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By Chris Carroll 
Of The Post-Dispatch 
About one in four Herculaneum families eligible for emergency funds to move while their residences are cleaned of lead contamination has taken the government's offer since the program began a month ago.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency on Jan. 23 began registering families for the temporary relocation program, which remains available to families with children 72 months old or younger, those with pregnant women and some others with health problems sensitive to lead exposure.

So far, only 27 of 96 eligible families have decided to take part, report officials of the Corps of Engineers, the agency handling the logistics of the move.

Residents have given various reasons for their cool reception of the temporary relocation offer.

Some say they think the program to clean house interiors and remove lead-contaminated soil is only a temporary solution because pollution from a 110-year-old lead smelter owned by the Doe Run Co. is still falling on the town.

"We're eligible, but we haven't taken it," Angela Swearingen, mother of two young children, said last week. "I don't think there's any point."

Doe Run has said the program is not needed to protect residents' health and the program is not based on any scientific study of risk from lead in Herculaneum.

A government-ordered cleanup program began last year with Doe Run consenting to carry out cleanup and pollution-reduction measures at its own expense. The company's willing participation has prevented Herculaneum from being listed on the Superfund program's national priorities list, which includes the country's most polluted sites.

Some residents want Superfund designation because it would open the possibility of a government buyout of houses in Herculaneum. It would be similar to one that took place in dioxin-tainted Times Beach in the 1980s.

Doe Run is required to complete the installation of more than $10 million of emissions controls at the smelter by July, which company executives and environmental officials predict will prevent recontamination of the town.

Some others who decided to take part in the temporary relocation said the cleaning program was ineffective. Some residents have reported that cleaning crews, who are contractors hired by Doe Run, have not moved furniture to vacuum beneath it.

Complaints have arisen about EPA's unwillingness to require the cleaning of attics and other normally inaccessible areas that might contain extreme levels of contamination. Leaving such pollution in place could make remodeling dangerous or reselling the house impossible, they say.

A woman who received $2,000 from the federal government to cover the costs of moving out of her house said the program was a waste of taxpayers' money.

"When we came back, it really looked like almost nothing had been done," said Kim Brock, mother of a 15-month-old child. "We immediately vacuumed the carpet in the living room, and the water (that the vacuum uses as a filter) came up just filthy, black. There was dust all over everything. They hadn't cleaned all the walls."

When the temporary relocation program was announced, Doe Run officials agreed to pay for quick cleanups at the houses of eligible residents. The company later balked at paying for cleaning of several residences.

Two were households with pregnant women, another has a child older than 72 months, and the fourth is a household with a person who has a respiratory illness.

Barb Shepard, Doe Run's vice president of community relations, said the company later agreed to clean the households with pregnant women but maintains the other two families should be on the same schedule for cleanup as hundreds of other households in Herculaneum that are not eligible for emergency relocation.

"It put that child who, under the (federal government's) rule, is not impacted ahead of other children who are impacted," she said.

Sue Dawson, mother of the child in question, says her child is at risk even though he is older than 72 months and deserved to take part in the program.

She moved into a hotel a month ago with EPA's blessing but has waited since then for her residence to be cleaned. The EPA has told her it would pay for the cleanup itself, but she said she shouldn't have fallen between the cracks in the first place.

"We feel trapped while Doe Run and EPA are fighting over who pays," said Dawson.





Published in the Jefferson County Post section of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch on Monday, February 25, 2002.
Copyright (C)2002, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
	


Bottom of Form

