how an incomplete sampling design and application of
standard sample processing and assay protocols can lead to biased results. This is the story
of stone brought onto a site to facilitate the staging of site remediation. The site must
remain con®dential, however, identi®cation of the site and actual data are not necessary to
make the point.
Those who have witnessed the construction of a roadway or parking lot will be able to
easily visualize the situation. To provide a base for a roadway and the remediation staging
area, 2000 tons of stone classi®ed as No. 1 and No. 24 aggregate by the American
Association of State Highway Of®cials (AASHTO) were brought onto the site. The
nominal sizes for No. 1 and No. 24 stone aggregate are 312 inches to 112 inches and 212 inches
to 34 inch, respectively. These are rather large stone. Their use at the site was to construct a
roadway and remediation support area for trucks and equipment. In addition, 100 tons of
AASHTO No. 57 aggregate stone were placed in the access roadway and support area as a
top course of stone pavement. No. 57 aggregate has a nominal size of from 1 inch to No. 4
3
sieve. The opening of a No. 4 sieve is approximately 16 inch.
Upon the completion of the cleanup effort for total DDT, the larger stone was to be
removed from the site for use as ®ll elsewhere. Removal of the stone involves its raking
into piles using rear mounted rakes on a backhoe and loading via front-end loader into
trucks for transport off-site. In order to remove the stone from the site it had to be
demonstrated that the average concentration of total DDT for the stone removed met the
Land Disposal Restriction criterion of 87 microgram per kilogram (mg/kg).
The remedial contractor, realizing that the stone was brought on site ``clean,'' and the
only potential for contamination was incidental, suggested that two composite samples be
taken. Each composite sample was formed in the ®eld by combining stone from ®ve
separate randomly chosen locations in the roadway and support area. The total DDT
concentrations reported for the two samples were 5.7 mg/kg and 350 mg/kg. Obviously, not
a completely satisfactory result from the perspective of one who wants to move the stone
off-site.
It is instructive to look at what actually happened to the sample between collection and
chemical assay. Because surface contamination was the only concern, the stones
comprising each composite were not crushed. Instead several stones, described by the
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chemical laboratory as having an approximate diameter of 1.5 cm, were selected from each
composite until a total aliquot weight of about 30 g was achieved. This is the prescribed
weight of an aliquot of a sample submitted for the chemical assay of organic analytes. This
resulted in a total of 14 stones in the sample having the 5.7 mg/kg result and 9 stones in the
sample showing the 350 mg/kg result.
The stones actually assayed, being less than 0.6 inch (1.5 cm) in size, belong only to the
No. 57 aggregate size fraction. They represent less than 5% of the stone placed at the site
(100 tons versus 2000 tons). In addition, it represents the fraction most likely to be left on
site after raking. Thus, the support of the assayed subsample is totally different than that
required for making the desired decision.
In this situation, any contamination of the stone by DDT must be a surface phenomenon.
Assuming the density of limestone and a simple cylindrical geometric shape, the 350 mg/
kg concentration translates into a surface concentration of 0.15 mg/cm2. Cylindrical stones
of approximately 4 cm in diameter and 4 cm in height with this same surface concentration
would have a mass concentration of less than 87 mg/kg. Thus arguably, if the support of the
aliquot assayed were the same as the composite sample collected, which is close to
describing the stone to be removed by the truck load, the concentration reported would
have met the Land Disposal Restriction criterion. Indeed, after the expenditure of
additional mobilization, sampling and analytical costs this was shown to be the case.
These expenditures could have been avoided by paying more attention to whether the
support of the sample assayed was the same as the support required for making the desired
decision. This requires that thoughtful statistical consideration be given all aspects of
sampling and subsampling with appropriate modi®cation to ``standard'' protocols made as
required.
In the present example, the sampling design should have speci®ed that samples of stone
of the size fraction to be removed be collected. Following Gy theory (Gy, 1992; Pitard,
1993), the stone of the collected sample should have been crushed and mixed prior to
selection of the aliquot for assay. Alternatively, solvent extraction could have been
performed on the entire as collected sample with subsampling of the ``extractate.''

