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Legacy of lead tests residents, regulators : Health worries shadow town's children 
This story was published in A-section on Sunday, January 20, 2002. 

By Chris Carroll 
Of The Post-Dispatch 
IN HERCULANEUM

When Nikita Shores, 26, prepares to leave her parents' house in Herculaneum each night to attend beauty school, 3-year-old Madison often wraps herself around her mother and begs her to stay.

"I just tell her that I've got to go to school so I can finally get a good job and get us a good, safe place to live," Shores said.

Madison doesn't know about the blood test last fall that showed her blood-lead level was nearly twice the standard required to classify her as lead-poisoned. So the answer doesn't satisfy the girl.

"She says, 'Why can't we just stay here with Nana and Papa?'" Shores said. "She only knows this one thing. She doesn't like changes."

But changes could be coming soon for Madison and more than 100 other Herculaneum children and their families.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency announced last week a voluntary plan to relocate households with young children, pregnant women and other people sensitive to lead while their homes and yards are cleaned of contamination.

Herculaneum, a city of 2,800 about 30 miles south of St. Louis, is the site of a large-scale cleanup of pollution resulting from a lead smelter that has been operating for more than 100 years. That smelter is now owned by the Doe Run Co., the nation's No. 1 lead supplier. Its Herculaneum smelter is the largest in the nation, producing up to 250,000 tons of refined lead.

Under orders from the government, Doe Run has dispatched contractors throughout the town to dig up contaminated soil at houses where children live and replace it with clean soil. The company must also thoroughly clean the interiors of houses where dust containing lead and other toxins might have saturated carpets, pooled between rafters and built up in ventilation ducts.

The work is to be done by the beginning of May, when all families are expected to be back in their houses, EPA officials said.

Jeff Zelms, Doe Run president and CEO, said the work could be done even earlier if the winter remains mild.

"We are doing everything we have been asked to do at the highest rate of speed, and in fact have increased the speed as a result of the agreement we signed in December," he said. "And if the weather is with us, we'll increase it even more."

Zelms said the company's goal is that no child in Herculaneum would surpass the federal government's standard for lead poisoning, which is 10 micrograms per deciliter of blood.

But the company and environmental officials have a way to go before they reach that goal.

According to data from the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services, about 24 percent of the children who were tested showed blood-lead levels greater than the federal lead poisoning threshold. About 200 children 6 or younger live in Herculaneum, and nearly 80 were tested in August and October.

Lead is a toxin harmful to the neurological development of children and fetuses. It can cause reduced intelligence, behavioral disorders and other physical problems. In higher doses, lead can contribute to adult conditions such as fatigue, heart and kidney problems.

Residents who have spoken to the Post-Dispatch since the temporary relocation was announced are skeptical of the plan.

Plans in the past to clean up contamination in Herculaneum have all failed, said Greg Bieber, 47. He's the father of a 4-year-old boy whose blood-lead level is hovering just below the poisoning threshold. In a previous test, the count was 16 micrograms per deciliter.

"What is the point in leaving my house for a few weeks and then coming back and putting my baby into an environment that is still polluted with lead, arsenic, cadmium?" he said.

Doe Run's smelter is not required by government order to fully implement new emissions control measures until July. A 24-acre slag pile containing toxic smelter wastes stretches around the southern end of the town, and plans to contain pollution from it have not yet been devised.

Residents worry that their yards and houses could be recontaminated later. A woman who lives on Main Street, and who is in the process of selling her house to Doe Run, said that's what happened to her.

"They changed the dirt at my house last year, and when they tested it again this year, it was already up to 2,200 (parts per million lead content)," said Betty Henson, 71.

Cleanup requirements in Herculaneum require Doe Run to ensure that yards contain no more than 400 parts per million lead content, the maximum the federal government says is safe for children at play.

"No way is the temporary relocation a permanent solution," said Angela Swearingen, 31, mother of children ages 2 and 5. "Even if they stop the smelter from polluting, you've got the slag pile, you've got lead around town. Who says it can't get polluted again?"

Many residents have said they want one of two things: for Doe Run to buy their houses, as it has done at a number of properties in the town over the years, or for the EPA to place Herculaneum on the Superfund national priority list. Listing would free up federal cleanup money for the town, some of which might be available to buy out homeowners.

U.S. House Minority Leader Richard Gephardt of Missouri and Missouri Gov. Bob Holden asked in recent weeks for the EPA to include Herculaneum on the national priority list and to take any other actions needed to protect residents.

Nikita Shores shares her neighbors' doubts about temporary relocation.

From the couch in her parents' living room, a picture window perfectly frames the towering stack of the Herculaneum smelter. The 550-foot chimney, near the Mississippi River, can be seen from miles away.

"I just can't believe they're going to be able to stop that from polluting," she said. "I don't understand why it makes sense to move us out and move us back if it could all just happen again."

Her concern is only for her daughter. For herself, Shores says, the damage has been done.

As a child, she had thrilled to the strange stories of Edgar Allan Poe and would often shut herself in her room and try to write her own tales.

But the words never flowed, and her writing was slow and error-filled.

At school, she endured poor grades, special education classes, dyslexia screenings. As she entered adolescence, she acquiesced in the unspoken judgment of some of her teachers and peers that she had little potential.

But as government officials, environmentalists, journalists and other outsiders have begun to flood into Herculaneum in recent months, her awareness of the lead problem has grown.

She remembers playing on the slag pile as a child.

"Who knows, if things were different, maybe I could have been a good writer," she said. "I think I could have written books. Maybe I would be a best seller."

Her daughter is too young to exhibit literary talent, but over the past few months, confined to playing mainly indoors because of her high lead levels, Madison has begun to paint extensively. Her mother says she has a good eye for portraying family scenes.

Shores said she wants to nurture Madison's talents, not watch them be destroyed.

"She's so interested in everything - singing, painting," she said. "I want her to be happy and healthy and succeed in whatever she does. I see her going to college, being a professional.

"The last thing I want for her is what happened to me."

========

The relocation plan

* Federal officials are working on a plan to temporarily move Herculaneum residents who are vulnerable to lead pollution. * EPA officials will describe the plan at a public meeting at 7 p.m. Tuesday at Senn-Thomas Middle School, 204 Main Street, Herculaneum.

* The EPA will offer relocation to nearly 100 households, including those with children 6 or younger, those with a pregnant woman or those with other health problems sensitive to lead.

* The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers will assist in finding equivalent housing nearby. Moving and other costs to residents will be covered, officials said.
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