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Toxic waste sites in the United States of America disproportionately impact low-income

communities of color amid an reckoning in news reporting on environment and race. These

communities have historically received questionable attention, treatment and communication

from government agencies and offices, and journalists concerning hazardous pollution near their

homes. This creative multimedia work uses in-depth investigative reporting presented on a digital

platform to amplify the voices prominent in Northeast Carbondale, Il. The article series featured

in the work explores examples of environmental pollution, contamination and racial injustice.

These stories explain how and why cases such as this can happen over extended periods of time

without being fully heard. Does racial discrimination play a role in the USEPA's handling of toxic

waste sites? Are other journalists covering these issues?
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CHAPTER 1

MAN WHO LOST RELATIVES TO CANCER SAYS STATE HEALTH STUDY IS A

BLATANT LIE

Residents next door to the former Koppers wood-treating plant have complained about

the environment allegedly contaminated with cancer-causing chemicals and exposing them for

decades.  The plant released many chemicals, including creosote, as the facility operated near the

primarily African-American community located on the northeast side of Carbondale, Illinois.

The community thinks the contamination caused by the mishandling of creosote at the plant

exposed them, and their concerns fell on deaf ears from the city and other government agencies.

Darryl Weber, a retired electrician, lost his mother, Nannie Tisdale, to breast cancer after

living near the plant for many years.  Weber said the assessment completed by the Illinois

Department of Public Health (IDPH) concluding that the environment posed no human risk is a

blatant lie. According to the IDPH, this federal agency reviews information about hazardous

substances at waste sites and evaluates whether exposure to these substances might cause human

risk.

Cancer-patient seeks independent tests

Weber said eight of 11 relatives in his family, including his mother, Nannie Weber, were

poisoned by creosote while living near the plant for many years. Weber said he believes exposure

to creosote caused cancer cases in his family, driving one of his aunts to seek independent testing

to prove that living next to Koppers caused her disease. "My aunts had a study done and their

reports said their cancer was due to the environment they came from," Weber said. "It was not

hereditary."

Weber's aunt, Eva Tidwell, diagnosed with breast cancer and died in 1989, sought out

independent testing in San Francisco, California, to see whether environmental or hereditary

implications caused her disease.  The clinical team that evaluated Tidwell included Michele

Bernard and Radhika Dharnija.
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This team performed tests of 42 genes reviewed by a clinical molecular geneticist,

Thomas Winder. The team analyzed breast cancer, prostate cancer, sarcoma, and four individual

genes to assess Tidwell's disease's personal and family history. Tidwell's clinical summary

documented by Invitae, which offers health consultations about cancer and genetic illness, said

there was a negative result for pathogenic sequence variants, deletions, or duplicates identified.

According to the National Cancer Institute (NCI), a government agency for cancer

research, there was no sign of a pathogenic variant, a genetic alteration that increases an

individual's susceptibility to disease in Tidwell's case. Tidwell's cancer diagnosis was not due to

genetic reasoning. However, while the negative result concluded that Tidwell's cancer was not

due to her personal and family history, the summary said the result does not eliminate the

possibility that her condition had a genetic component. "Clinical follow-up of this individual and

their family members may still be warranted," the summary said. Weber said his family's cancer

cases are an example of the poisoning of the people of Carbondale.

According to the United States Environmental Protection Agency, headquartered in

Washington, D.C., creosote is a wood preservative that controls wood degradation due to fungal

rot, decay, molds, or insects, but when in contact with humans, can cause health issues. The

Center for Disease Prevention and Control program under the National Center for Environmental

Health (NCEH), which plans, directs, and coordinates ways to protect people from

environmental hazards, responded to a media inquiry about this matter. The NCEH said acute

exposure to creosote to the skin might cause rash irritation, and eye exposure can result in

chemical burns. "Ingestion of high levels via contaminated food or drinking water can cause

burning in the mouth and throat, as well as abdominal pain," the NCEH said.

The NCEH also said acute exposure to large amounts might cause confusion, loss of

consciousness, kidney or liver problems, convulsions, and death. "Long-term exposure to

creosote may occur in certain occupational settings," the NCEH said. The NCEH also said

creosote is associated with skin and scrotal cancer, especially from long-term direct contact.
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"These levels are much higher than the possible exposure levels from contaminated groundwater,

food, air, or soil," the NCEH said.

IDPH and other federal agencies conducted assessments under the law

According to the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR), their

assessment team collected relevant health and environmental data, community health concerns

from the EPA, state and local health and other environmental agencies, the community, and

responsible parties. According to the EPA, U.S. Congress established the ATSDR in 1980 under

the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA)

Section 104, also known as the Superfund law. This law set up a fund to identify and clean up

our country's hazardous waste sites while the ATSDR has been required by law to conduct a

public health assessment, according to the ATSDR. "The aim of these evaluations is to find out if

people are being exposed to hazardous substances and whether that exposure is harmful and

should be stopped or reduced," the assessment said.

The first step in the evaluation is for the ATSDR scientists to review environmental data

to see how much contamination is at a site, where it is, and how people might contact it.

"Generally, ATSDR does not collect its own environmental sampling data, but reviews

information provided by EPA, the governmental agencies, businesses and the public," the

assessment said. The assessment also said that if the review of the environmental data shows that

people have or could encounter hazardous substances, ATSDR scientists evaluate whether or not

these contacts may result in harmful effects. "The health impact to the children is considered first

when evaluating a community health threat," according to the assessment.

