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Case Study: History of Environmental Contamination in St. Louis, MI 

 With the establishment and expansion of the Michigan Chemical Corporation in St. 

Louis, Michigan throughout the 1950’s and 1960’s, an existential growth in the economy of St. 

Louis occurred.  Expanding along the west side of the St. Louis peninsula and reaching M-46, 

Michigan Chemical Corporation fueled the economy of its surrounding regions with production 

of a major insecticide dichloriphenyltriclorethane, also known as DDT.  As an effective pesticide 

that was used by homeowners and agriculturist in the area, DDT began to raise questions of 

safety within agriculturists as insects became more resistant and the toxicity of DDT was 

apparent in other organisms.  After Velsicol Chemical Company took over Michigan Chemical 

Corporation in the 1960’s, DDT production was stopped (in 1964) and outlawed for use in the 

U.S. in 1973.  Ending the production of DDT created new opportunities for Velsicol to use new 

chemicals in their products such as polybrominated biphenyl, or PBB for short.  PBB was used in 

a fire retardant product known as Firemaster and was not to be consumed by animal or man.  

Along with products like Firemaster, Velsicol manufactured cattle-feed by the name of 

Nutrimaster and distributed it across the state.  In May of 1973, Velsicol ran out of Firemaster 

bags and re-stenciled Nutrimaster bags with the PBB filled Firemaster.  After distributing these 

bags to the Farm Bureau in Battle Creek, the re-stenciled PBB filled Nutrimaster bags were 

mixed into cattle feed and shipped to various parts of the state.  Thousands of contaminated cattle 

were put down and buried in large pits, as nearly everyone in the Lower Peninsula was 
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confirmed of ingesting PBB from meat and poultry.1 The results were a $200 million lawsuit 

against Velsicol Chemical and Farm Bureau Services.  

Investigations began when as the Department of Natural Resources looked at the effects 

chemicals produced and dumped at Velsicol had on the nearby Pine River.  After showing 

contamination of the waterways, the DNR shut down Velsicol and crippled the economy around 

the area, resulting in the loss of three hundred jobs.  The DNR continued to monitor the pollution 

in the river and surrounding areas throughout the years, and have found that chemical 

contamination is still evident in St. Louis.  The Pine River Superfund Citizen Task Force was 

created in 1997 as a local advisory group to the EPA.  After chemical pollution was found in the 

river, soil, wildlife and surrounding areas in St. Louis. 

With knowledge of chemical contamination in the Pine River from former Michigan and 

Velsicol chemical companies, the citizen task force began to clean up the St. Louis area with the 

help of the EPA.  Now more than sixteen years after the beginning of the Superfund cleanup at 

Pine River, the DDT and PBB contamination is still present.  Because of the contamination of 

water, sediment, and wildlife, the city of St. Louis took a devastating blow to their environment, 

businesses and community. How have Michigan and Velsicol chemical companies damaged not 

only the environment of St. Louis, but also the community and atmosphere that surround them as 

well? In order to understand the severity of the contamination in St. Louis, examining pollutant 

levels, cleanup methods, population shifts, and the effects of DDT are necessary to account for.  

 The Pine River, which runs directly next to the former plant sites of Michigan and 

Velsicol chemical companies was and still is a primary source of environmental contamination in 
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St. Louis.  With up to 44,000 ppm of DDT found in Pine River, residents have reason to believe 

that higher chances of health risks such as cancer, birth defects, and learning disabilities are a 

result of the river’s contamination.2  

A $100 million cleanup run by Alma College, and the Pine River Superfund Citizen Task 

Force, along with the help of the EPA, MDEQ, and city of St. Louis, was ordered to clean the 53-

acre superfund site.  In an attempt to begin cleaning the river, a cap was placed in the river in 

order to prevent new water from entering or leaving the contaminated zone and a mixture of 

cement and clay was produced to create a “slurry wall” to contain the contamination.  Teaming 

up with MDEQ and the EPA, the citizen’s task force began to take monthly samplings of water, 

fish, and sediment to test for contamination.  In 1994, MDEQ found that pesticide levels in fish 

had doubled since 1989 along with increased levels in the water.3  With a half-life of 150 years in 

water, DDT is not only rooted in the river, but also highly toxic towards aquatic and amphibious 

life, causing various system effects to the heart and brain.4 In an effort to decrease levels of DDT 

in the river and sediment, the EPA, with the support of MDEQ, removed 30,000 cubic yards of 

sediment from the river and moved it to an off-site location.  In 1999, the cleanup was considered 

complete until federal and state agencies insisted more sediment be removed in order to 

effectively remove DDT from the area.  
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3 United States Environmental Protection Agency, "EPA Proposes Cleanup Plan for Soil and Ground 
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During the same year as this clean up, the EPA found that a subsidiary of Fruit of the 

