The Orange-Fog Peril

By DANIELLE FLOOD

PEDRICKTOWN

HERE is an orange
fog that envelops
various neighbor-
hoods here from time

| to time. In recent months, it

has come almost weekly.
Now it has the *“high town.
ers” riled.

“And when vou've got us
riled,” said Sam Pickens, a
high towner, or elder of an
old Pedricktown family,
“something’s gotta give.”

Residents in this Salem
County community of 2,000
about 15 miles east of Wil-
mington say the mist “looks
like the glow around a
candle” and comes from the
wmoke stacks of an NL Indus-
tries p:ant here that recovers
lead from used car batteries.

" And thev say the fog leaves

et e A

a substance that has dam-
aged their property—from
cating pinholes in aluminum
siding to “burning” blossoms
UN some trees.

Air-potlution enforcement
officials of the state’s De-
partment of Environmental
Protection ‘‘speculate’ that
the fog contains lead oxide
particles that act as a base
for sulfur dioxide. which
when mixed with water va-
por bhecomes sulfuric acid,
a strong Corrosive.

Lee Geist, a spokesman
for NL Industries, a multina-
tional corpcration that owns
Dutch Boy Paints, said, It
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Roy Griffin shows peeled auto paint

is possible that something
is being emitted and combin-
ing with something else in
the local atmosphere under
certain  conditions that is
causing the problem.

“But it has not been shown
that NL is thce source of
the problem. Whatever it is,
it is not any recegiized
health hazard.”

The kev  words are
“shown” and “recognized’;
they summarize in several
ways the problems residents
here have in dealing with
the *“orange fog” dilemma.

“Shown.” Residents com-
plain that the orange fcg
did not exist in Pedricktown
hefore the NL plant begzn
full-time operations abuolit
threc vears ago. Others =ay
they have seen the fog come
from plant stacks.

“When it comes oul of

the tall stacks.” said Maxine
Cat!s. who lives across the
street  from the plant, “it
looks brownish against the
sky. It doesn't move fast
It lays in the air. just hangs.
And then vou wake up in
the morning and 1Us all over
the place orange and
hrown spots and they don’t
wash off.”

But state air poliution en-
forcement officials, who say
they have been aware of
the problem for two years,
claim they must view such
an emission from its source
before they can do anything
to stop it. They said they had
not been able to view the fog
because it usually formed at
night, for about an hour and
a half, and no enforcement
officials lived close enough
to Pedricktown to get there
before the fog dissipated.

‘“‘Recognized.” *It burns
yvour eyes if you go out into

it. Sometimes the odor is so
strong it'll take our breath
awav,” said Josephine Cog-
dill, who lives nearly a half
mile from the plant.

Several residents say they
wake up with headaches al-
ter the fog has visited their
neighborhood the night be-
fore. *'If it's taking the paind
off our houses and cars,
what's it doing to our lungs?”
is a frequent question asked
by residents when discussing
the fog.

But as Meyer Scolnick, di-
rector of the Enforcement
Division, Region 2, of the
United States Environmental
Protection Agency, said, 1t
is generally more difficult
to show that a particular
nollution emission is harmful
to a person’'s health than it
is to property because the
effccts of pollution on prop-
erty are usually “immediate”
whereas the harmful cffects
on humans “may not be de-
tectable for a period of years.”

Nevertheless, the Ni.
spokesman said, “Since NL
has made and continues (o
make every effort to be a
good neighbor in the area,
we have taken certain ac-
tions although we had no
obligation to do so.”

The NL ‘“good-neighbor”
policy has included covering

the cost of:

¢ Washing houses and cars
by professional cleaners.

GReplacing aluminum sid-
ing on at least three houses,
windows in at least two
houses, and glass doors and
trim around one house.

qQinstalling & water pipe
(estimated cost $39,000) so at
least half a dozen families
who live within 1,000 feet
of the plant no longer have
to drink heir well water.

gprovidiug $1,000 worth of
bottled water in the last year
for two ol these fanilies, a
practice NL said would con-
tinue unti! the water pipe wos
installed.

Last year, the Salem Coun-
ty Health Department found
that five of seven water
samples taken from the wells
of residents who live within
1,000 feet of the plant con-
lcad. Two of ‘these
samples had levels well above

- —ahout three times—the New

Jersey-recommended  maxi-
mum lead level in water of

. five-hundredths parts per mil-

lion. NL is providing bottled
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water to the two families
whose well water was found
to have the highest lead lev-
els of the seven samples.

