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A temporary solution
This story was published in Editorial on Thursday, January 17, 2002. 


HERCULANEUM



THERE's just one problem with the temporary relocation of pregnant women and young children living near Doe Run Company's massive lead smelter: Sooner or later, they'll have to come back home.

As long as the nation's largest lead smelter continues operating in a community of 2,800 people -- and as long as state and federal environmental officials are willing to allow the company to violate pollution laws -- Herculaneum will remain an unhealthy place for pregnant women and young children.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency deserves credit for crafting its still incomplete temporary relocation plan. Immediately moving those at greatest risk away from Herculaneum will minimize the damage caused by lead, which has been found in staggering concentrations on the city's streets. Lead has also been found in schools and homes, and inside the bodies of about one-in-four children tested there. In young children, whose nervous systems are still developing, lead can cause a host of cognitive and behavioral problems.

The voluntary relocation should proceed without delay. And Doe Run, which has prospered while its smelter has polluted Herculaneum for more than 100 years, should foot the bill. But whatever good is achieved by a temporary relocation could be undone if Doe Run is permitted to continue polluting. Sadly, it has happened before.

The company removed contaminated soil from properties around the smelter several years ago. Subsequent tests showed they had become contaminated again. The same thing could happen this time unless stronger safeguards are put into place.

Doe Run officials continue to insist they are committed to resolving public health problems caused by the smelter. The company has already spent millions of dollars to reduce emissions from the facility. But it also has failed to follow through even with simple steps, such as covering lead ore being trucked to the smelter or thoroughly washing off vehicles leaving the facility. It's hard to blame skeptical residents who are reluctant to gamble their children's future on the company's assurance that this time, it really will do the right thing.

Ultimately, it would be best if families could sell their homes and move away. But the EPA says permanent buyouts are unlikely at this point, even though some residents want them.

Doe Run's legacy of lead pollution in Herculaneum is serious and systemic. The temporary relocation plan may be the best short-term solution. But in the long term, if environmental officials can't get the lead out of Herculaneum, they should get the people out.
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