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EPA wants specifics about reports of illegal dumping of toxic wastes
This story was published in A-section on Saturday, April 13, 2002. 

By Chris Carroll 
Of The Post-Dispatch 
* The agency says the accusers must provide more detailed information.

Environmental officials said Friday they were ready to investigate whether toxic trash - including cancer-causing PCBs - might have been buried near Doe Run Co.'s smelter in Herculaneum.

But first, the former smelter workers who made the allegations about the dumping must tell them where to look, the officials say.

Determining when the waste was buried may also be key, officials said, because some substances that are now illegal were legal decades ago.

Meanwhile, the company has said it will also investigate the dumping allegations, adding that the plant's management has no knowledge of any improper dumping.

Gary Behrns, chief of the Superfund section for the state Department of Natural Resources, said, "We've heard rumors that various hazardous materials were being buried in various places, but when we go to ... people to come forward and show us where, they just haven't."

While former workers have yet to give the state specific information, they are speaking through the media.

Festus resident Kirby Moon, who lost his job at the smelter during a strike in 1992, said in an interview that for years he was assigned to take air-filter bags filled with lead and other toxins from the smelter and dispose of them near the Mississippi River.

He later moved to another job in the smelter but alleges that the dumping continued until at least 1992.

"We dumped thousands upon thousands of bags," he said. "Some they told us to dump in the river when it was up, others got dumped on the bank."

Doe Run responded aggressively to the allegations Friday with the announcement of an immediate investigation. Jeff Zelms, Doe Run president and CEO, denied that management had any knowledge of dumping.

"It is neither our policy nor our practice to illegally dump materials, and any such action was taken without the knowledge or consent of Doe Run management," he said.

He said the company had contacted Missouri Gov. Bob Holden, Attorney General Jay Nixon and the state Department of Natural Resources to assure them Doe Run will cooperate with any official investigation.

Former employees have alleged that toxic waste was buried in many places on property near the 110-year-old smelter. They said some of the material was buried in a 24-acre slag pile where toxic waste material from the blast furnace is stored by state permit.

Joe Boyer, of rural Ste. Genevieve County, who also lost his job during the strike, said he had seen a worker bury barrels of highly toxic oil containing PCBs.

"I was down there one day by the river and there were three barrels of oil they said was transformer oil," Boyer said. "The guy digging the hole asked me if I thought it was deep enough. I said no, but it turned out it was, and he just covered it all over."

The incident took place in 1986 or 1987, Boyer said, a decade after the United States banned the manufacture of PCBs, or polychlorinated biphenyls.

The substance, used as a coolant and lubricant in electrical transformers, has been proven to cause cancer in laboratory animals.

Tony Petruska of the Environmental Protection Agency said his agency had yet to hear specific allegations. The agency, which is overseeing a wide-ranging cleanup of smelter pollution in Herculaneum, is not going to start randomly digging to find illegal waste, he said.

"If I told you there was a transformer in a trash can buried somewhere there, where would you go look?" he said. "We need to find out what people know and then we're going to take whatever action is necessary."
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