"The health impacts of other high-risk groups within the community such as elderly,

chronically ill, and people engaging in high-risk practices also receive special attention during

the evaluation," according to the assessment. The ATSDR uses existing scientific information,

including the results of medical, toxicologic, and epidemiologic studies and the data collected in

disease registries, to determine the health effects of exposure, according to the ATSDR.
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Pathways to humans

According to the assessment, the exposure points were near yards, basements, creek beds,

and fish-eating through exposure routes such as dermal inhalation and ingestion. The assessment

said that the receptor population includes nearby residents, recreational users, and fishers

potentially exposed to the past, present, or future. According to the assessment, the estimated

number of people exposed was 1,600 to groundwater, 20 to creosote material in Glade Creek,

and 1,600 to waste material off the site. The completed exposure pathways were an on-site

product, ambient air, and groundwater.

There were an estimated 1,600 people possibly exposed to polycyclic aromatic

hydrocarbons (PAHs) and volatile organic compounds (VOCs) through inhalation emissions

from the wood-treating operations. According to the assessment, ten people were exposed to

groundwater from private wells and one person to soil at any time. IDPH cannot qualify past

exposures because no environmental data exists, the assessment said. The highest levels of

contamination were of pentachlorophenol and PAHs from shallow groundwater unit samples

detected, according to the assessment. The assessment said low-level detection of toxins such as

arsenic and lead. The maximum contaminant levels detected in on-site soils were PAHs and lead

in the assessment.

Exposure risk and liability

Weber said there are lawsuits all over the country like his family's case and other

environmental exposure cases in the area. Koppers and Beazer East Inc. have many lawsuits

against them spanning from early 2000 until now regarding personal injury due to chemical

exposure leading to cancer-related disease. According to Justia, a law database, in the Anthony v.

Koppers Co. case, defendants claimed that Koppers manufactured, sold, constructed, and

installed coke ovens as a part of their industrial business, which handles chemical and

manufacturing, in 1981. Several defendants also alleged that the emissions from the ovens

caused him to contract lung cancer, which resulted in death.
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The court grounded the causes of action in negligence, strict liability in tort, breach of

warranty, and alleged defects of the ovens. However, the defendants brought actions more than

two years after the deaths occurred during discovery. A one-year statute of limitation applied to

wrongful death actions in favor of Koppers.

According to Caselaw, a court database, in the Angle v. Koppers Co. case, Rebekah Angle

claimed Koppers exposed her to toxic chemicals, including creosote, released into the

environment from railroad tank cars, trucks, and the Grenada facility in Mississippi in 2006.

Angle said she lived close to the site and suffered injuries to her person and property through

off-site migrations of creosote, chemical gas, soot, and aerosol droplets from on-site process

operations. Angle sued because of these alleged uncontrolled releases, theories of negligence,

intentional tort, trespass, private nuisance, and failure to warn. Beazer and Koppers argued that

Angle got sick and connected the facility to the cause of her injury based on the statute of

limitations. The court found that the statute of limitations began to run on Angle's cause of action

when she knew about her exposure symptoms. The symptoms included headaches, hysterectomy,

ovarian cysts, removal of ovaries, skin rashes, lumpectomy, and carcinoma of the breast.

Not when she knew the cause, according to a court summary. The court found Angle's claims

were time-barred by the three-year statute of limitations, and she failed to carry the burden of

proof and persuasion of the connection between her injuries and the plant.

The Barnes v. Koppers Co., Inc. case featured a wrongful death suit alleging that Kenesha

Barnes's mother developed breast cancer because she was exposed to chemicals from the plant in

Grenada, Mississippi, in 2003, like the Angle case. Sherrie Barnes lived throughout her life in a

home adjacent to the plant. Beazer and Koppers tried to use the three-year statute to bar Barnes's

claim. However, the court reversed the statute of limitations, found the company solely liable on

Barnes's negligence claim, and awarded Barnes 785,000 dollars in compensatory damages.

Weber said he thinks the responsible parties should make compensation. There are no cases

against Koppers regarding pollution exposure from the Carbondale plant.
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CHAPTER 2

COMMUNITY SUSPICIOUS OF LATEST CLEANUP, FRUSTRATION CONTINUES

Northeast community members continue to mistrust waste cleanups near their homes by a

chemical manufacturing company and oversight of government entities following historically

unsafe handling. Koppers Incorporated., located in Carbondale, Illinois, serviced the Illinois

Railroad system and employed a predominantly African American workforce until its closure in

1991 after detection of toxins on site boundaries. A breach of hazardous chemicals, including

creosote, overflowed into a nearby lagoon which compromised Glade Creek and soil in 1986,

according to an Illinois Department of Public Health (IDPH) assessment.

The black men who worked for the plant inhaled soot and dripped wet from carrying

creosote-covered railroad ties, and several of them allegedly suffered bodily harm and death.

These incidents live on in a small minority of the community aware of allegedly negligent waste

and racist workforce management practices since 1932.

Decades-long cleanup

When initial cleanup procedures began addressing the lagoon breach, rather than

abandoning the site, Koppers Inc. sold a portion of its business to Beazer East Incorporated., a

privately owned environmental management office in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Beazer East Inc.

redevelops brownfields, property complicated by the presence of hazardous substances, into a

sustainable energy business. Beazer East Inc. has conducted cleanups of the polluted soils on the

site dating back to 1991 under the United States Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA),

which oversaw the process of corrective actions mandated by the U. S. Congress.

The Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) law, enacted in 1976, requires

current owners of toxic sites to use corrective action procedures to investigate, treat, store, or

dispose of hazardous waste, according to the USEPA. Beazer East Inc. addressed soil on 16-acres

and uncovered an additional 15.8-acres of earth contaminated with dioxin and furan on the site in

2019, according to a Hazardous Waste Cleanup update by the EPA.
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Legacy of suspicion

Clarissa Cowley, a journalism graduate student studying in the College of Media Arts at

Southern Illinois University Carbondale, conducted a small survey to community members that

showed 66.7 percent of residents are suspicious of or concerned about the entire cleanup process.

