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Superfund Site Leaches Toxic Chemicals into Groundwater
INTRODUCTION:
From 1948 to 1980, Hercules Inc. in Brunswick produced a pesticide used
by cotton and soybean farmers marketed under the name toxaphene. As
it turned out, the chemical wasn’t just toxic to insects, but humans as well.
A known cancer-causing chemical, once released to the environment, it
persists for decades and accumulates in the food chain. Unfortunately, the
toxic chemicals weren’t restricted to the manufacturing site. From 1976
to 1980, Hercules dumped wastewater sludge from the manufacturing
process in a nearby seven-acre landfill. That landfill and the nearby
manufacturing site are two of Georgia’s 16 federally designated Superfund
sites where legacy pollutants pose a threat to human health and the
environment. Cleanup and monitoring of pollutants at the site has been
ongoing since the 1990s. In August, the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) completed a mandated five-year review of site cleanup
plans and determined that the current plans “protected human health
and the environment.” However, over the long term, EPA concluded that
more groundwater testing and groundwater remediation were needed.
In October, Hercules released new groundwater monitoring data that
reinforced EPA’s long-term analysis. Pollutant levels found in monitoring
wells located on adjacent property indicated that the 40-year-old pollution
problem is ongoing.

THE WATER BODY:
While Georgia is renowned for its more than 70,000 miles of rivers and
streams that provide public water supplies for most Georgians,
the water beneath the state’s surface is equally important. About
17 percent of Georgia’s public water supply is drawn from wells,
and virtually all public water supplies in South Georgia pull
from groundwater. In rural Georgia where public water systems
are scarce, some 95 percent of residents rely on private wells.
Pollutants, once in groundwater, are difficult to remove and can
persist for decades. At the Hercules 009 Landfill Superfund Site, one
of the first cleanup actions put in place was extending public water
lines to residents and businesses near the closed landfill whose
wells had been contaminated. Today, toxic pollutants continue to
be detected in the groundwater, but there has been no effort to
eliminate this persistent pollution problem.
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THE DIRT:
The 16-acre Hercules 009 Landfill Superfund Site sits in the heart of one of Brunswick’s busy commercial districts
along the Golden Isles Parkway. It is surrounded by a car dealership, a church, a shopping center and other
businesses, an elementary school and a large apartment complex.
In the initial phases of the cleanup in the 1990s, nearby residents relying on private wells were connected to the
public water supply system. Since then, some 14,000 cubic yards of soil has been excavated from areas around the
landfill and consolidated with a mixture of cement to form a cap over the former landfill site.
But, as recent groundwater monitoring has shown, the pollution is far from being contained. Over the past decade, data
shows benzene levels in groundwater consistently well above what EPA considers safe levels for the toxic chemical.
In a June letter to EPA, Georgia’s Environmental Protection Division countered EPA’s assertion that groundwater
migration was “under control” stating, “It does not appear that migration is under control since analytical results
indicate that benzene has migrated off-site…and an additional off-site investigation in this area is being conducted.”
That additional off-site investigation conducted by Hercules during the last year on new monitoring wells located on
property adjacent to the Superfund site bears out EPD’s concern.
The monitoring data in these off-site wells showed benzene levels 70 times the
maximum contaminant level goal outlined in EPA’s cleanup plan.
While groundwater contamination remains a concern and local residents and Brunswick
leaders have urged EPA to force Hercules to conduct a more thorough cleanup, an
additional threat is the release of benzene from soils into the atmosphere.
Benzene is a highly flammable, colorless liquid that evaporates quickly into the
air. It is harmful to the eyes, skin, airway, nervous system, and lungs and can cause
blood cancers like leukemia.
With a 19-building apartment complex, an elementary school and multiple
commercial businesses, including a Walmart Supercenter, surrounding the old
landfill site, this is a risk that should not be viewed lightly, according to local
advocates who have long urged a more thorough cleanup than EPA has thus far
imposed on Hercules.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
should act to address the concerns of the
Brunswick community by requiring Hercules
to delineate the extent of migration of
toxic contaminants in groundwater around
the landfill site and implement a cleanup
plan that will protect local residents and
surrounding property owners.

Top: The Hercules Landfill Superfund site sits along Goldens Isle Parkway next to a car dealership, a church, a shopping center, an elementary school and a large apartment complex.
Monitoring suggests that contaminated groundwater is migrating off the 16-acre site. Above:
When first developed toxaphene was known for its effectiveness in killing crop pests. Now, we
know that toxaphene is also harmful to humans. In 1990, use of toxaphene in the U.S. ceased.
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