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Cleanup efforts are stigmatizing town, some Herculaneum residents say
This story was published in A-section on Sunday, July 7, 2002. 

By Chris Carroll 
Of The Post-Dispatch 
Today, the loudest voices proclaiming Herculaneum is a safe place to live are some of the city's most civic-minded residents.

After years of relative inaction by the government, recent cleanup activity has taken on a sense of urgency. And that has angered many residents who say Herculaneum's future is being threatened more by the stigma of lead pollution than by the contamination itself.

"The government blew this all out of proportion," said Jerry Martin, Herculaneum mayor from 1993 to 1997. "I guess they kind of wanted to make an impact, but what it did was lower our property values and make the whole town look bad."

Why, the critics ask, did the government virtually ignore the situation years ago when black smoke billowed daily from the Herculaneum smelter, only to step in with a house buyout plan now that Herculaneum has far less pollution?

"Of course I support getting the lead cleaned up and off the streets, but you don't have to kill the town to try and save it," said Jim Kasten, cross country coach at the city's Dunklin High School.

The ire of many was directed particularly at signs posted by state officials around the city to warn people about the dangers of lead on streets used to haul ore. The signs came down late last month, but some blamed them for helping to destroy property values and smearing the town's reputation.

"It just gives the whole place a bad, negative feeling," said Pat Martin, a Dunklin Schools substitute teacher.

Constant discussion by officials and the media about lead's effect on children's health and intelligence has been demoralizing, she said. It was also infuriating, because there are many success stories among the town's children.

"They can talk about blood-lead numbers, but they never showed us any examples of how it hurt children," Martin said. "If lead makes children less intelligent, why do we have such a good school system? Why does Dunklin have higher test scores than some of the other schools around here?"

David A. Shorr, a Jefferson City attorney who was the head of the Missouri Department of Natural Resources from 1992 to 1998, says he has the same questions.

Throughout the 1990s, Shorr said he asked for evidence that lead contamination in Herculaneum was causing actual neurological problems in children. But he says he never got it.

Now, he questions whether the buyout plan negotiated by Missouri officials was more a result of political pressure than scientific and health data.

The environment of fear and uncertainty that now exists in Herculaneum may be as bad for residents' well-being as lead contamination, Shorr said.
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