Beazer East Inc. allegedly did not notify several residents about the latest cleanup completed in

2020 until a news reporter published a story by the Southern Illinoisan provided details. More

than 80 percent of the survey respondents said no to whether they received notification of the

latest cleanup procedures.

Marilyn Tipton, who lives at 310 E. Burke St.that borders the site, participated in the

survey. She said she received a newsletter from the USEPA but was not made aware of the

cleanup launch from Beazer East Inc. or the city of Carbondale, Illinois. “But when it started,

they didn’t tell us anything,” Tipton said. Tipton also said government officials found out about

the cleanup the same way the community did. “They got the news the same day that the reporter

did, which didn’t give them the time to notify the residents,” Tipton said.

Tipton said the community was worried and complained about the noise cleanup

procedures would bring to their area. “Normally, the city would just send a letter and this time

they just showed up with all that noise,” Tipton said. Tipton said she thinks proper notification

would have given her enough time to ensure she would not be home when construction crews

operated.

Beazer East Inc. says they notified the community

According to a 2019 newsletter, Beazer East Inc. and the USEPA offered public

participation opportunities by notifying residents to submit comments about the cleanup

procedures at a public meeting before the start date. A public meeting was held at the city hall to

discuss the Explanation of Significant Difference (ESD) and unavoidable construction noise

caused by the cleanup.  The responses-to-comment report in the ESD included a citizen comment

that the community requested a mailing to individuals in the neighborhood before the cleanup.
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Mike Slenska, environmental manager for Beazer East Inc., said that on October 7, 2020,

one week before work began, Beazer emailed Gary Williams, city manager, of the upcoming

cleanup work. In 2020, the USEPA issued a news release notifying the public of the start of the

cleanup, Slenska said. “In addition, in the 18 plus months leading up to the start of construction,

USEPA issued several public notices, held a meeting inviting public comment, and advised the

public that additional on-site remediation would be necessary,” Slenska said. “With respect to

construction-related noise, the construction project involved the use of construction equipment to

clear trees and excavate, haul, and grade soils,” Slenska said.

Slenska also said noise associated with such a project is unavoidable, but construction did

work in compliance with allowable work hours of 7 a.m. and 8 p.m. per Carbondale City Code

14-4-7E.14. According to the city of Carbondale, City Code 14-4-7E.14 refers to sound devices

and general noise restrictions where a boundary line meets any public right of way for streets,

sidewalks, or alleys between 7 a.m. and 10 p.m. A citizen also said the community is concerned

trucks would drive along Marion St., a residential area, which will pose a health hazard. The

USEPA said trucks leaving the site would not go towards the residential area. The USEPA also

said the construction was done solely on-site, and truck traffic would not increase.

Continued frustration

Despite these efforts by Beazer East Inc. and the USEPA to communicate with the nearby

community regarding the cleanup of toxins near their homes, several residents still worry.

Tipton and other residents think disturbance of the land on the Koppers site would expose them

to toxins. Sixty-seven percent of respondents said they or someone in their family was diagnosed

with a respiratory illness. More than 80% of respondents said they or someone in their family

was diagnosed with cancer while living near the Koppers site.

Tipton was among 66.7% of respondents who said they thought they were exposed or are

currently being exposed to contamination from water, soil, and air pollution during the cleanup.

Slenska said airborne dust from excavation, hauling, and grading of soils is unavoidable.
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“Consistent with the USEPA-approved remedial design, measures were implemented

during the remedial construction to minimize dust generation to the extent possible,” Slenska

said. These measures included following established speed limits on site haul roads, spraying

water on haul roads, and tarping soil hauling trucks.

Slenska also said the crew conducted air monitoring throughout the remediation project

along the southern site boundary, where Tipton’s home is located in the residential area, to

measure airborne dust and volatile organic compound concentrations. “No sustained action level

exceedances were measured during the project,” Slenska said.

The discrepancy in soil sampling

A citizen said they wanted neighborhood soil testing for new contamination of dioxin and

furan, despite residential tests that concluded no human exposure risk to creosote and other

contaminants. Slenska said Arcadis Incorporated, an environmental consultant for Beazer East

Inc., completed soil testing in residential areas south of the site for dioxins and furans. Tipton

was also among over 80 percent of respondents who said they or someone in their family did not

have the soil on their property tested for contamination allegedly linked to Kopper’s site

pollution. Tipton said Beazer East Inc. asked to conduct soil testing on her property to locate

toxins that may have migrated from the site but never did the test.

Tipton said she sent in the paperwork to Beazer East Inc., who also asked for proof of

residence, the death record of Charles Brown, her father, who was a former Koppers worker and

took off work herself. “Then the day before the testing they called me and told me they weren’t

going to do me,” Tipton said. Tipton said Beazer East Inc. returned her documents and notified

her they found a residential property closer to the site to conduct soil testing.