Loom, Inc. owned the former Velsicol plant land, not Velsicol, and that Fruit of the Loom filed 

for bankruptcy around the same time.  In 2002, the ownership of the site was moved to an 

independent trust of Fruit of the Loom and Velsicol, leaving them no responsibility of the 

contaminated site and the cost of cleanup to federal funds and tax dollars.5 During this time, the 

slurry walls and cap built in the 1980’s to keep the contamination on the plant site and out of the 

river were failing.  In order to prevent re-contamination, a filter was built in 2002 to stop Dense, 

Non-Aqueous Phase Liquids, (DNAPL) formed from degreasers, coal tar, and other compounds, 

from affecting the river and sediment.  Increased levels of DDT contamination in soil at the plant 

site and surrounding neighborhoods were found from when Velsicol was still operating, leading 

to the collection of water samples from St. Louis’ six water wells. After detecting a pesticide 

manufacturing byproduct, the city of St. Louis filed a lawsuit against Velsicol for allegedly 

polluting their water supply.  In 2011, the city of St. Louis received funds from an insurance 

company in order to replace and maintain the city’s water, along with additional funds to replace 

water at the cleanup site.6  The pollution of water wells and soil within the neighboring 

community created a hazard to safety in St. Louis and affected the way in which people and 

wildlife lived in the area.  Not only are the living conditions affected, but also the spirit of the 

town is hit hard with the constant threat of DDT making the road to recovery difficult.
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6 United States Environmental Protection Agency, "EPA Proposes Cleanup Plan for Soil and Ground 
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 Once known for the fantastic mineral springs, lumber companies, small businesses, and 

Michigan/Velsicol chemical corporations, St. Louis was a thriving city that is now plagued by 

environmental contamination.  With DDT and PBB contamination in the soil, well water and 

surrounding wildlife, St. Louis has become a shell of what it was in the past.  Losing tourist 

attractions and business, the economy of St. Louis continually drops with no signs of increasing.  

According to the Michigan Department of Technology, Management and Budget (DTMB), the 

population change of Gratiot County from 2010-2012 has decreased yearly.  The overall 

population change of Gratiot is at -0.97% with decreasing numbers in domestic migration and 

total population change, with death rates of 2.27%,  just shy of birth rates near 2.36%.7  St. Louis 

is consistently dropping in estimated population rates and putting the community in a deeper hole 

to climb out of along with managing chemical cleanup, reputation of the city and wildlife.

Recently samples of dead robins have been sent to the Michigan Department of Natural 

Resources Wildlife Disease lab in Lansing, after numerous reports throughout the years of birds 

dying every summer. Finding over 250 ppm of DDT in both male and female robins, Jim 

Chapman, an EPA Ecological Risk Assessor states only 30 ppm of DDT is needed to be lethal 

towards an American Robin.8  Effects of DDT on wildlife and humans differs, however, health 

risks come with both categories and can be fatal.  With a half-life of 2-15 years in soil, DDT is 

moderately toxic to birds if consumed and causes reproductive rates to decrease due to the 

thinning of the eggshell and embryo deaths.  While DDT is labeled as a B2 carcinogen, showing 

cancer in lab animals, there is no evidence of DDT causing cancer in humans.  However, DDT 
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7U.S. Census Bureau, "Estimated Population by County: 2010-2012." Last modified March, 2013. http://
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accumulates in fatty tissues of insects, wildlife, and people, but produces no toxins until products 

of DDT are broken down in periods of starvation releasing toxins into the blood effecting the 

liver and nervous system.  Side effects from being exposed to DDT correlate to a prickling 

sensation of the mouth, nausea, dizziness, confusion, headache, lethargy, incoordination, 

vomiting, fatigue, and tremors.9

The chemical contamination of DDT in the environment around St. Louis has effectively 

reduced the city morale and weakened tourism with a name known as the “Toxic Town”.10  The 

stigma that is set into the town is a hard one to shake; the residents are plagued by constant 

reminders of the contamination they live in with orange fences, no swimming signs and the 

iconic gravestone signaling the entrance of the cleanup site.  Plans for an amphitheater, 

recreational sports field, water treatment plant, and a community park fill the residents of St. 

