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OUTMAN

By Rosemary Horvath
Herald Staff Writer
Property owners in Riverdale may have to wait until spring before the Michigan Department of Environment,
Great Lakes, and Energy reassesses the area’s water quality flow from private septic systems into county drains
and on to the Pine River.
At least that’s the takeaway expressed by State Senator Rick Outman and Riverdale residents Bob Lombard and
Mikie VanHorn, following a meeting with state officials last week.
Outman, the 33rd District State Senate Republican, arranged the Jan. 8 meeting to review the grassroots effort
Riverdale residents have put forth by identifying and rectifying its failing septic systems.
Property owners with problematic systems have either disconnected or filed for replacement permits. Some
properties are on “pump and haul” status.
The local effort was mounted three years ago after Seville Township first learned the Riverdale area had violated
requirements of the Clean Water Act as evidenced by high levels of E. coli bacteria showing up in drains and a
river tributary which was identified as human waste.
Riverdale citizens along with the township have worked to avert having to install and maintain a municipal
wastewater treatment system, which is a preferred EGLE solution.
However, “They (EGLE) are not opposed to on-site disposal systems,” Outman told The Herald in a recent
phone interview.
Lombard agreed, stating that “EGLE is not on a tangent for a municipal system. They said they believe a private
system is okay.”
Meanwhile, the Mid-Michigan District Health Department and EightCAP Inc., a community action agency
serving four counties, including Gratiot, have partnered to provide financial assistance to help eligible Riverdale
residents currently paying to have their septic tanks pumped.
MMDHD Environmental Health Director Liz Braddock said funding is available “to assist homeowners with the
cost associated with having to frequently pump out septic tanks since the properties recently disconnected from
the storm drain and do not have septic disposal fields.”
EightCAP President Dan Petersen said his group is a secondary partner and that funding is a community services
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block grant providing assistance to pump the septic systems. “We’re reaching out to landowners,” he said.
Outman said he got the impression EGLE is amenable to private septic systems as long as the contamination has
ended.
As owner of an excavating business that installs septic systems and drain fields, Outman said winter weather has
caused the delay for EGLE to reassess the situation in Riverdale. Spring is a better time to install on-site systems
because “they can be dicey when the soil is wet. We’ll go into a holding pattern until the weather breaks.”
Outman is well-acquainted with the Riverdale area as his mother grew up there and her father built the Riverdale
Tavern, which has remained in the family.
Lombard said only three properties needing a septic permit are left. Another three with permits are waiting to
learn the direction EGLE takes. Two other troublesome properties are vacant.
Volunteers continue to sample drain water and tests show bacteria levels have dramatically fallen, Lombard said,
adding that Riverdale residents “have gone above and beyond” a degree of cooperation.
Lombard echoed what residents have claimed, which is that Michigan is the only state in the nation without a
state standard for septics systems, so how can they be held accountable for not knowing what steps to take for
maintenance?
Requirements are set at the county level and enforced by the local health department.
Lombard and VanHorn created and now maintain a database identifying the status of every Riverdale property
with regard to septic system status.  
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Management Plan Indicates Human Bacteria Main Source of Contamination in Upper Pine River
Watershed

By Rosemary Horvath
Herald Staff Writer
A finished project spanning eight years of Julie Spencer’s work-life made her downright ecstatic announcing to
the Gratiot Township Association that the Upper Pine River Watershed Management Plan will be released to the
public in a few weeks.
 “Now we have proven there is a problem with the river,” the Gratiot Conservation District administrator said.
The 405-page study analyzes the 309-square-mile watershed encompassing portions of Mecosta County where
the Pine River begins and sections of northeastern Montcalm County, northwestern Gratiot County, and
southwestern Isabella County.
DNA source tracking indicates bacteria pollution from human sources is the highest followed by swine, then
bovine. Equine is insignificant, according to the study.
The UPRW is part of the Saginaw Bay Watershed and the Pine and Chippewa rivers are among its priority sub-
watersheds. Portions of southern Gratiot County fall into the Upper Maple River Water Management Plan
overseen by the Clinton Conservation District.
Spencer intends to circulate business-type cards printed with ordering information through E&S Graphics in
Ithaca. There will be two prices: one for a black and white book and another for a colored version.
Ordering also will be through Amazon or to download for free as a PDF document from the conservation district
website.
Spencer expects the document to be used to usher in state and federal funding to provide remedial solutions for
restoring water quality.
She said the document will help fund “big dollar” projects such as planting cover crops, installing filter strips,
and building larger manure lagoons.