Slenska said Beazer East Inc. and Arcadis Inc. identified Tipton’s property as an alternate

location for sample A1-59 collected in August 2012 as a third soil sampling test separate from

2005 and 2006. Beazer was able to obtain access from the initially targeted sample location just

north of Ms. Tipton’s, closer to the site.
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Collection of a sample from the alternate location on Ms. Tipton’s property was not

necessary,” Slenska said. Beazer East Inc. conducted cleanup efforts at the Koppers site under

the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) Corrective Action program, not the

Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) known

as the Superfund program. Site monitoring will be for the next 30 years before Beazer East Inc.

or the city can use it for sustainable business.
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CHAPTER 3

RELATIVES THINK A CANCER CLUSTER IN THEIR FAMILY IS CAUSED BY

PROLONGED EXPOSURE TO KOPPERS POLLUTION

On the verge of the Great Depression, Fredrick Tisdale, one of the only black farmers in

Carbondale, Il., moved north of the former Koppers Inc. wood-treating plant to start a family and

plant roots in the town. Mr. Tisdale built a house very close to the plant, originally called Tie

Addition and named after its former owners Ayer and Lord, where eight out of 11 of his children

became ill with some form of cancer. Magdalene Tisdale-Davis, one of six daughters born to Mr.

Tisdale and his wife Ethel Lee Neilson-Tisdale, said she grew up so close to the plant that her

birth certificate recorded the Tie Addition plant as her birthplace. The Tisdale house did not have

a physical address in 1930.

Davis, a retired school psychologist living in Atlanta, Georgia, said she remembers her

family playing, raising, and eating crops such as sweet potatoes, corn, soybeans, and strawberries

on their farm next to the plant. "I remember my father being the largest sweet potato producer

there in [Carbondale] Illinois," Davis said. Davis said she and her siblings played in a pond or

lagoon bordering the plant, between the home, farm, and the plant. Davis said when she and her

siblings would play while bringing back their family's cattle from drinking at the pond, one of

her youngest sisters, Eva Tidwell, fell into a big tub of creosote sitting alongside the plant fence

separating the industrial site from her family's property.

Davis said that Eva could not participate in any sports or the school band after the horrific

accident because of persistent lung issues caused by being exposed to the creosote. According to

the United States Center for Disease Control and Prevention, creosote can cause cancer and

respiratory issues. It has an amber to black color typically used as a pesticide to treat and

preserve wood products. After Eva's exposure to the chemical, Davis said she could not play the

clarinet because of a diagnosis with black lung disease attributed to creosote contamination.

According to John Hopkins Medicine, headquartered in Baltimore, Maryland, creosote
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can cause pneumoconiosis when the lungs cannot get rid of the substance, causing inflammation

leading to scar tissue in the lung. Eva bore a son, James Shelton, following the incident and lung

affliction. Shelton was raised at the Tisdale home and farm permanently as his mother lived there

since she was born. Shelton displayed disabilities present at birth that the family attributes to his

mother's exposure to creosote which hindered Shelton's mobility, communication, and writing.

Over the years, Shelton had struggled with his condition and hospitalization most of his life until

he died in 2010, Davis said.

Eva continued fighting her lung disease, but she developed aggressive breast cancer as

time went on. This diagnosis drove her to receive cancer treatment and genetic testing at the

Mayo Clinic in Phoenix, Arizona, to investigate whether her childhood environment or family

genes caused her cancer. The tests revealed that Eva's cancer was not due to hereditary reasons

but to environmental causes. According to the investigation done by the clinic, Eva's genes did

not show any evidence that she was predisposed to the disease. However, the study does not rule

out predispositions and recommends more genetic testing for Tidwell.

Unfortunately, Eva died three years ago in 2019 from her disease. Davis said that because

of Eva's death and the prevalence of cancer in her other siblings, she thinks emissions originating

from the Koppers plant over a long period caused a cancer cluster in her family.

Cancer cluster near site

Davis said she and her siblings had sustainable, significant health problems resulting

from environmental pollution of the pond the family played in, the soil her family planted and

ate from, and the water the family drank from their residential well, every day unaware of

creosote in it. Davis said she remembers her sister Florence went to Barnes Hospital in St. Louis,

MO., for cervical or ovarian cancer treatment but died in 1954. Florence bore a daughter named

Ida Rabon, who developed lung cancer and died in 2011.

Davis said her sister Martha was treated at Kaiser Sunset in Los Angeles, CA., for breast

cancer, later dying in 1982. Nannie Weber, a sister of Davis, received treatment at Methodist
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Hospital in Des Moines, Iowa, for breast cancer and had a mastectomy. However, cancer spread

to her bones, causing her death in 2002. Ms. Weber bore a son named Darryl Weber, who said he

believes exposure to creosote living next to the plant over the years is attributed to his mother's

cancer diagnosis.

A brother of Davis, Wilberforce Tisdale, was diagnosed with prostate cancer and died in

1997 after receiving treatment at Kaiser Hospital in LA. Ethel Mae, named after the family's

mother, sought treatment at Mercy Hospital in Des Moines, Iowa, after fighting a 16-pound

tumor in her stomach, later dying in 1999, eight years after the close of the Koppers plant. The

forced closure of Koppers happened after contamination was found off plant site property in

Glade creek, allegedly killing fish and two cows. The autopsy of the cow concluded that creosote

was in the stomach of the livestock resulting in their deaths.

Davis said Russell Smith Sr. and Russell Smith Jr. owned the cows at the Smith farm

located north of the plant and received a paid settlement. Davis also said the land on the Smith

farm, originally owned by her father, Mr. Tisdale sold the land to a third party, who sold the land

to the Smiths. The Smiths did not want to provide comment for this story, nor did the city of

Carbondale have any record of paid compensation toward the Smith farm.

The only survivor

Davis said she was tired with pain and soreness on her right breast one day. Davis said

she originally received treatment at the John Wayne Cancer clinic in Santa Monica, CA. "There

was a little growth at the size of about a pea and I went to the doctor, and they did not think it

was anything," Davis said. Davis said she reported the size of the lump to her son, who was in

Georgetown medical school, and he provided her with the information she believes saved her

life.

