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Perception is a tricky idea that controls so much of our lives. It makes 

people see things that are not really there, are not really true and it makes our 

reality cloudy. Humans look at the world in a way that provides the best outcome. 

Expectations, experiences, money, power, and our environment sway our 

perception. Another thing that can sway perception is knowledge on the subject. 

The knowledge available to us, on any particular topic, can be controlled by a 

number of things: access to the information, teachers, doctors, and peers, to 

name a few. But what if our knowledge available is in the hands of our 

government or society? This is the case for many things; one in particular is the 

contamination in St. Louis, Michigan. The contamination forever affects the lives 

of everyone in the city and even surrounding areas, however; interestingly 

enough, the whole event is written off as a mere “incident” and is not widely seen 

as a catastrophe. This is a prime example of how our government, society and 

peers can limit our knowledge, and cloud our perception on a topic. Research on 

the contamination of St. Louis is confusing, to say the least. It is extremely 

difficult to find a solid chain of events, the direct affects of the contamination and 

negative results of it. Many citizens of Michigan, particularly citizens of 

surrounding cities of St. Louis, have little to no information on the contamination 

or the ripple effect it has caused today, unless they know where to look for it.   

Regardless of this, it is obvious that the contamination hit St. Louis hard and 

continues to have an impact on the city, even 40 years after. 

In order to grasp how much St. Louis has changed in the last 40 years, it 

is important to explain what the town looked like in the 1950’s.  Although St. 
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Louis was never a populous town or a town with big industrial boom, like other 

parts of Michigan, the 1950’s were not a bad time for the area. One major 

positive in St. Louis was Michigan Chemical Corporation expanding itself across 

the town, giving millions of dollars to the local economy. Although this was a big 

economic boom for the city, it ironically turned out to be disastrous for the city just 

a decade later. The downturn for the city started in the 1960’s, when Michigan 

Chemical Corporation’s biggest product – DDT, was banned and under criticism 

for ineffectiveness and its toxic nature. Soon after Michigan Chemical 

Corporation became Velsicol Chemical Company.1 The name change did not 

help. This downward spiral of a company hit rock bottom when there was mix up 

of the two most produced chemicals: fire retardant called Firemaster and 

Nutrimaster, which is a cattle feed. In 1973, a mix up of these two products 

sparked the decline of the city’s future. Accidently, Firemaster was sent out in 

Nutrimaster bags and fed to cattle, a toxic chemical to humans and the cattle.21 

As a result of this, the cattle had to be slaughtered and buried. This combined 

with the burn pit that Velsicol dumped hazardous waste in, ultimately 

contaminated the Pine River and the water supply in St. Louis. 

The acts, or lack there of, taken once the contamination was discovered 

are what really shaped the environment and future of St. Louis. The town’s 

perception of the contaminations was bitter, to say the least. Based on research, 
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it is clear that the incident would be pushed under the rug and forgot about if it 

were not for the seriousness and actions of the DNR. If one were to research the 

contamination, they may get the idea that the clean up efforts were more of a 

hassle than the actual contamination, because of the Department of Natural 

Resources (DNR) and their regulations and actions. There are several examples 

of the bitterness toward the contamination and clean up effort on the St. Louis 

website. For example, one person wrote, “What had once been a thriving 

industrial site now was an expensive, ugly field of dirt”.1 This statement implies 

that the destruction of the company building is now a constant visual reminder 

that tarnished the town’s reputation, as if this is a main concern when compared 

to the contamination. Others complain about the job loss and economic 

problems, writing:

“More than 300 jobs were lost when the plant closed in 1978. Some 
employees were able to transfer to other Velsicol plants, some found other 
jobs, some retired. In any case, bitterness remained over the perceived 
heady handedness of the DNR… if this blow to the local economy were 
not enough, the DNR did not go home…”31 

The clear negative views on the DNR are both confusing and alarming for 

several reasons. Mainly, it is disturbing that a city that had such a serious, life 

threating problem, would be so bitter about the DNR stepping into help protect 

the city. This view of the contamination and the DNR shows how the perception 

  Blevins 4

1 McMacken, David, History by Decades. 2005-2013. http://www.stlouismi.com/1/
stlouis/history_by_decades.asp (Accessed April 8, 2013). 

3



of the contamination can sway the publics view and the view of anyone doing 

research on the topic. 

Based on the tone that St. Louis has for the contamination, one may ask 

why it is such a big deal, why was the DNR so persistent to the point of apparent 

“annoyance”? The simplest answer is because this contamination forever 

changed St. Louis and the lives of everyone in the city. One of the biggest and 

most serious reasons why it affects so many lives in St. Louis is because of the 

groundwater that was contaminated along with The Pine River. Once Velsicol 

contamination became public, the company agreed to seal off the contaminated 

area to prevent the chemicals from getting into the ground water, wells and Pine 

River. Ultimately, this did not work.  St. Louis’ water was ranked well above the 

average hazardous levels on the pre-clean up ranking done by the EPA. 

4

The most shocking and unsettling facts about the water contamination is it came 

several years after the discovery of the contamination, this opening up minds for 
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the question, “How long was St. Louis’ water was really contaminated for?” This 

unsettling question may never be answered, however; we can look at the 

problems that St. Louis faced with their water, just a few short years ago. The city 

is now housed with angry citizens that want something as simple as peace of 

mind when they take a drink of water. However, this peace of mind is probably far 

from reality. It was found that the chemical “p-CBSA” which is a byproduct of 

DDT manufacturing was found in high concentrations in wells near St. Louis.5 As 

a result of this, in 2005, the city was recommended to find other water supplies 

because the ones in the city of St. Louis were so badly contaminated. Murry 

Borrello explained in an article Alma and St. Louis joining together for the sake of 

clean water. He explained,  “After a lengthy attempt to find a suitable water 

supply around the county, St. Louis and Alma decided it was in the best interest 

of both communities to combine the efforts and develop a “water authority” that 

supplies water to both cities.”6 That Alma and St. Louis have joined together to 

give the city clean drinking water, it should be one less concern for the city. 