What about soil?
The problems associated with the sampling and assay of the stones are obvious because
they are highly visual. Less visual are the similar inferential problems associated with the
compositing and assay of all bulk materials. This is particularly true of soil. It is largely a
matter of scale. One can easily observe the differences in size and composition of stone
chips, but differences in the types and sizes of soil particles are less obvious to the eye of
the sample collector.
Yet, because these differences are obvious to the assaying techniques, one must be
extremely cautious in assuming the support of any analytical result. Care must be
exercised in the sampling design, collection and assay that the sampling assaying
processes do not contradict either the needs of the remediator or the dictates of the media
and site correlation structure.
In situ soil is likely to exhibit a large degree of heterogeneity. Changes in soil type and
moisture content may be extremely important to determinations of bio-availability of
import to risk based decisions (for instance, see Miller and Zepp; 1987, Marple et al.,
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1987; and Umbreit et al., 1987). Consideration of such issues is absolutely essential if
appropriate sampling designs are to be employed for making decisions regarding a
meaningful observational unit.
Composite samples of soil are usually formed in the ®eld so as to minimize shipping
costs. Generally, the subsamples of soil forming the composite sample are mixed in a
stainless steel bowl. It will be assumed that these subsamples have been correctly taken
from the areal unit of interest and that the ®eld composite does ``re¯ect'' the average
properties of the unit.
A soil sample, composite or otherwise, typically is sent to the analytical laboratory in a
container that can be described as a ``quart'' jar. The contents of this container weigh
approximately a kilogram depending, of course, on the soil moisture content and density.
An aliquot is extracted from this container for assay by the laboratory according to the
accepted assay protocol. The weight of the aliquot is 30 g for organics and 5 g for metals.
Assuming an organic assay, there are 33 possible aliquots represented in the typical
sampling container. Obviously, there are six times as many represented for a metals
analysis.
If an organics assay is to be performed, the organics are extracted with a solvent and the
``extractate'' concentrated to a volume of 10 ml. Approximately one-to-®ve micro liters
(about nine drops) are then taken from the 10 ml of ``extractate'' and injected into the gas
chromatograph-mass spectrometer for analysis. Thus, there are approximated 2000
possible injection volumes in the 10 ml of ``extractate.'' This means that there are 66,000
possible measurements that can be made from a ``quart'' sample container. While
assuming a certain lack of heterogeneity within a 10 ml volume of ``extractate'' may be
reasonable, it may be yet another matter to assume a lack of heterogeneity among the 30 g
aliqouts from the sample container (see Pitard, 1993).
A properly formed composite sample retains the heterogeneity of the entity sampled
although, if throughly mixed, may alter the distributional properties of the in situ material.
However, the effects of gravity may well cause particle size segregation during transport.
If the laboratory then takes the ``®rst'' 30 g aliquot from the sample container, without
thorough remixing of all the container's contents, the measurement provided by the assay
cannot be assumed to be a reasonable estimate of the average concentration of the one
kilogram sample.

