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DIOXIN | Cleanup
battle under way
between the state,
Dow Chemical
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fense both publicly and with proposed legislation that would ease
cleanup requirements and punish
state regulators.
■ Bitter disputes over the science
of dioxin and how dangerous it is,
or isn’t, when it’s in residential soil.
Dow’s dioxins were unwanted
by-products of its incineration and
chemical manufacturing — primarily from about 1900 to 1970.
They are the more potent chemical
cousins of PCBs and other complex
chlorinated compounds that are
vexing to regulators because they
degrade almost imperceptibly in
the environment over time.
In animals, they can alter hormone production, damage fetal development, suppress immune systems and cause cancer. In humans,
the International Agency for Cancer Research says dioxin exposure
is associated with cancer. Other
researchers say dioxin damages
the human immune system and alters liver function.
They have accumulated in riverside backyards and parks in Saginaw and Midland counties at levels far more toxic than state and
federal standards allow.
Although dioxin levels in Michigan are far lower than what was
found in Love Canal and Times
Beach in the 1970s and ’80s, recent
testing shows contamination is
more severe and more widespread
than previously believed, extending downstream from Midland into
the Saginaw River and into Saginaw Bay.
Dow has agreed to remove dioxin-laced soil where it is necessary,
using data from several studies
due in the next few years. The company has put away $54 million for
the cleanup, according to its most
recent report to investors. An
analysis commissioned by the Ann
Arbor-based Ecology Center this
year said costs could exceed $300
million.
Dow says it’s too early for such
speculation — and too early to hurry into a cleanup of a problem that
has existed for generations with no
apparent catastrophic effects.
“To rush out and take action
right away is inappropriate. We’re
still in the data-gathering stage,”
said Ben Baker, senior environmental project leader with Dow.
The company is funding a $10million University of Michigan
study launched this summer, with
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results expected in 2007, to find
out whether residents of Midland
and Tittabawassee-floodplain areas have higher levels of dioxin
than normal.
Michigan State University is examining dioxin in wildlife. State
legislators approved spending
$800,000 to study how readily
dioxin in soil is absorbed by humans and animals. Gov. Jennifer
Granholm is considering whether
to sign that legislation.
At least some of the cleanup
should start immediately, said
Steve Chester, DEQ director.

A posted warning alerts visitors to Freeland Festival Park of dioxin contamination of the soil. Many sites in the Tittabawassee River
floodplain contain elevated levels of the compound, a by-product of Dow Chemical’s old manufacturing processes.

How much is too much?

In Midland, many people are
convinced that do-gooder environmentalists are driving a DEQ agenda that could include stripping the
topsoil from thousands of homeowners’ yards where dioxin poses
little risk. Dow officials say people’s health hasn’t suffered and a
premature cleanup could be expensive, disruptive and unnecessary.
“It has been difficult dealing
with the DEQ,” said U.S. Rep. Dave
Camp, R-Midland. “We have a party responsible for the contamination who wants to do the right
thing.”
The state’s limit on acceptable
dioxin in residential soil, 90 parts
per trillion, is a flashpoint for Dow.
Dow and DEQ critics frequently
point out that 1,000 ppt is the federal-action level.
But the federal standard is a crisis trip wire, designed to prompt
immediate cleanup, while the state
threshold aims to protect the most
vulnerable people, primarily children. Chester points out that many
states have standards far more
stringent than Michigan’s. He also

With a gloved hand, Brendan Boyle, departmental specialist for the
Michigan Department of Community Health, secures a dust sample
that he vacuumed to test for dioxin in the home of Kathy and Gary
Henry in Tittabawassee Township on Aug. 5.

says testing has shown that downstream dioxin levels in many places are much higher than even the
federal trip wire.
Still, the numbers have created
a chasm that has yet to be bridged.
Dow’s insistence on further
study infuriates many riverfront
residents and state regulators.
“It’s difficult to understand why
nothing’s been done,” said Brenda
Brouillet, a district supervisor
with the DEQ’s Bay City office.
State law requires companies to
clean up pollution, regardless of
whether a link to human health is
proved.
General Motors Corp. paid
more than $9.7 million to dredge
toxic hotspots from the Saginaw

River in 2000 and 2001 after dangerous levels of PCBs were documented. GM did not demand more
studies to evaluate risks, DEQ
staffers say.

