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Residents press their call for buyout
This story was published in A-section on Wednesday, January 23, 2002. 

By Chris Carroll 
Of The Post-Dispatch 



"I am not interested in temporary relocation," said Tabatha Rasnic, who brought son Ethan to the gym at Senn-Thomas Middle School Middle School where Herculaneum residents listened to the EPA and the US Army Core of Engineers discuss plans for temporary relocation.
Laurie Skrivan/P-D

Hundreds of Herculaneum residents reacted with dissatisfaction and anger as federal officials on Tuesday night outlined their relocation plan. Dozens of households would be paid to temporarily vacate while yards and houses are stripped of lead contamination.

The emergency action would temporarily relocate at least 92 households with young children, pregnant women and some others, with payments of up to $55 a day for housing, plus money for moving, transportation, food and other expenses.

But the temporary relocation was not what many residents attending a meeting wanted to hear. Calls for a permanent buyout of their properties remained strong.

"What we need is the buyout," said Ezra Bragg, 42, who has a pregnant daughter living at his house. "This temporary thing isn't going to stop the pollution. It's going to come back. I know it will."

Dozens of residents said they feared the house and yard cleaning regimen would be ineffective, because a 110-year-old smelter owned in the city by the Doe Run Co. is still polluting the town.

"I'm a professional cleaner ... you guys are not going to be able to clean my house better than I can clean it," said Patricia Politte, 29, mother of children ages 1 and 2.

Tests over the years in Herculaneum, 30 miles south of St. Louis, have turned up lead contamination -- often at dangerous levels - in soil, on streets, inside houses, in schools and elsewhere.

Even with Tuesday's announcements, residents said they still had questions.

"It doesn't seem like everything is being answered," said Wendy McKinn, who has children ages 2 and 4. "I don't know if this really makes sense."

Doe Run agreed last year to comply to carry out wide-ranging cleanup orders issued by the Environmental Protection Agency and the state Department of Natural Resources.

Company executives issued a statement Tuesday saying they were working to reduce emissions and make the town safe.

But the mandated cleanup is being carried out in the absence of a scientific health risk assessment study, said Barb Shepard, Doe Run vice president of public relations.

Politte and other residents said only a permanent move could protect their families from lead poisoning, which puts children at risk for reduced intelligence, behavioral and developmental problems.

Officials from the EPA and the Army Corps of Engineers, which is coordinating the logistics of the move, said they were not sure when people could begin moving to temporary housing or how long they would have to stay there.

The total cost of the program, which the EPA said it would initially pay and later bill to Doe Run, is also not known because it is unclear how many families will take the government's offer.

Residents eligible for the move have three main options, said Dan Burchett of the Army Corps of Engineers:

* To find housing on their own and receive a per diem payment based on their expenses.

* To allow the government to provide housing and pay directly.

* To pay for their own move and later bill the government.

All payments to residents are tax-free, he said.

Several residents at the meeting at Senn-Thomas Middle School in Herculaneum said they supported a recommendation made two weeks ago by House Minority Leader Richard Gephardt and Gov. Bob Holden to place Herculaneum on the EPA Superfund national priorities list.

===

Highlights of the relocation plan

* Relocation is intended for families with children 6 or younger, those with pregnant women or others who have health problems sensitive to lead. Some families with children older than 6 who have high lead levels also will be eligible.

* Moving costs and up to $55 a day for housing will be provided, plus money for food, daily transportation and other incidental costs.

* Officials promised flexibility, with hotels, apartments and relatives' homes considered acceptable housing alternatives. Extra money will be available to care for sick or elderly people and to house pets in kennels.

* People who wish to be considered for relocation must be interviewed. The Army Corps of Engineers will meet with residents from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. today at Herculaneum City Hall, No. 1 Parkwood Court. Call 636-475-3337 for information.
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