Between mid-October and
mid-December 1975, Maurice
Madden, .principal of the Old-
mans Middle School, Pedrick-
town, had the drinking water
for the 120 students in hi
school shut off. ‘

He noted the water was
again turned on because the
Salem County Health Depart-
ment took samples in De-
cember and January that
showed the water’s lead con-
tent to be lower than the
state recommended maximum
lead level.

Lav-rence Devlin, Salem
County health cofficer, said
his agency would monitor
the school water with tests
every three months.

Alr. Devlin said he did not
krnow how lead got into cer-
tain wells in  Pedrickiown.

A former official of NL
Industries, who asked not
to be identified, said he saw
several ways that the Ped-
ricktown plant could be re-
sponsible for lead seeping
into the ground and air:

CUsed car batteries to be
recvcled are kept in a dump
behind the plant. “They’re
piled there and when it rains
on them, I'm sure much lead
and sulfuric acid is leaked
into the ground.”

€The company has in the
past dumped hot slag and
wastes from its process in
a trench, about 16 to 20
feet deep, behind the plant,
Wells within 1,000 feet of
the. plant that were tested
last year and found to con-
tain high lead levels are shal-
iow, about 16 feet deep. Res-
idents explained that these
wells gained from a water
table that is about the same
depth.

CFrom time to time, the
plant's pollution-control de-
vices, called sanitary exhaust
bag houses, containing aboul
1,600 bags that catch lead
dust, break down and allow
uncontrolied amounts of lead
dust into the atr.

The former official said

the process used at the plant,
desulfating battery muds, is
a new process and should
have heen designed different-
v,
" An NI spokesman would
not comment on these state-
ments by the former official
of the company, except to
say that ‘‘we think our de-
sign is fine. Our whole sys-
tem was designed to elemi-
nate environmental problems,
not cause them.”

Donald Masten, solicitor of
Oidmans Township — which
includes Pedricktown and Au-
hurn — said “National Lead
definitely has not been a
good neighbor.” (Some resi-
dents here still call NL by its
former name, National Lead
Corporation.)

In an Oct. 16, 1974, letter
to the state’s Department of
Environmental Protection,
Mr., Masten wrote: “In July
1974, all of Pedricktown was
alerted to large columns of
smoke arising out of the NL
industries plant on the oppo-
side of the railroad tracks in
an area that the public had
no knowledge was being used
by NL Industries. An inspec-
tion revealed an open dump

burning of slag and other
materials.”

A complaint was filed In
Oldmans Township Municipal
Court. NL pleaded not guilty
to charges tha. it violated
various townshi] ordinances.
The court found NL guilty
and fined the corpuration
$1.100.

Evren Sulllvan, supervisor
of the southeen fiell office
of the state’s 3urean of Atr
Pollution-Contral, answered
My Masten's letier, Mr. Sulli-
van said he investigated the
matter and that “plant man-
aseement  oxplained the epi-
surle by stating that the fire,
which ot curred on the com-
pany's  londfill site and s
aonerated byoan ontside con-
tractor, was started by the
Auraping of hot slag on waste
battery casings.”

Cont'd on Following Pape



NL Industries plant—source of mysterious mist?

Mr. Sullivan said his unit
had been 1aking affidavits
from Pedrickiown residents
who have found the orange
fog has visited their homes
in the nignt.

When asked 7 there was
anotier piant in the area
that could he enmutting the
orange fog, Mr. Sullivan re-
plied, “We can eliminate

other possible sources.”

Mr. Sullivan said that no
emplovees in his unit were
atmosphertc c¢hamists and
that the department \was
“more interested in what it
can do to stop the problem.”

He said the department
was reviewing the case for
possibie referral to the State
Altorney General's office.
¢ Mr. Geist, the NL spokes-
‘man, said, “We are tryving
very hard 1o discover the
causer [of the orange fog]
and have brought in techni-
cal teams from our research
laboratories and others to
assist us.”

On Apri! 15, NL shut down
one unit of its plant here.
Mr. Geist said: ‘“We are re-
pairing one unit (a reverhato-
ry furnace) which may or
may not be the cause of
the problem.” He added that
when the unit went back
into operation. scheduled for
tomorrow, the compdny “will
do extensive testing. We will
have some idea after that
as to whether the cause is
coming from our plant or
not.”

After a meeting April 22
between the Department of
Environmental Protection
and NL representatives, Mr.
Sullivan said that his agency
had decided to conduct tests
to determine what the orange
substance was. He declared
that at the meeting the NL
representatives had said it
was possible the substance
was ferric chloride—a com- |
bination of iron and salt. W :
Danielie Flood is « {reelance
writer,

Ehe New JJork Eimes
Published: May 2, 1976
Copyright © The New York Times