While the plan identifies solutions and costs, any private or public group can use the plan as a basis for their own
grant proposal to fix problems. Spencer said the Conservation District can act as a match and as a fiduciary on
their behalf.
Based on water samples administered by the Mid-Michigan District Health Department, Michigan Department
of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy (formerly MDEQ), and Alma College over the years, it comes as no
surprise DNA source tracking shows human as the highest source for Escherichia coli or E. coli which is
identified as a primary pollutant of concern in the UPRW.
“Human septage is considered to be of higher risk to human health than livestock manure, and thus is not
considered acceptable, even at low concentrations,” the plan noted.
It adds that human was frequently the most prevalent host source of bacteria detected through quantitative MST
(Microbial Source Tracking) and that illicitly connected septics systems, failing septic systems, and septic
systems installed at a high density are considered a priority source due to the risk presented to human health.
The data also suggests that E. coli pollution is of concern during both dry and wet weather events. The higher
concentrations following wet weather events indicate a large amount of the E. coli is being transported from
agricultural sources through overland runoff, agriculture drains, and livestock direct access into the waterways.
Overland runoff sources include livestock and manure from farms and fields.
A recommendation considered a high priority is hiring a Watershed Coordinator to manage the implementation
of the plan’s many recommendations.
A coordinator would promote participation in the MSU Extension and Michigan Farm Bureau certified hauler’s
program scheduled for 2020. This program reviews good manure spreading practices one of which is to avoid
manure land application on frozen or saturated ground.
Controlling runoff management also includes working with Amish farming communities to provide technical
assistance.
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Wetland restoration would play an important role as well. Wetlands and vegetated riparian buffers help filter
pollution.
Spencer has a 2-page summary detailing the history of aiming for a comprehensive strategic plan for the UPRW
that officially began in 2012. However, the declining condition of the Pine River got noticed in the late 1970s as
riverfront residents noticed sedimentation buildup, an increase in vegetation, and stream bank erosion. Failing
septic systems had become an issue even then.
Organizing efforts have been chronicled by Spencer. In spite of state funding agencies passing over the Upper
Pine River grant applications, Spencer and volunteers didn’t lose hope, regrouped, and gathered more
information. Jane Keon of the Healthy Pine River group and Aaron Snell from Streamside Ecological Services
who also helped assess the Flat River Watershed plan offered continued support.
Finally, funding for another planning grant became available again in 2017 through the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency Clean Water Act. A contract was signed the following year and the fieldwork began.
The grant of $141,700 was matched with volunteer manhours from various organizations valued at $28,000.
Spencer will have a PowerPoint presentation at the Conservation Districts annual meeting and banquet on Feb.
20 at the Gratiot-Isabella RESD in Ithaca. Reservations are $12 each and two for $20. Seating is limited. 
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By Emma Selmon
Herald Staff Writer
Despite recent headlines about Superfund sites going unfunded across the country, chemical cleanup activities in
St. Louis are continuing as planned.
 According to figures released in late December from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), 34
Superfund sites are waiting for federal dollars, putting the backlog of unfunded Superfund sites at a 15-year
high. The associated press reported that this figure has nearly tripled under the current administration, with only
12 sites on that list in 2016.
One of the sites on the list is the Velsicol burn pit in St. Louis, a five-acre site located across the Pine River from
the former Velsicol plant site. But according to Jane Keon, chairperson of the Pine River Superfund Citizen Task
Force (CAG), there’s a simple answer as to why that project isn’t funded.
They’re not ready for the money yet.
Because of the energy needs of the in-place thermal treatment project currently underway at the former Velsicol
plant site, the in-place thermal treatment project at the Velsicol burn pit can’t be started until the fall of 2021 at
the earliest, according to the EPA.
“There just isn’t enough electricity to do two projects at once,” Keon said.
The Velsicol Chemical Corporation, formerly known as Michigan Chemical Corporation, operated in St. Louis
from 1936 to 1978. A manufacturer of various chemical compounds including the pesticide DDT and the fire
retardant PPB, Velsicol’s toxic footprint in Gratiot County has become one of the costliest Superfund sites in the
country.
Initially, the Velsicol burn pit was considered to be a part of the former plant location’s Superfund site, but in
2010, it was finalized as an independent Superfund site on the National Priorities List. The burn pit, which
served as an offsite disposal area where industrial wastes were incinerated weekly, is located in an out-of-bounds
area within the Hidden Oaks Golf Course. It is not a part of the golf course and is not maintained by the course’s
owner.
The burn pit poses no immediate risk to users of the golf course, according to the EPA.
Keon isn’t sure why the burn pit is included on the list of unfunded Superfund sites, but she has her suspicions.