Assessment of measurement variation
How well a single assay result describes the average concentration desired can only be
assessed by investigating the measurement variation. Unfortunately, such an assessment is
usually only considered germane to the quality control/quality assurance portion of
environmental investigations. Typically there is a requirement to have the analytical
laboratory perform a duplicate analysis once every 20 samples. Duplicate analyses involve
the selection of a second aliquot from the submitted sample, and the preparation and
analysis of it as if it were another sample. The results are usually reported in terms of the
relative percent difference (RPD) between the two measurement results. This provides
some measure of precision which not only includes the laboratory's ability to perform a
measurement, but also the heterogeneity of the sample itself.
The RPD provides some estimate of the ability of an analytical measurement to
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characterize the material within the sample container. One often wonders what the result
would be if a third, and perhaps a fourth aliquot were taken from the sample container and
measured. The RPD, while meaningful to chemists, is not adequate to characterize the
variation among measures on more than two aliquots from the same sample container.
Therefore, more traditional statistical measures of precision are required, such as the
variance or standard deviation.
In regard to determining the precision of the measurement, most everyone would agree
that the 2000 possible injections to the gas chromatograph/mass spectrometer from the
10 ml extractate would be expected to show a lack of heterogeneity. However, everyone
might not agree that the 33 possible 30 g aliqouts within a sample container would also be
lacking in heterogeneity.
Extending the sampling frame to ``small'' increments of time or space, introduces into
the measurement system sources of possible heterogeneity which include the act of
composite sample collection as well as those inherent to the media sampled. Gy (1992),
Liggett (1995a, 1995b, 1995c) and Pitard (1993) provide excellent discussions of the
statistical issues.
Having an adequate characterization of the measurement system variation may well
assist in de®ning appropriate sampling designs for estimation of the desired average
characteristic for the decision unit. Consider this example extracted from data contained in
the site Remedial Investigation/Feasibility Study (RI/FS) reports for a con®dential client.
Similar data may be extracted from the RI/FS reports for almost any site.
Fig. 1 presents the results of duplicate measurements of 2,3,7,8-TCDD in soil samples
taken at a particular site. These results are those reported in the quality assurance section of
the site characterization report and are plotted against their respective means. The
``Prediction Limits'' shown in this ®gure will, with 95% con®dence, contain an additional
single measurement (Hahn, 1970a, 1970b). If one considers all the measurements of
2,3,7,8-TCDD made at the site and plots them versus their mean, the result is shown in Fig.
2. Note that all of these measurements lie within the prediction limits constructed from the
measurement system characterization. This re¯ects the results of an Analysis of Variance
indicting that the variation in log-concentration among sample locations at the site is not
signi®cantly different than the variation among repeated measurements made on the same
sample.

Figure 1. Example site, 2,3,7,8-TCDD. Sample repeated analyses versus mean.
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Figure 2. Example site, 2,3,7,8-TCDD. Samples in close proximity versus their mean.
Neighborhood: Total site.

Two conclusions come to mind. One is that the total variation of 2,3,7,8-TCDD
concentrations across the site is the same as that describing the ability to make such
measurement. The second is that had a composite sample been formed from the soil at this
site, a measurement of 2,3,7,8-TCDD concentration made on the composite sample would
be no closer to the site average concentration than one made on any single sample. This is
because the inherent heterogeneity of 2,3,7,8-TCDD in the soil matrix is a major
component of its concentration variation at the site. Thus, the composited sample will also
have this heterogeneity.
The statistically inclined are likely to ®nd the above conclusion counterintuitive. Upon
re¯ection however, one must realize that regardless of the size of the sample sent to the
laboratory, the assay is performed on only a small fractional aliquot. The support of the
resulting measurement extends only to the assayed aliquot. In order to achieve support
equivalent to the size of the sample sent, it is necessary to either increase the physical size
of the aliquot assayed, or increase the number of aliquots assayed per sample and average
their results. Alternatively, one could grind and homogenize the entire sample sent before
taking the aliquot for assay. In light of this, one wonders what is really implied in basing a
risk assessment for 2,3,7,8-TCDD on the upper 95% con®dence limit for the mean
concentration of 30 g aliquots of soil.
In other words, more thought should be given to the support associated with an
analytical result during sampling design. Unfortunately, historically the ``relevant
guidance'' on site sampling contained in many publications of the USEPA does not
adequately address the issue. Therefore, designing sampling protocols to achieve a desired
decision support is largely ignored in practice.

Useful compositingÐmixing oil and water
The assay procedure for determining the quantity of total oil and grease (O&G) in
groundwater via hexane extraction requires that an entire 1 liter sample be extracted. This
also includes the rinsate from the sample container. Certainly, the measurement of O&G
via the hexane extraction method characterizes a sample volume of 1 liter. Therefore, the
actual ``support'' is a 1 liter volume of groundwater. Rarely, if ever, are decisions required
for volumes this small.
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Figure 3. Groundwater oil and grease concentrationÐhexane extraction. Individual 1 liter sample
analyses by source well geometric mean.

