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Federal officials are expected to announce a plan today to temporarily move hundreds of Herculaneum residents who are most at risk from lead poisoning, according to a senior environmental official.

The official, who spoke to the Post-Dispatch on the condition of anonymity, said that he was involved in discussions over the impending action and that details still were being worked out.

Herculaneum is a city of about 2,800 people 30 miles south of St. Louis and is the site of Doe Run Co.'s lead smelter, the nation's largest. Tests over the years there have turned up lead contamination -- often in dangerous levels -- in soil, on streets, inside houses, in schools and elsewhere.

The temporary relocation would likely affect about 200 children aged 6 and younger and their families, pregnant women and other high-risk populations, the official said. The relocation might be announced at a community meeting at 7 tonight at Herculaneum High School.

Last week, the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services released data from blood lead surveys conducted last year that showed significant lead in children's blood. Lead in children's blood puts them at risk for reduced intelligence, behavioral disorders and other problems.

The department tested nearly 80 of the town's children aged 6 or younger and found that 24 percent met the federal standard for lead poisoning.

Also last week, Missouri Gov. Bob Holden and House Minority Leader Richard Gephardt, D-St. Louis County, lobbied Christie Whitman, administrator of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, for immediate action.

In a letter dated Friday, Holden asked the EPA to put Herculaneum on the Superfund's National Priority List of sites eligible for federal cleanup money, as well as any other action to "secure the health of the children and all vulnerable populations in the Herculaneum area."

Gephardt sent a similar request to Whitman earlier last week.

Doe Run signed agreements last year with state and federal environmental agencies to reduce pollution from the smelter and clean up contamination in the town. But some residents fear that not enough is being done to protect their health.

"We're all just waiting to hear if something is going to happen, if there's going to be a solution," said Angela Swearingen, a leader of a community group that monitors the lead cleanup and the mother of two children ages 2 and 5. "The situation here is bad."

The EPA uses temporary relocation to remove vulnerable populations from sites where cleanups are taking place. The relocations can last weeks, months or longer.

Doe Run is carrying out more than $10 million worth of modifications to the smelter designed to bring Herculaneum into compliance with federal air quality regulations, a standard the city has never reached.

The company also agreed in May to replace contaminated soil at residences and elsewhere and in December agreed to a new order that accelerated the program and added indoor cleaning of contaminated houses.

A Doe Run executive said the company shared Holden's and Gephardt's desire to protect people's health.

"We are just as concerned about the health and welfare of the residents of the community of Herculaneum," said Barbara Shepard, Doe Run vice president of community relations.

Temporary relocation aid was offered to St. Louis area residents most recently in connection with dioxin cleanups in St. Louis and Jefferson counties in the 1980s.

If the EPA follows Holden's and Gephardt's advice to put Herculaneum on the National Priority List, money could become available for federal buyouts of some residents' property.

EPA officials at regional headquarters in Kansas City said Herculaneum met some of the guidelines for inclusion on the list but had not been added because Doe Run was willing to do the cleanup itself.

Listing typically takes months to carry out, said Mike Sanderson, EPA Superfund division director in an interview last week.

But Sanderson said that listing is not necessary for a temporary relocation of residents.
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