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Barlett & Steele / Monsanto’s Harvest of Fear

In 1981 several former Nitro employees filed lawsuits in federal court,
charging that Monsanto had knowingly exposed them to chemicals that
caused long-term health problems, including cancer and heart disease. They
alleged that Monsanto knew that many chemicals used at Nitro were po-
tentially harmful, but had kept that information from them. On the eve of a
trial, in 1988, Monsanto agreed to settle most of the cases by making a sin-
gle lump payment of $1.5 million. Monsanto also agreed to drop its claim to
collect $305,000 in court costs from six retired Monsanto workers who had
unsuccessfully charged in another lawsuit that Monsanto had recklessly
exposed them to dioxin. Monsanto had attached liens to the retirees’ homes
to guarantee collection of the debt.

Monsanto stopped producing dioxin in Nitro in 1969, but the toxic
chemical can still be found well beyond the Nitro plant site. Repeated stud-
ies have found elevated levels of dioxin in nearby rivers, streams, and fish.
Residents have sued to seek damages from Monsanto and Solutia. Earlier
this year, a West Virginia judge merged those lawsuits into a class-action
suit. A Monsanto spokesman said, “We believe the allegations are without
merit and we’ll defend ourselves vigorously.” The suit will no doubt take
years to play out. Time is one thing that Monsanto always has, and that the
plaintiffs usually don't.

Poisoned Lawns

Five hundred miles to the south, the people of Anniston, Alabama, know
all about what the people of Nitro are going through. They've been there. In
fact, you could say, they're still there.

From 1929 to 1971, Monsanto’s Anniston works produced PCBs as in-
dustrial coolants and insulating fluids for transformers and other electrical
equipment. One of the wonder chemicals of the 20th century, PCBs were
exceptionally versatile and fire-resistant, and became central to many
American industries as lubricants, hydraulic fluids, and sealants. But PCBs
are toxic. A member of a family of chemicals that mimic hormones, PCBs
have been linked to damage in the liver and in the neurological, immune,
endocrine, and reproductive systems. The Environmental Protection Agen-
cy (E.P.A.) and the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry, part of
the Department of Health and Human Services, now classify PCBs as “prob-
able carcinogens.”
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Today, 37 years after PCB production ceased in Anniston, and after tons
of contaminated soil have been removed to try to reclaim the site, the area
around the old Monsanto plant remains one of the most polluted spots in
the U.S.

People in Anniston find themselves in this fix today largely because
of the way Monsanto disposed of PCB waste for decades. Excess PCBs were
dumped in a nearby open-pit landfill or allowed to flow off the property
with storm water. Some waste was poured directly into Snow Creek, which
runs alongside the plant and empties into a larger stream, Choccolocco
Creek. PCBs also turned up in private lawns after the company invited An-
niston residents to use soil from the plant for their lawns, according to The
Anniston Star.

So for decades the people of Anniston breathed air, planted gardens,
drank from wells, fished in rivers, and swam in creeks contaminated with
PCBs—without knowing anything about the danger. It wasn’t until the
1990s—20 years after Monsanto stopped making PCBs in Anniston—that
widespread public awareness of the problem there took hold.

Studies by health authorities consistently found elevated levels of
PCBs in houses, yards, streams, fields, fish, and other wildlife—and in
people. In 2003, Monsanto and Solutia entered into a consent decree with
the E.P.A. to clean up Anniston. Scores of houses and small businesses
were to be razed, tons of contaminated soil dug up and carted off, and
streambeds scooped of toxicresidue. The cleanup is under way, and it will
take years, but some doubt it will ever be completed—the job is massive.
To settle residents’ claims, Monsanto has also paid $550 million to 21,000
Anniston residents exposed to PCBs, but many of them continue to live
with PCBs in their bodies. Once PCB is absorbed into human tissue, there
it forever remains.

Monsanto shut down PCB production in Anniston in 1971, and the
company ended all its American PCB operations in 1977. Also in 1977,
Monsanto closed a PCB plant in Wales. In recent years, residents near the
village of Groesfaen, in southern Wales, have noticed vile odors ema-
nating from an old quarry outside the village. As it turns out, Monsanto
had dumped thousands of tons of waste from its nearby PCB plant into
the quarry. British authorities are struggling to decide what to do with
what they have now identified as among the most contaminated places
in Britain.
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