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Some Herculaneum residents welcome word of buyout offer from lead company
This story was published in A-section on Saturday, March 23, 2002. 

By Tim Rowden 
Of The Post-Dispatch 
Chris Carroll Of The Post-Dispatch Staff Contributed Information For This Report. 
* The Doe Run Co. may buy up to 160 homes to create a buffer zone around the company's lead smelter.

When Doe Run Co. said it would offer buyouts to about 160 homeowners near its Herculaneum lead smelter, it was the answer to Wendy Boehm's prayers.

Her house, a wood frame bungalow on Mott Street with an American flag flying from the front porch, sits squarely in the shadow of the smelter's 550-foot smokestack.

Boehm and her husband, Neil, have an 18-month-old daughter, Jacqueline, who has a blood-lead content of 9 micrograms of lead per deciliter of blood. The federal standard for lead poisoning is 10 micrograms lead per deciliter.

"We've been praying for something like this," Wendy Boehm said Friday from the front door of her home. "She's the most important thing to us. I'm just waiting for the offer. You tell me what you're going to do and when you want me out, and I'll be out."

Wendy Boehm declined to say how much she and her husband had paid for their house. They moved to Herculaneum, a community of about 2,800 30 miles south of St. Louis, from Arnold four years ago. Boehm said she was unaware of the lead pollution problem when they moved.

Lead poisoning is most dangerous to young children and has been linked to reduced intelligence and other health problems. High levels of lead from the 110-year-old smelter, the nation's largest, have been found in the streets, yards and houses of the town.

The state Department of Health and Human Services says more than half of the children who live within a half-mile of the smelter have lead poisoning.

State officials announced the buyout plan Thursday night after a six-hour negotiating session with Doe Run executives.

The plan, over the next two years, calls for Doe Run to buy 26 houses near the smelter where children younger than 6 live, followed by offers to buy another 134 houses in the surrounding area in an effort to create a buffer zone around the plant.

Gov. Bob Holden, who arranged the meeting with state officials, is scheduled to visit Herculaneum today.

Company officials said they planned to schedule a community meeting within the next two weeks to announce more details of the plan. The company also is working with state and federal regulators to replace contaminated soil at hundreds of houses and reduce air emissions from the smelter.

"I think Doe Run is moving in the right direction," Herculaneum Mayor John Chamis said. "But I want them to stay in compliance."

Not everyone is embracing the buyout plan.

Families who live outside the buyout zone have said that their children also have health problems.

Others, like Opal Durning, wonder what all the fuss is about.

Durning, 93, has lived in Herculaneum for 69 years. She and her late husband, Floyd, bought their house on Mott Street, just across the avenue from where the Boehms live, in 1942. They reared five children there.

"They have health problems now," Durning said., "but they're in their seventies. I don't think it's as bad as they're putting it, myself. But I'm no authority."

Pleasant "Butch" Ramsey worked at the smelter for 31 years before retiring last November. Ramsey, 55, and his wife, Patty, 52, live on Curved Street, about 120 yards from the smelter. They have lived in the house since 1979 and have three grown children.

Their 4-year-old grandson, who lives with them, has a blood-lead content of 7.

Ramsey said he would take a buyout if it were offered but believes that much of the outcry over the lead pollution in the town is misplaced. None of his children had learning difficulties or health problems, he said.

"The stuff that's here has been here for a long time," Ramsey said.

DOE RUN BUYOUT ZONE

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 Co.'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.
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