She received further breast cancer treatment at the University of California in LA with an

oncologist, a doctor who studies cancer. Davis said the oncologist aspirated the growth, which is

the use of a fine needle aspiration to test for breast cancer, and found the disease. "I ended up
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having a lumpectomy, radiation, chemotherapy, and followed some of the best cancer people,"

Davis said.

Davis said she is the only cancer survivor in her family and believes most of her siblings

died from cancer after being exposed to the chemical contamination. Davis said she thinks her

family's contact with soil on the family farm, emissions from the facility, and water in the

residential well and the local pond exposed them to creosote and caused their cancer. Davis said

many people lived in Carbondale throughout the years as her family did, moved to different

cities, and died from cancer in other parts of the country.

"I can only tell you about our family…I can't tell you about all the other people who went

to school with me that died of cancer," Davis said. "I just know that they did," Davis said. Davis

and Mr. Weber said that their family should receive compensation for the deaths of their

relatives, and other families who experienced the disease while living near the plant should also.

Some residents currently living near the former plant think what is happening involving the

handling of Koppers contamination is environmental racism.

Escaping one type of racism for another

Davis's parents relocated to Carbondale to get away from harm after losing everything

during the Tulsa riots near Boley, Oklahoma. According to the Tulsa Historical Society and

Museum, the attack on Greenwood, a historic area of several Black-owned businesses and

homes, was one of the most significant events in Tulsa, Oklahoma's history. According to

Britannica, more than 1,400 homes and businesses burned, and nearly 10,000 people were left

homeless in 1921.

The demolition of the Tisdale house happened long ago, but the family still owns the land

to this day. The family's children produced 34 grandchildren who were not diagnosed with

cancer. The CDC has had conversations with Davis and Mr. Weber about the family cancer

cluster. But, nothing has come of the conversation yet. Mark Johnson, a CDC official, said if any

information is found based on the existing environmental data available that requires an

https://www.tulsahistory.org/exhibit/1921-tulsa-race-massacre/
https://www.tulsahistory.org/exhibit/1921-tulsa-race-massacre/
https://www.britannica.com/event/Tulsa-race-massacre-of-1921
https://www.britannica.com/event/Tulsa-race-massacre-of-1921
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investigation, then the agency will do so. The Tisdale family is waiting for a decision by the

CDC as of October 2021.
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CHAPTER 4

1968 BREACH OF CONTAMINANTS IMPACTED SOUTHERN ILLINOIS WATER

A chemical breach threatened water safety to humans and animals, forcing current

owners to finish cleanup at the former Koppers site. According to the United States

Environmental Protection agency, creosote may pose risks to fish and railroad structures made

from creosote-treated wood. The city of Carbondale allegedly received compensation for the

damage of fish deaths in a pond bordering the plant due to chemicals spilling off from the site

included in three separate incidents in 1968.

Despite rumors of the city and the Illinois Department of Natural Resources (IDNR)

receiving payment for the fish kill circulated throughout the community near the Koppers site,

both entities have no payment record. According to the IDNR mission statement, the INDR aims

to manage, conserve and protect Illinois' natural, recreational and cultural resources, further the

public's understanding and appreciation of those resources, and promote the education, science

and public safety of Illinois' natural resources for present and future generations.

Jennifer Sorrell, city clerk who responded to a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)

request through email, said she checked with city manager Gary Williams, city finance director

Jeffery Davis and city attorney Jamie Snyder about the allegation. “While there are certainly

records relating to Koppers in the city archives…none of the city administration is aware that the

city would have received funds relating to fish deaths,” Sorrell said. Sorrell said she also checked

through the indexes for minutes, resolutions, ordinances, but there was no reference to fish

deaths.

According to an IDNR FOIA request response, no such records exist in their agency

about alleged compensation received by the city. The cause of the fish deaths traces to an

overflow of an on-site lagoon property.

The Ayer and Lord Tie company formerly owned the Koppers site, who bought the land

in 1902 on the northeast side of Carbondale, Illinois, to create a wood-treating plant for railroad

https://thesouthern.com/news/local/epa-says-latest-cleanup-at-the-former-koppers-tie-plant-site-in-carbondale-is-complete/article_dc87d059-e667-5f14-abae-9c6967ca19a1.html
https://www.explorecarbondale.com/
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tie manufacturing. The plant intended to serve the Illinois Central Railroad, was built to have a

capacity 25 percent larger than any other similar plant in the entire world. According to Science

Direct, an environmental database, Koppers also became one of the world’s largest creosote

treatment plants.

According to an Illinois Department of Public Health (IDPH) assessment completed in

2001 under the Agency for Toxic Disease and Substance Registry (ATDSR), this data made it no

surprise that creosotes visibly contaminated soils at the site. According to the Center for Disease

Control and Prevention (CDC), creosote can contaminate soil or water and move from ground to

groundwater. “Groundwater is water found underground in cracks and spaces in soil, sand, and

rocks,” the CDC said. “After creosote gets into groundwater, it may take many years to break

down.”

The assessment also said contamination at the site included phenols, pentachlorophenol

(PCP), and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs). According to the National Institute for

Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), phenol is mildly acidic, requiring careful handling

because it can cause chemical burns to humans. Long-term effects cause autonomic nerve

damage producing an inability to sense chest pain, such as angina or heart attack. Short-term

effects cause excess sweating or limited sweating, lightheadedness, dry eyes, and mouth, the

Institute reported. The assessment said limited soil removal activities occurred at the site in 1991

for a pond and Glade creek where a run-off occurred and operation ceased, but much of the

contamination remains on site.