Louis with hope that one day they can achieve environmental balance.  However, the amount of 

work and decision making in order to clean up the former plant site is excessive and costly 

making the process a tedious one.

 The 53-acre superfund site of the former Velsicol Chemical Corporation plant has been 

under cleanup since 1998 and was reportedly finished in 2006, after a series of reconstruction 

efforts and maintenance of DDT and PBB.  A total of twenty-three tons of DDT were removed 

from the site including 52,761.52 tons of stabilized materials on an off-site landfill costing 
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9 National Pesticide Information Center, "DDT (General Fact Sheet)." Last modified 1999. npic.orst.edu/
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10 Scholtz, Joe, "From Mineral Springs to Toxic Town, St. Louis MI," Joe Scholtz talks about Velsicol and 
their role in St. Louis, Web, http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=IEIlnLeiAn8



$4,960,000.11  Although the site is reported clean, the removal of DDT in eleven residential areas 

has just begun December 17, 2012 creating a large gap in the supposed clean up in 2006.  In 

order to clean up a site of this size and severity, the EPA must evaluate the criteria of the site by 

following nine standards established by federal law.  These standards consist of questions that 

debate the safety, protection, cost, toxins and the longevity of the situation.  Following these 

standards are a list of alternatives on how the site should be cleaned analyzing effectiveness, 

resources, and cost of cleanup.  In going through the process of choosing the correct method, the 

EPA believes to address all the problems in the area and prevent them from happening again.  

Order to prevent future contamination of the Pine River and residential areas, an 

interlocking steel barrier will be placed around the former plant site and a new cap was placed to 

prevent water from entering the contaminated area.  Along with sealing off the former plant site, 

ground excavation for new drain systems to filter ground water is installed with a new water 

supply for the city of St. Louis and establishing a monitoring program for groundwater.12  The 

reseeding of the plant site with native flowers to prepare for reuse is underway along with 

establishing legal controls and deed restrictions to limit exposure to any remaining 

contamination.  Costing an estimated $373 million, the EPA believes that the goals stated above 

will lower the risk of DDT and PBB in the residential area, and get St. Louis on the right track.  

However, the cost of this renovation does not come easy, relying on the Pine River Superfund 
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11Tucker, ,Till , Jackson, and Young. United States Environmental Protection Agency, "2006 CLEANUP 
STATUS REPORT VELSICOL CHEMICAL/PINE RIVER SITE." Last modified 2012. http://
www.stlouismi.com/1/stlouis/files/velsicolfinal2006cleanupstatusreport.pdf.

12 United States Environmental Protection Agency, "EPA Proposes Cleanup Plan for Soil and Ground 
Water." Last modified 2012. http://www.epa.gov/region05/cleanup/velsicolmichigan/pdfs/velsicolmi-
fs-201202-proposed-plan.pdf.



Citizen Task Force to create numerous programs to raise money for funding fishing, hiking, 

swimming, and the protection of the environment.13

 St. Louis, Michigan, is in the beginning of an environmental comeback as the consistent 

cleanup of the former Velsicol plant site is monitored along with the cleanup of the residential 

areas as well.  Environmental restoration is not an easy task to accomplish due to the ever-

changing surroundings of nature and effects of human interference.  However, the EPA, MDEQ 

and citizen task force of St. Louis have worked to create a new community fitting to stop future 

environmental degradation.  The severity of the contamination in St. Louis has brought attention 

to environmental awareness and can be used as a vital template to demonstrate and learn from 

past mistakes.  Although DDT is still present in the environment surrounding St. Louis, the 

residents continue to fight for the restoration of their environment and community, so one day 

they will be known for their real name not the “Toxic Town”.
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13 Reuse Planning Report for the Velsicol Chemical Corporation Superfund Site" 2004)
United States Environmental Protection Agency, "Superfund Redevelopment Initiative. Recognizing the 
Past, Looking to the Future: Reuse Planning Report for the Velsicol Chemical Corporation Superfund 
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Additional Sources

Pine River Superfund Plans

Green – Community Recreational Fields (21.5 acres)
Yellow – Pine River Community Park (9 acres)
White – Pine River Amphitheater (5 acres) 
Red – Future Site Memoriam Center/Water Treatment Facility
Blue – Storm Water Retention 
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