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Cleaning up Herculaneum may dislodge 100 families
This story was published in A-section on Wednesday, January 16, 2002. 

By Chris Carroll 
Of The Post-Dispatch 
In Herculaneum, Carlena Bullock fits the profile.

She's pregnant and the mother of a 6-year-old, both factors in deciding who's at risk for lead poisoning and thus could be relocated from Herculaneum while a cleanup of contamination takes place.

"I don't like the fact that I have to relinquish my keys to someone and get out of my house," said Bullock.

Hundreds of Herculaneum residents, including Bullock, listened Tuesday night at Herculaneum High School as federal officials outlined a plan to evacuate young children and other people at risk of lead poisoning while a cleanup of contamination is carried out.

Nearly 100 families could be moved out of town for up to four months while the Doe Run Co., which operates a lead smelter in the city, removes contaminated soil at their houses and thoroughly cleans the interiors, officials said.

Details of the plan were still sparse Tuesday night. The determination to move hundreds of people out of Herculaneum was made this week, a federal environmental official said.

"We've just made the decision to temporarily relocate (families), but we don't have all the answers yet," said Bruce Morrison, Superfund project manager for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.

Public reaction to the plan was mixed. Some Herculaneum residents eligible for temporary relocation took the announcement as a sign that the environmental problems in the town were beyond repair.

"I don't know what I think of this," said Wendy Boehm, mother of a 16-month-old child recently found to have lead poisoning. "I'd rather just have my house bought out so I can leave town."

The Doe Run Co. issued a statement saying that it was living up to its obligation to reduce pollution and clean up contamination. The relocation is not necessary to protect children, the company said.

The decision comes the week after Gov. Bob Holden and House Minority Leader Richard Gephardt, D-St. Louis County, lobbied EPA Administrator Christie Whitman for immediate action in Herculaneum. The Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services released data last week from blood lead surveys conducted last year that showed significant lead in children's blood.

Precise details of the relocations are to be presented at a public meeting at 7 p.m. Tuesday at Senn-Thomas Middle School in Herculaneum. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers would assist in planning the relocation and locating housing for the displaced families, EPA officials said.

The relocation may be necessary for safety, said resident Gerty O'Leary, moderator of the meeting Tuesday. But it is also proof that much needs to be set right in Herculaneum.

"I don't want to say it's not a good thing and I don't want to say people are not working on our behalf, but this is not the end solution," she said. "This is only one step."

Herculaneum, a town of about 2,800 people 30 miles south of St. Louis, is the site of Doe Run Co.'s century-old lead smelter, the nation's largest. Tests over the years have turned up lead contamination - often at dangerous levels - in soil, on streets, inside houses, in schools and elsewhere.

The relocation is voluntary and would affect people who fall into three groups:

* Families with children 6 and younger who live at residences with lead-contaminated soil.

* Households with a pregnant woman.

* Other households with people who have health problems that could be exacerbated by lead exposure.

Lead is harmful to the neurological development of children and can put them at risk for reduced intelligence and behavioral disorders.
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Herculaneum cleanup plan

The Doe Run Co. last year agreed to comply with government orders to reduce current pollution in Herculaneum and to carry out a plan to get rid of accumulated contamination.

* The company is spending more than $10 million in an attempt to bring smelter emissions into compliance with federal air quality regulations. Modifications should be done by July.

* The company also agreed in May to replace contaminated soil at residences and in December agreed to a new order that accelerated the program and added indoor cleaning of contaminated houses.

* Soil and house cleanups should be done by the end of April, the time at which families temporarily relocated from Herculaneum for safety reasons should be back home, federal officials say.
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