Koppers fixed lagoon breach

When Koppers abandoned the lagoon system, they generated more wastewater than they

could transport and store. Hence, they evaporated wastewater into the atmosphere by heating it in

open-topped tanks. Mike Slenska, environmental manager for Beazer East Inc., said the Illinois

EPA (IEPA) indicates the lagoon closures may have been part of a transition to a new wastewater

treatment system according to a Koppers memorandum.This procedure involved oil, water

http://www.encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org/pages/627.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/environmental-incident
https://www.webmd.com/pain-management/guide/whats-causing-my-chest-pain
https://www.webmd.com/heart-disease/heart-disease-angina
https://www.webmd.com/heart-disease/guide/heart-disease-heart-attacks
https://www.webmd.com/beauty/sweating-too-much-11/slideshow-stop-sweating-tips
https://www.webmd.com/skin-problems-and-treatments/sweating-assessment/default-old
https://www.webmd.com/eye-health/eye-health-dry-eyes
https://www.webmd.com/oral-health/ss/slideshow-mouth-problems
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separation, and an activated sludge component based on biological treatment.

According to Britannica, wastewater is the polluted form of water generated from

rainwater runoff and human activities. Following the breach, the USEPA issued an

Administrative Order of Consent (AOC) for Koppers under the Resource Conservation and

Recovery Act (RCRA) due to consequences of contamination in each incident, including the fish

deaths in 1986. A written cleanup agreement is a form of an Administrative Settlement

Agreement and Order of Consent (ASAOC), according to the USEPA.

An ASAOC formalizes an agreement between the USEPA and one or more potentially

responsible parties, Koppers and their successors Beazer East Inc. The USEPA uses ASAOCs for

removal activity or short-term cleanups, remedial investigation and feasibility studies, and

remedy design work, according to the USEPA. “Koppers had to perform a remedial investigation

to determine the nature and extent of any releases of hazardous waste from the facility,”

according to the USEPA.

Under a consent decree, Koppers treated wastewater using the effluent from the oil-water

separators in a wastewater lagoon system which included not only one lagoon, but four lagoons

on site boundaries. According to the memorandum provided by Slenska for this report, lagoon

number one was emptied by 1988, with lagoon number two emptied by mid-June of that same

year. The third lagoon contained boiler cooling water sent to a spray field, according to the

memo.

Lagoon four, which contained treated wastewater, was emptied into the spray field,

according to the memo. According to Law Insider, a contract database and resource center, spray

fields are specified areas that have treated waste, agricultural, domestic wastewater, sewage, and

industrial sludge applied to the land. The memorandum also said scientists gathered two soil

samples from each lagoon’s bottom and observed where black staining and small amounts of

discolored water were inside the lagoons.

The wastewater ran from the oil and water separator directly to the activated sludge plant.
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The heated storage tank then received treated water pumped from the plant to promote

evaporation. Slenska said the IEPA memo also offers some information concerning the heated

storage tank mentioned in the Process Hazard Analysis (PHA), suggesting that tank usage was

temporary. The memo said that the sludge was shipped to Peoria Disposal Company, which

received 248 loads of sludge in 1988 from the lagoon fix. After these completed procedures, the

Carbondale Treatment plant set up a monitoring and disposal station to avoid further

contamination.

Chemical release put Glade Creek at risk

The IDPH assessment said heavy rains caused a breach of the lagoon berm, spilling

wastewater, creosote, and sludge into an off-site spill area and Glade Creek. Glade Creek is about

0.7-mile or two minutes away from the site located at 1555 North Marion St. Beazer East Inc.,

who succeeded Koppers in 1988, is now responsible for the finished cleanup procedures and

monitoring Glade Creek after the lagoon fix. Under the decree, Beazer East Inc. emptied a small,

polluted pond west of Glade Creek and filled it with clean soil, according to a community fact

sheet distributed in 2005.

Beazer East Inc. also replaced a 1,500-foot polluted stretch of Glade Creek with a new

creek. Beazer East Inc. created this creek in a clean area 450-feet east of its original location on

the Koppers’ property, where creosote spilled. Koppers also installed a grout blanket in the creek

bed to control the shallow contaminated groundwater discharging into Glade Creek. The grout

blanket is about 700-feet long and 30-feet wide, extending from bank to bank, according to the

assessment.

The grout blanket collects and conveys the groundwater visibly contaminated with

creosote periodically to a material collection maintenance hole, according to the assessment.

According to the IDPH assessment, collected material gets on-site treatment in the activated

sludge wastewater treatment plant. Glade Creek flows through the western portion of the site,

around the northern edge, and past the site’s eastern end, according to the assessment.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/activated-sludge
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/activated-sludge
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Crab Orchard Lake separate incident

According to the assessment, the accidental releases of creosote products have reportedly

resulted in off-site contamination of a Crab Orchard sediment. All the little dirt particles that sink

to the bottom of a pond are an example of sediment, according to a dictionary reference.

“Creosote is actually a mixture of 200 to 400 compounds whose composition varies from batch

to batch,” the environmental database said. According to the USEPA, the Crab Orchard National

Wildlife Refuge site, under the supervision of the U.S. Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife

Service agency (FWS), experienced elevated levels of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs).

PCBs are industrial chemicals such as polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH) and

pentachlorophenol (PCP). According to the Mayo Clinic, a foundation for medical education and

research, PCBs could pose serious health risks to people who frequently eat contaminated fish.

“PCBs have been shown to cause adverse health effects, including cancers, and negative impact

on the immune, nervous and endocrine systems,” the Mayo clinic said.