A local municipal water treatment plant will take 2400 gallons (9085 liters) per day of
water, if the average O&G concentration is less than 50 milligrams per liter (mg/l). To
avoid ®nes and penalties, water averaging greater than 50 mg/l O&G must be treated
before release. Some wells monitoring groundwater at a former industrial complex are
believed to monitor uncontaminated groundwater. Other wells are thought to monitor
groundwater along with sinking free product. The task is to develop a means of monitoring
groundwater to be sent to the local municipal treatment plant.
Fig. 3 presents the results of a sampling program designed to estimate the variation of
O&G measurements with 1 liter support. This program involved the repeated collection of
1 liter grab samples of groundwater from the various monitoring wells at the site over a
period of several hours. Obviously, a single grab sample measurement for O&G does not
provide adequate support for decisions regarding the average O&G concentration of 2400
gallons of groundwater. However, being able to estimate the within well mean square
assists the development of an appropriate sampling design for monitoring discharged
groundwater.
Con®dence limits for the true mean O&G concentration, as would be estimated from
composite samples having 24-hour support, are presented in Fig. 4. This certainly suggests
that an assay of a ¯ow-weighted composite sample would provide a reasonable estimate of

Figure 4. Site discharge oil and grease concentration. Proposed compliance monitoring design
based upon 24-hour composite sample.
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the true mean O&G concentration during some interesting time span. The exercise also
provides material to begin drafting discharge permit conditions based upon a composite
over a 24 hour period. These might be stated as follows: (1) If the assay of the composite
sample is less than 24 mg/l O&G then the discharge criteria is met; (2) If this assay result is
greater than 102 mg/l then the discharge criteria has not been met. While this example may
seem intuitively obvious to statisticians, it is this author's experience that the concept is
totally foreign to many engineers and environmental managers.

Useful compositingÐthe dirty ¯oor
Another example of the potential for compositing to provide adequate support for decision
making is given by determination of surface contamination by polychlorinated biphenyls
(PCBs). Consider the case of a ¯oor contaminated with PCBs during an electrical
transformer ®re. The ¯oor is located remotely from the transformer room, but may have
been contaminated by airborne PCBs via the building duct work. The criteria for reuse of
PCB contaminated material is that the PCB concentration must be less than 10 micrograms
per 100 square centimeters (mg=100 cm2 ). That is the entire surface must have a surface
concentration of less than 10 mg=100 cm2 .
The determination of surface contamination is usually via ``wipe'' sampling. Here a
treated ®lter type material is used to wipe the surface using a template which restricts the
amount of surface wiped to 100 cm2. The ``wipes'' are packaged individually and sent to
the laboratory for extraction and assay. The ®nal chemical measurement is preformed on
an aliquot of the ``extractate.''
Suppose that the ¯oor has been appropriately sampled (Ubinger, 1987). A determination
regarding the ``cleanliness'' of the ¯oor may be made from an assay of composited
extractate if the following conditions are satis®ed. One, the detection limit of the analytical
method must be at least the same fraction of the criteria as the number of samples
composited. In other words, if the extractate from four wipe samples is to be composited,
the method detection limit must be 2:5 mg=100 cm2 or less. Two, it must be assumed that
the aliquot taken from the sample extractate for composite formation is ``representative''
of the entity from which it was taken. This assumes that the wipe sample extractate lacks
heterogeneity when the subsample aliquot is selected.
If the assay results are less than 2:5 mg=100 cm2 , then the ¯oor will be declared clean
and appropriate for reuse. If, on the other hand, the result is greater than 2:5 mg=100 cm2 ,
the remaining extractate from each individual sample may be assayed to determine if the
¯oor remains uniformly contaminated, or only a portion of it.

