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Neighbors meet to discuss EPA cleanup proposals for CC
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When Olathe resident Betty
Mitchell and her husband,
Byron, bought the little red
house on Keeler Street 25
years ago, they had no idea
what they were buying them-
selves into.

Their home sits along the
outskirts of the former Chem-
ical Commodities, Inc. (CCI),
a chemical brokerage and
recycling facility that failed to
properly transport and dis-
pose hazardous waste when
it operated years ago.

Mitchell said she never fath-
omed her home would have a
vapor system to combat the
nauseating odor emitted
from the waste or hazardous

soil contaminating the water
in her backyard.

Frustrated yet hopeful, the
couple attended an advisory
meeting for residents last
night at Grace United
Methodist Church with more
than 25 of their neighbors to
discuss the Environmental
Protection Agency’s soil
cleanup proposals, which
were made known last
month.

“We want to tell them
exactly what we want to aio
on. It just seems like it’s tak-
ing forever,” she said.

State and city representa-
tives answered questions and
helped the advisory group
formulate ideas for the best
cleanup solution.

Resident input is very

important and will make a
difference, said Glenn
Andrews, co-leader of the
group. Residents have until
Sept. 15 to give the EPA sug-
gestions. The EPA wil! make
a final proposal after all the
requests are in. :

One request from residents
asks the city to purchase the
property to ensure the
removal of the toxic chemical

in the 1%-acre property at

312 S. Blake St.
" This request is unlikely,
said Joel Moesher, an. attor-
ney hired by the city.
Moesher said that he had
dealt with many environmen-
tal cases similar to this one
and that buying the property
would mean the city is liable
for the entire cost of the
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cleanup project, an effort
that costs million of dollars.

“The city isn’t opposed to
maintaining it, but they want
to make sure there is an
owner they can contact,” he
said.

As part of the city’s promise
to help residents, city spokes-
woman Alice Snider said last

night that Olathe would

maintain the overgrown
shrubs and grass surround-
ing the fence around the site.

“This is a federal project, so
it’s not in our (Olathe’s) con-
trol,” Snider said. “We’ll
look at other alternatives
because we have to be
responsible to all our taxpay-
ers.”

Responsible parties are cur-
rent owners, former owners
and any company that per-
formed a business exchange
with CCI, Moesher explained.

“These people are absolute-
ly liable to pay for the
cleanup at the site whether
they were there for a day or
for 10 years,” he said.

But the former owners, CCI,
went out of business in 1989
after 38 years of improperly
handling its waste.

Boeing, an aircraft compa-
ny, is one of several compa-
nies that has taken initiative
with the EPA to pay for the
cleanup.

For these companies and

agencies cleaning up the site,
there is a long road ahead,
Moesher said. The cleanup
process could take 10, 20 or
even 30 years, he said.

He said the process could
be accelerated by pushing
the state to take control.
When the current residents
and their heirs pass away
and the companies involved
with the contamination go
bankrupt, the property will
be given to the state.

Randy Carlson from the
Kansas Department of Health
and Environment said that he
was aware that state would
become liable for the site one
day, but that the state has no
interest owning the property.

“There’s not a lot of money
in the state for this,” Carlson
said. “Kansas is balancing
the books just like every state
in the nation.”

The EPA’s favored cleanup
plan, which focuses on off-
site disposal, costs $4 million
and could be millions more
depending on how much soil
is treated. .

Other options presented by
the EPA in July included cap-
ping, low temperature ther-
mal desorption or no action
at all. Some plans could cost
as much as $44 million.

Though costly, many resi-
dents say action must be tak-
en. :
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“It’s not fair for us,” one
woman said during the open
discussion section. “My hus-
band and I want to retire and
move south, and no one will
buy our home.”

The woman said she is tired
of seeing the signs in her
backyard saying “hazard”
and of the smell, which never
seems to go away, she says.

“You try living with that
smell,” she said. “The EPA or
people from the state should
come live here and see what
it’s like.”

Her family already installed
6-foot fence their yard to pre-
vent the toxic soil from drift-
ing to her home. She spent
$4,000 fixing her under-
ground pipes, which she said
broke as a result of the
chemicals carelessly handled
by CCL

As for the Mitchells, they
hope cleanup will begin soon.
They have waited for a long
time, they said.

Now, Mitchell said she is
concerned about health risks
even though the EPA con-
cluded the site was not dan-
gerous to human health. She
said the same fumes she
noticed 25 years ago still
make her sick to her stom-
ach.

“They run tests and say it's
safe,” she said. “But who
really knows?”