Food chain affected

Larson, in his home on the river,
is out of patience.
His teenage daughters were delighted when he brought home six
chickens as an Easter present four
years ago.
When four of them began laying
eggs, the family was even more excited.
“The kids thought that was
pretty cool,” said Larson, 47. “Fed
the girls the eggs. Four each day.”
In 2002, DEQ officials tested his

soil and the chicken eggs. Both
were contaminated with high concentrations of dioxin. Larson got
rid of his chickens, but can’t exorcise nagging doubts about what he
unknowingly might have done to
his kids.
He said the state Department of
Community Health is running
tests to find out how much dioxin
he has absorbed — part of a pilot
program studying the dioxin levels
in the blood of 21 people along the
Tittabawassee floodplain.
“But they wouldn’t test my girls.
I guess there’s an age limit, and
they aren’t old enough. It doesn’t
make sense to me. They spent their
whole lives here, played in the dirt,
ate the fish from the river and then
the eggs from those chickens.”
Larson is one plaintiff in a lawsuit that would force Dow to monitor the health of families living on
contaminated soil.
“I’m upset with Dow. I’m worried about it, but what can I do?” he
asked.
Kathy and Gary Henry are trying to do something.
A story in the Saginaw News
prompted them to become activists. They became even more involved when tests were done on
their Tittabawassee Township
home that includes 3 acres of rolling terrain gently sloping to the
river’s edge. Results showed dioxin levels in their yard were up to 12
times higher than the state’s standard. A test sample taken at their
doorstep — hundreds of yards
from the river and well out of the
floodplain — was 2.7 times above
the standard.
Their anger over what they say
is Dow’s refusal to conduct a clea-

PUBLIC OFFICIALS AND THEIR CONNECTIONS TO DOW
Many public officials representing residents with dioxin-contaminated property in Midland and Saginaw counties have ties to Dow Chemical Co.,
the source of the pollution that was released from Dow smokestacks and from pipes into the Tittabawassee River decades ago. Environmentalists
say the ties make it difficult for the politicians to be objective. “Obviously, these connections are troubling,” said Tracey Easthope, environmental
health director with the Ecology Center in Ann Arbor. “I don’t think campaign contributions necessarily buy votes, but they certainly buy access.
And the behavior of these elected officials certainly suggests this access has been important.” The politicians — many of whom are raising families
in or near contaminated areas — say it’s insulting to suggest they would put their families at risk for campaign donations or other personal benefit.
Department of
Environmental
Quality Director
Steve Chester

U.S. Rep.
David Camp,
R-Midland

State Rep.
John Moolenaar,
R-Midland

State Sen.
Mike Goschka,
R-Brant

State Rep.
Jim Howell,
R-St. Charles

State Sen.
Tony Stamas,
R-Midland

TIES
TO DOW

Owns $500,000 to
$1 million in Dow
stock. Received
$17,750 in campaign contributions
from Dow contributors and political
action committees
during the past four
years. Wife, Nancy,
is a former Dow
attorney.

Worked as a chemist for Dow, 198385. Received $6,133
in campaign money
from Dow contributors and PACs
from 1998 to 2004.

A forklift driver for
Dow Corning, owned in part by Dow
Chemical; on leave
since 1993 when he
was elected to the
Legislature.

Attorney for Dow
Chemical 1981-83.
Owns about $1,200
in Dow stock.

Received $37,002 in
campaign cash from
Dow contributors in
last six years.

Wife, Debra, grew
up in Midland, and
his father-in-law
was a Dow Chemical Co. employee
for 30 years.

HOW HE’S
INVOLVED

Met with Gov. Jennifer Granholm to
discuss the dioxin
issue this summer.
Has met with federal regulators to
discuss the Midland/dioxin situation.