In 1987, the USEPA placed Crab Orchard National Wildlife Refuge on their National

Priority List, also known as the Superfund list, due to environmental contamination. According

to the IDPH assessment, the Big Muddy River receives water from the Crab Orchard. Big

Muddy River is approximately 10.2 miles or 18 minutes away from Crab Orchard Lake. The

assessment found no human exposure risk due to tests conducted in other possible contamination

pathways.

A chemical breach threatened water safety to humans and animals, forcing current

owners to finish cleanup at the former Koppers site. According to the United States

Environmental Protection Agency, creosote may pose risks to fish and railroad structures made

from creosote-treated wood. The city of Carbondale allegedly received compensation for the

damage of fish deaths in a pond bordering the plant due to chemicals spilling off from the site

included in three separate incidents in 1968. Despite rumors of the city and the Illinois

Department of Natural Resources (IDNR) receiving payment for the fish kill circulated

https://www.fws.gov/refuge/crab_orchard/
https://thesouthern.com/news/local/epa-says-latest-cleanup-at-the-former-koppers-tie-plant-site-in-carbondale-is-complete/article_dc87d059-e667-5f14-abae-9c6967ca19a1.html
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throughout the community near the Koppers site, both entities have no payment record.

According to the IDNR mission statement, the INDR aims to manage, conserve and

protect Illinois’ natural, recreational and cultural resources, further the public’s understanding

and appreciation of those resources, and promote the education, science, and public safety of

Illinois’ natural resources for present and future generations. Jennifer Sorrell, city clerk who

responded to a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request through email, said she checked with

city manager Gary Williams, city finance director Jeffery Davis and city attorney Jamie Snyder

about the allegation.

“While there are certainly records relating to Koppers in the city archives…none of the

city administration is aware that the city would have received funds relating to fish deaths,”

Sorrell said. Sorrell said she also checked through the indexes for minutes, resolutions,

ordinances, but there was no reference to fish deaths. According to an IDNR FOIA

request-response, no such records exist in their agency about alleged compensation received by

the city. The cause of the fish deaths traces to an overflow of an on-site lagoon property.

History of Koppers

The Ayer and Lord Tie company formerly owned the Koppers site, who bought the land

in 1902 on the northeast side of Carbondale, Illinois, to create a wood-treating plant for railroad

tie manufacturing. Former owners of Koppers Inc. built the plant intended to serve the Illinois

Central Railroad to have a capacity 25 percent larger than any other similar plant in the entire

world. According to Science Direct, an environmental database, Koppers also became one of the

world’s largest creosote treatment plants.

According to an Illinois Department of Public Health (IDPH) assessment completed in

2001 under the Agency for Toxic Disease and Substance Registry (ATDSR), this data made it no

surprise that creosotes visibly contaminated soils at the site. According to the Center for Disease

Control and Prevention (CDC), creosote can contaminate soil or water and move from ground to

groundwater. “Groundwater is water found underground in cracks and spaces in soil, sand, and
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rocks,” the CDC said. “After creosote gets into groundwater, it may take many years to break

down.”

The assessment also said contamination at the site included phenols, pentachlorophenol

(PCP), and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs). According to the National Institute for

Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), phenol is mildly acidic, requiring careful handling

because it can cause chemical burns to humans. Long-term effects cause autonomic nerve

damage producing an inability to sense chest pain, such as angina or heart attack. Short-term

effects cause excess sweating or limited sweating, lightheadedness, dry eyes, and mouth, the

Institute reported. The assessment said limited soil removal activities occurred in 1991 for a

pond and Glade creek where a runoff occurred, and operation ceased, but much of the

contamination remains on site.

Koppers fixed lagoon breach

When Koppers abandoned the lagoon system, they generated more wastewater than they

could transport and store. Hence, they evaporated wastewater into the atmosphere by heating it in

open-topped tanks. Mike Slenska, environmental manager for Beazer East Inc., said the Illinois

EPA (IEPA) indicates the lagoon closures may have been part of a transition to a new wastewater

treatment system, according to Kopper’s memorandum about the breach. This procedure

involved oil, water separation, and an activated sludge component based on biological treatment.

According to Britannica, wastewater is the polluted form of water generated from

rainwater runoff and human activities. Following the breach, the USEPA issued an

Administrative Order of Consent (AOC) for Koppers under the Resource Conservation and

Recovery Act (RCRA) due to consequences of contamination in each incident, including the fish

deaths in 1986. A written cleanup agreement is a form of an Administrative Settlement

Agreement and Order of Consent (ASAOC), according to the USEPA.

An ASAOC formalizes an agreement between the USEPA and one or more potentially

responsible parties, Koppers and their successors Beazer East Inc. The USEPA uses ASAOCs for
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removal activity or short-term cleanups, remedial investigation and feasibility studies, and

remedy design work, according to the USEPA. “Koppers had to perform a remedial investigation

to determine the nature and extent of any releases of hazardous waste from the facility,”

according to the USEPA.

Under a consent decree, Koppers treated wastewater using the effluent from the oil-water

separators in a wastewater lagoon system which included not only one lagoon but four lagoons

on site boundaries. According to the memorandum provided by Slenska for this report, lagoon

number one was emptied by 1988, with lagoon number two released by mid-June of that same

year. According to the memo, the third lagoon contained boiler cooling water sent to a spray

field.

According to the memo, lagoon four, which contained treated wastewater, was emptied

into the spray field. According to Law Insider, a contract database and resource center, spray

fields are specified areas that have treated waste, agricultural, domestic wastewater, sewage, and

industrial sludge applied to the land. The memorandum also said scientists gathered two soil

samples from each lagoon’s bottom and observed where black staining and small amounts of

discolored water were inside the lagoons.

