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Lead company offers buyout plan
This story was published in Jefferson County Post on Thursday, April 11, 2002. 

By Matthew Hathaway 
Of The Post-Dispatch 
The Doe Run Co. has disclosed the details of how it plans to buy as many as 160 lead-contaminated houses in Herculaneum.

Under a plan backed by Gov. Bob Holden, Doe Run will offer to buy 20 houses where children younger than 6 live near its 110-year-old smelter and will follow with offers to buy an additional 140 houses in the surrounding area in an effort to create a buffer zone around the plant.

The company met Monday with first-phase residents to explain how the voluntary program would work. The company planned to meet with all other residents in the buyout area Wednesday.

A Doe Run official said the company expected to pay up to $11 million, which would be an average of about $69,000 a house if every resident in the buyout area agreed to sell.

Barb Shepard, a Doe Run vice president, said that the company would pay owners $3,000 for moving expenses and closing costs for a new house and the adjusted fair-market value the houses had last August before news of lead contamination lowered property values.

Shepard said that company officials did not make any buyout offers at the meeting but said that owners were encouraged to make appointments to meet case workers from Development Resource Group Inc., a St. Louis-based company that specializes in large-scale relocations.

After those meetings, Development Resource Group representatives will appraise homes in the priority buyout area, and the first sales could be wrapped up this spring. For the other 120 houses in the buyout area, the appraisal process will begin next January. All owners will have until Dec. 31, 2004, to decide whether to accept an offer from the company.

Development Resource Group, which has worked on flood-plain buyouts and other projects, will be paid by Doe Run. Shepard said that Doe Run would pay Development Resource Group a flat fee and that the company would not be paid more if it negotiated sales that saved Doe Run money.

Shepard said that although the company encouraged residents to set appointments with Development Resource Group agents, property owners could pay to hire their own appraisers and real-estate agents to negotiate a sale.

"We will pay for an appraiser, for a review appraiser and for DRG to determine fair-market value," Shepard said. "But if we have a resident that doesn't want to work with Doe Run and DRG, they don't have to."

Shepard said that the company had not decided what it would do with the houses it acquired. For years, Doe Run has rented houses near the smelter.

"We have agreed not to rent houses and we have agreed not to tear houses down; we will keep houses up, but for right now they are going to be kept vacant," she said.

Herculaneum resident Dennis Shores lives about two blocks from the smelter and his 3-year-old granddaughter has high blood-lead levels.

After the meeting with Doe Run, Shores said that he was optimistic about Doe Run's commitment to the buyout.

"I think they're being pretty fair; I think that they want to work with the people," Shores said. "They seem to be concerned about the children, and that what this is all about."

Children who lived closest to the nation's largest lead smelter in Herculaneum had the highest incidence of lead poisoning, according to a Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services survey. The survey reported that 56 percent of children who lived within a quarter-mile radius of Doe Run's smelter had elevated blood-lead levels.

The survey, conducted last year, also reported that 52 percent of the children who lived from one-fourth mile to one-half mile from the smelter had high lead levels.

Herculaneum Alderman Jeff Kendall has three children and lives near the smelter. He said that until Doe Run agents determined market value, it would be too early to judge the plan.

"The numbers are the bottom line," Kendall said.
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