She thinks it may be because the site would be ready for remediation if it weren’t for the energy limitations
posed by the project at the other site.
“The design work is completed, everything’s a go,” Keon said. “We are just waiting for money, except for the
fact that we don’t really want it yet because we can’t use it yet.”
At the burn pit, all of the preliminary planning has been completed. Additionally, the EPA has contacted 11
homeowners whose private well water could be affected by the planned in-place thermal treatment. Keon said
that nine of those homeowners agreed to switch over to water from the Gratiot Area Water Authority (GAWA) as
a “preventative measure,” and that the EPA will cover that cost.
According to information from the burn pit’s Superfund information website, ash piles have also been removed.
Across the river, cleanup is continuing as planned at the former plant site. Keon said that she thinks both the
CAG and the EPA were “very pleased” with the results of the in-place thermal treatment that was completed at
Area 1, although the project “brought up a whole lot more contaminants than were projected.”
According to a report included in CAG’s January meeting minutes, 56,000 pounds of contaminants were
removed in Area 1 — more than double the 25,000 pounds the EPA expected.
The EPA is now working on in-place thermal treatment in Area 2, which has been split up into multiple phases.
The report in the CAG minutes indicated that the heating process for Phase 1 has begun, and they expect the
ground and water to reach boiling point in mid-February. So far, they have brought up 1,500 pounds of
contaminants; the EPA expects to remove a total of 50,000 pounds in total from this area.
Keon said that Area 2 includes the location where the DDT was produced, which is “part of the reason” why the
EPA is expecting to extract more contaminants there. They have also identified higher concentrations of a toxic
compound called DBCP in that area.
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“It’s a dangerous chemical,” Keon said. “Just breathing it — just a small amount in the air — can cause a man to
become sterile. Who know what else it does?”
So far, funding for the Area 2 projects have been secured, but there are still a number of other projects at the
former plant site that have not yet been funded. Keon said that they will have to seek funding for Potential
Source Areas 1 and 2, an excavation project near M-46, and “the various chemical oxidation locations on the
plant site.”
Keon said that according to Remedial Project Manager Thomas Alcamo, funding is easier to secure at sites like
the former plant site where cleanup has already begun. And while it can’t be predicted when the burn pit will
receive funding, for now, progress is continuing to be made towards a cleaner and healthier environment in the
middle of the mitten.
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By Rosemary Horvath
Herald Staff Writer
The Board of Health for the Mid-Michigan District Health Department voted last week to retain the same
officers for another year.
 Gratiot County Commissioner George Bailey is continuing as chair along with Montcalm County
Commissioner Betty Kellenberger as vice-chair.
The 6-member board is composed of two county commissioners from each of the MMDHD’s service areas of
Gratiot, Montcalm, and Clinton counties.
Other members are Commissioners Bruce DeLong and Dwight Washington, from Clinton; Chuck Murphy from
Gratiot, and Adam Petersen from Montcalm.
Also at the brief organizational meeting held at the Stanton office, the board scheduled finance committee
meetings for the year starting at 8:30 a.m. followed by regular board meetings at 9 a.m. These sessions take
place on the fourth Wednesday of the month except for December. Location revolves by county.
In addition to standard business, the board received reports from Medical Director Jennifer Morse highlighting
the seriousness of influenza and vaping.
Morse highly encouraged the public to still get the flu vaccine, stating “it is not too late. The flu vaccine still is
the most effective benefit.”
This flu season has been unusual because it began early and the Influenza B strain hasn’t occurred in 27 years,
therefore resistance is low particularly among children, she said. The Influenza B/Victoria strain hasn’t been in
circulation for the last three seasons so immunity to it is also low.
Contact the health department for more information. There have been two child deaths in Michigan caused by
influenza.
As for vaping, Michigan has reported three related deaths. Morse said the THC is associated with illness and not
the nicotine. A majority of users are under age 35, caucasian, and daily users.
“Michigan tests products,” Morse said, “but it is difficult to test and police everything. There is a complete lack
of awareness so there is a huge effort to educate young people.”
All three counties have active substance abuse coalitions that provide valuable information, she said.
Environment Division Director Liz Braddock reported on the state’s ongoing investigation into the presence of
harmful chemicals identified as PFAS. Residential properties tested in Gratiot County came up negative. PFAS
are still present in the landfill owned by the city of Ithaca in Newark Township that the city has been directed to
remediate.
Most of the investigation Braddock deals with is focused on the Grand Ledge Army National Guard Facility and
areas around Ionia County’s Palo area. Groundwater sampling also is taking place at the Pierson Township
landfill in Montcalm County.
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