However, one unsettling idea is that that Borrello points out in the article article, 

“The former site of the chemical plant continues to contaminate nearby areas… 

“73 With that being said, St. Louis residents will always have to have the idea in 

  Blevins 6

5 Sher, Victor, City of St. Louis: Frequently Asked Questions, 2011. http://
www.stlouismi.com/1/stlouis/files/lawsuitepressrelease2.pdf (Accessed April 14, 
2013) 

6 Weber, Anna, Alma and St. Louis Join Forces Against Contamination. 2012, 
http://www.almanian.org/2012/01/alma-and-st-louis-join-forces-against-
contamination/ (Accessed April 8, 2013). 

7

http://www.stlouismi.com/1/stlouis/files/lawsuitepressrelease2.pdf
http://www.stlouismi.com/1/stlouis/files/lawsuitepressrelease2.pdf
http://www.stlouismi.com/1/stlouis/files/lawsuitepressrelease2.pdf
http://www.stlouismi.com/1/stlouis/files/lawsuitepressrelease2.pdf
http://www.almanian.org/2012/01/alma-and-st-louis-join-forces-against-contamination/
http://www.almanian.org/2012/01/alma-and-st-louis-join-forces-against-contamination/
http://www.almanian.org/2012/01/alma-and-st-louis-join-forces-against-contamination/
http://www.almanian.org/2012/01/alma-and-st-louis-join-forces-against-contamination/


the back of their mind that the drinking water from their city will probably always 

be contaminated. 

The city of St. Louis has tried to counter this serious problem, and also 

ease the mind of residents by taking a number of steps. The first is being 

creating water and wastewater department. Although this seems a step in the 

right direction, it is still clear that it is designed to do one job, give peace of mind 

to the residents, and not actually providing clean drinking water. The water and 

wastewater department states that they are protecting St. Louis water supplies 

by suing Velsicol.8 Although suing Velsicol may help the water in the future by 

providing funds for new wells and water supplies, the immediate water is still in 

jeopardy. Another thing the city does to help ensure clean drinking water and 

inform the public on the status, is posting their water quality reports on their 

website for the public to view. Again, this seems like a step in the right direction 

but they still disclose unsettling information in their water reports. For example, in 

the 2011 water quality report, stated, 

“While your drinking water meets EPA’s standard for arsenic, it does 
contain low levels of arsenic. EPA’s standard balances the current 
understanding of arsenic’s possible health effects against the cost of 
removing arsenic from drinking water. EPA continues to research the 
health effects of low levels of arsenic, which is a mineral known to cause 
cancer in humans at high concentrations and is linked to other health 
effects such as skin damage and circulatory problems.”9 
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Arsenic in drinking water may or may not be directly related to Velsicol 

contamination, it still is considered a continuation of the chain of events that have 

happened with St. Louis water supplies. 

 The contamination did not just effect the water supplies, but everything 

those water supplies touched. The entire city is in some way, either directly or 

indirectly, affected by the tragedy of the contamination. Homes, schools, 

businesses, public parks and amenities have all had consequences of the way 

the contamination has been perceived by the city. One place, in particular, is 

Nikkari Elementary School. The school is located at 301 West State St., St. 

Louis, Michigan. Just southeast of the contamination site. 

imagine: Google Earth 

Although there is not extensive research on the effect the contamination had on 

the school, it is easy to make assumptions of the damage it did. The first 

consequence is the drinking water in the school. Since the contamination, 
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students would not be allowed to drink water from the drinking fountains or 

cafeteria, something that could be difficult to understand for elementary students. 

Another consequence of the contamination on the school is the playground. 

There have been several reports of landscape problems since the contamination. 

Since it is an elementary school, the playground is an essential landscape that 

could cause harm to the students. One positive way to look at the school since 

the contamination is the student enrollment. I was expecting to find a decline in 

enrollment, due to families moving out of the area. However, this was not the 

case, since 1988 student enrollment has been nearly the same. 10

Again, this can be seen as a good thing since it is apparent that a significant 

amount of people have remained in the city since 1988. Although, it can also be 
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used to prove my previous point that the city and citizens do not take the 

contamination seriously enough to take dramatic measurers, like a family leaving 

the city for safety reasons.  These and many other issues should be a concern to 

the school and parents of students, however; because of the perception on the 

contamination, it does not seem an apparent issue. In a phone interview I 

conducted with the school principal, Carl Sztuczko, I asked him specifically if 

there were any negative affects, past or present, from the contamination on the 

school. Although he has only been principal for the last ten years, he still had no 

comment on the situation. He instead brushed off my question by simply stating 

that the contamination is not an issue the elementary school presently deals 

with.11 Again, his answer is another perfect example of the perception the city 

has on the issues they are faced with. 

  Overall, by myself doing environmental history and digging deep into the 

roots of St. Louis, Michigan, the findings are concerning, disturbing and 

unsettling. It is clear that the city has a bitter view on the contamination and the 

closing of the plant. It is blamed for the economic decline and all of the negative 

consequences the city has faced. Perception is everything in this situation and 

the city; citizens and surrounding members of the community need to completely 

realize that their perception will not change the reality, just the amount of 

progress the city will make. 
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