Comments on stuff blowing in the wind
Air quality measurements are inherently made on composite samples. Most are weighted
by the air ¯ow rate through the sampling device. The only air quality measure that comes
to mind as not being a ¯ow weighted composite is a particulate deposition measurement. It
appears to this writer that it is the usual interpretation that air quality measurements made
by a speci®c monitor represent the quality of ambient air in the general region of the
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monitor. It also appears to this writer that it is legitimate to ask how large an ambient air
region is described by such a measurement.
Fig. 5 illustrates the differences in hourly particulate (PM10 ) concentrations between colocated monitors. Fig. 6 illustrates the differences in hourly PM10 between two monitors
separated by approximately 10 feet. All of these monitors are located at the Lincoln
Monitoring site in Allegheny County, Pennsylvania. This is an industrial area with a
multiplicity of potential sources of PM10 . These potential sources can be described as both
major and minor. The inlets for the co-located monitors are at essentially the same
location.
The observed differences in hourly PM10 measurements for the monitors with 10 foot
separation is interesting for several reasons. The large magnitude of some of these
differences certainly will affect the difference in the 24 hour average concentrations. This
magnitude is as much as 7±8 mg/cubic meter on June 17 and 19. During periods when the
measured concentration is near the 150 mg/cubic meter standard, such a difference could
effect the determination of attainment. Because the standard is health based and presumes
a 24-hour average exposure, the support of the ambient air quality measurement takes on
increased importance.
If the support of an ambient air quality measurement is only in regard to inferences
regarding a rather small volume of air, say within a 10-foot semi-sphere around the
monitor, it is unlikely to describe the exposure of anyone not at the monitor site. Certainly,
there is no support from this composite sample measurement for the making of inferences
regarding air quality within a large region unless it can be demonstrated that there is no
heterogeneity within the region. This requires a study of the measurement system variation
utilizing monitors placed at varying distances apart. In truth, any ambient air quality
monitor can only composite a sample of air precisely impinging on the monitor's inlet. It
cannot form an adequate composite sample of air in any reasonable spatial region
surrounding that monitor.

Figure 5. Hourly particulate (PM10) monitoring results. Single monitoring site, June 14±21, 1995.
Differences between co-located monitoring devices.
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Figure 6. Hourly particulate (PM10) monitoring results. Single monitoring site, June 14±21, 1995.
Differences between monitoring devices 10 feet apart.

Summary
On the surface composite sampling has a great deal of appeal. In practice this appeal is
largely economic in that there is a promise of decreased sample processing, shipping and
assay cost. However, if one is not very careful this economy may come at a large cost due
to incorrect decision making. While the desired support may be carefully built into the
formation of a composite soil sample, it may be poorly re¯ected in the ®nal assay result.
This is certainly a problem that can be corrected by appropriate design. However, the
statistician frequently is consulted only as a last resort. In such instances, we ®nd ourselves
practicing statistics in retrospection. Here the statistician needs to be particularly attuned
to precisely de®ning the support of the measurement made before assisting with any
inference. Failure to do so would just exacerbate the confusion as discussed by Englund
and Heravi.
The confusion is also frequently exacerbated by regulation. Current regulations
regarding the characterization of hazardous waste contains the following de®nition:
(c) For purposes of this subpart, the Administrator will consider a sample obtained
using any of the applicable sampling methods in appendix I to be a representative
sample within the meaning of part 260 of this chapter. (40CFR }261.20).
Part 260 contains the following de®nition:
Representative sample means a sample of a universe or whole (e.g., waste pile, lagoon,
ground water) which can be expected to exhibit the average properties of the universe or
whole. (40CFR }260.10).
If the phrase ``a sample'' is taken to mean any single physical entity upon which a
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measurement is made, there is a potential con¯ict between these two statements. Unless ``a
sample'' refers to a composite sample with suf®cient support to describe the average
properties of the whole, the two statements are not compatible. If the measurement made
on ``a sample'' does not truly support inferences regarding the average properties as
intended, then clearly bad decision making will be the result. In addition, the measurement
made on ``a sample'' provides no means for determining the ``goodness'' of the
measurement in terms of its variance as required by USEPA regulations.
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