Cosponsored legislation currently
pending that would
raise the residential
soil contact standard for dioxin from
90 to 1,000 parts
per trillion. Introduced a budget
amendment this
year that would
have prohibited the
state from testing
for dioxin contamination anywhere in
Michigan. The
amendment failed.

Publicly critical of
the state Department of Environmental Quality’s
approach to the
contamination.

Visited federal
health officials in
Atlanta to discuss
the dioxin problem.
Supports exposure
studies before development of a
cleanup plan.

Cosponsored legislation currently
pending to raise the
residential soil limit
for dioxin from 90 to
1,000 parts per
trillion.

Chester’s department oversees the
cleanup and remediation of Dow’s
dioxin pollution and
has been criticized
for aiming to impose
unrealistically harsh
standards.

WHAT
HE SAYS

“I’m raising three
children in Midland.
We are at the soccer field on weekends. To say I’m
more interested in
my stock holdings
than the lives of my
children is ridiculous.”

“I’m raising six
children in this area
that is being affected. No one is more
concerned about
their health than I
am.”

“I can’t help where I
work. My allegiance
is to the people in
my district.”

“There’s too much
emotion surrounding this issue. I’m
trying to get the
emotion out of it.”

“I’m honored that
people in my community support my
campaign effort. If
some of them come
from the largest
employer in the
county, that doesn’t
surprise me. Health
and safety are my
top concern.”

Family connections
“absolutely have no
bearing” on his or
the department’s
position.

“We’re going to have
this big stigma attached
to us. We want to be
told up front what levels
are dangerous, and
they’re not doing that.”
KARL TOMION, Midland city manager,

criticizing the state for what he says is its
lack of clarity in defining dioxin contamination levels

nup convinced them to join 163
named plaintiffs in a pending 2002
lawsuit aimed at forcing Dow to
monitor their health.
Gary, 52, abandoned plans to remodel the house and instead created his own Web site, the Tittabawassee River Watch, to hold Dow
accountable.
Kathy wears a dust mask when
she mows the lawn and showers
the dust off her body quickly afterward.
They no longer have riverside
bonfires.
“It’s devastating,” she said.
The Henrys and other Dow critics say the company has deflected
criticism with a public relations
machine that consistently downplays the dioxin risk. Many residents willingly swallowed the company line, said Michelle Hurd-Riddick, an outspoken anti-Dow activist from Saginaw.
“It’s like something out of the
‘Stepford Wives,’ ” said Hurd-Riddick, alluding to the movie where
compliant housewives do exactly
as they’re told. “This is a community at peace with its poison.”
But others, especially among
the 42,000 residents of Midland
where there is less contamination
than on the floodplain, are furious
with the DEQ, not Dow. They say
that unreasonably harsh state
cleanup standards threaten to
hurt the company and property
values and stigmatize the community.
The agency alienated many in
the town earlier this year when it
publicly stated that many Midland
and Saginaw county properties
should be considered contaminated by Dow pollution even if they
have never been tested. The designation could require homeowners
to make disclosures when they sell,
undermining resale values.
“We’re going to have this big
stigma attached to us,” said Midland City Manager Karl Tomion,
who has asked the DEQ not to test
soils in Midland until a framework
for cleanup is in place. “We want to
be told up front what levels are
dangerous, and they’re not doing
that.”
Dow officials say they believe
most of the dioxin was released into the air and the river prior to 1950
— and much of that was between
1897 and 1915. State officials believe dioxin was still being released
in significant quantities as late as
the 1970s.
The issue should have been put
to rest after the federal Environmental Protection Agency tested
the dioxin in the 1980s, Dow contends. Since then, new releases of
dioxin have been insignificant, and
some of the existing contamination
has dissipated, said Sue Carrington, director of Dow’s Michigan
Dioxin Initiative.
“It was a big issue then. ‘60 Minutes’ cameras were here. The EPA
gave us a clean bill of health based
on everything that was known,”
she said.
But a review of EPA reports
from the time shows the agency
did not give the company a clean
bill of health. And federal officials
now admit that the limited probe
done in the 1980s underestimated
the health risks.
An April 1988 federal assessPlease see next page