The wastewater ran from the oil and water separator directly to the activated sludge plant.

The heated storage tank then received treated water pumped from the plant to promote

evaporation. Slenska said the IEPA memo also offers some information concerning the heated

storage tank mentioned in the Process Hazard Analysis (PHA), suggesting that tank usage was

temporary. The memo said Beazer East shipped the sludge to Peoria Disposal Company, which

received 248 loads of sludge in 1988 from the lagoon fix. After these completed procedures, the

Carbondale Treatment plant set up a monitoring and disposal station to avoid further

contamination.

A chemical release put Glade Creek at risk

The IDPH assessment said heavy rains caused a breach of the lagoon berm, spilling
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wastewater, creosote, and sludge into an off-site spill area and Glade Creek. Glade Creek is about

0.7-miles or two minutes away from the 1555 North Marion St site. Beazer East Inc., who

succeeded Koppers in 1988, is now responsible for the finished cleanup procedures and

monitoring Glade Creek after the lagoon fix.

Under the decree, Beazer East Inc. emptied a small, polluted pond west of Glade Creek

and filled it with clean soil, according to a community fact sheet distributed in 2005. Beazer East

Inc. also replaced a 1,500-foot polluted stretch of Glade Creek with a new creek. Beazer East

Inc. created this creek in a clean area 450-feet east of its original location on the Koppers’

property, where creosote spilled.

Koppers also installed a grout blanket in the creek bed to control the shallow

contaminated groundwater discharging into Glade Creek. According to the assessment, the grout

blanket is about 700-feet long and 30-feet wide, extending from bank to bank. According to the

assessment, the grout blanket collects and conveys the groundwater visibly contaminated with

creosote periodically to a material collection maintenance hole.

According to the IDPH assessment, collected material gets on-site treatment in the plant.

According to the assessment, Glade Creek flows through the western portion of the site, around

the northern edge, and past the site’s eastern end.

Crab Orchard Lake separate incident

According to the assessment, the accidental releases of creosote products have reportedly

resulted in off-site contamination of a Crab Orchard sediment. According to a dictionary

reference, all the tiny dirt particles that sink to the bottom of a pond are an example of a deposit.

“Creosote is actually a mixture of 200 to 400 compounds whose composition varies from batch

to batch,” the environmental database said.

According to the USEPA, the Crab Orchard National Wildlife Refuge site, under the

supervision of the U.S. Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service agency (FWS),

experienced elevated levels of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs). PCBs are industrial chemicals
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such as polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH) and pentachlorophenol (PCP). According to the

Mayo Clinic, a foundation for medical education and research, PCBs could pose serious health

risks to people who frequently eat contaminated fish.

“PCBs have been shown to cause adverse health effects, including cancers, and negative

impact on the immune, nervous and endocrine systems,” the Mayo clinic said. In 1987, the

USEPA placed Crab Orchard National Wildlife Refuge on their National Priority List, also

known as the Superfund list, due to environmental contamination. According to the IDPH

assessment, the Big Muddy River receives water from the Crab Orchard.

Big Muddy River is approximately 10.2 miles or 18 minutes away from Crab Orchard

Lake. The assessment found no human exposure risk due to tests conducted in other possible

contamination pathways.
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CHAPTER 5

BLACK COMMUNITY WANTS SOIL RETESTED FOR CONTAMINATION, SIUC

SOIL EXPERT AGREES

Black residents near the Koppers Superfund site in Carbondale, Il. demanded in June

2021 that their residential property be retested because previous tests used inaccurate soil

sampling techniques. Those challenged tests showed no contamination and no risk of exposure to

toxic chemicals. Donald Monty, retired Carbondale city manager and observed the soil sampling

to ensure a proper supplemental investigation, said this mistrust of the local government and

governmental agencies is a part of a long history of segregation and racism in the United States

southern regions.

“The lunch counters would not allow blacks, the movie theaters would not allow

blacks…they had to sit up in the balcony or blacks could not stay at hotels and so on,” Monty

said. Monty said southern Illinois is south of Louisville, Kentucky, so in many respects, the old

culture around Carbondale was probably more akin to what it would have been like in the south

than, say, in a northeastern city. “In the 1960s, the Varsity Theater then was the big movie theater

in town and finally allowed black patrons to sit mingled with the white patrons,” Monty said.

“So you have got that as a background not much different than if you were to go talk to

people in rural Kentucky or Tennessee or Alabama…maybe not as blatant, but nonetheless,”

Monty said. Monty said additional testing would be worth doing, but keep in mind that the

resident’s mistrust of the United States Environmental Protection Agency and the city can go so

far.

Brian Klubek, a former microbiology professor at Southern Illinois University

Carbondale in the Plant, Soil and Agriculture Systems department, says the residents are right.

The soil samples did not go deeply enough to detect contamination. Klubek said the residents

asked him to get involved in demanding the retesting of the soil located south of the Koppers site

for hazardous chemicals, specifically in their backyards.
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Figure 9. Glade Creek is adjacent to the Koppers site and near residential property. In 1968, a chemical overflow

occurred threatening a pond which connects to the creek. Beazer East Inc. conducted cleanup, removal, and

relocation procedures to prevent further contamination of water (Photo by Clarissa Cowley).
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Figure 10. Cleanup construction workers on the Koppers and Beazer East Inc. site conduct soil cleanup,

removal, and relocation procedures under the United States Environmental Protection agency oversight (Photo

by Clarissa Cowley).
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Figure 11. Koppers and Beazer East Inc. property located at 1555 S. Marion street in Carbondale, Il. (Photo by

Clarissa Cowley).
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