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Who are we?
Mila Marshall, Clean Water Advocate mila.marshall@sierraclub.org 
Denise Trabbic-Pointer, CHMM Emeritus, M.S. Chemical Engineer, 42 years with DuPont, EHS Manager  dtrabbicpointer@gmail.com 


mailto:mila.marshall@sierraclub.org
mailto:dtrabbicpointer@gmail.com


The Sierra Club Illinois Chapter was formed in 1959 with the mission to explore, 
enjoy, and protect Illinois. We welcome you to explore our website to find out how 
our volunteers and staff are working every day to protect our environment through 
activism, outings, politics and legislation.

Who we are | What we do | How we do it

3

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This slide can be tightened up in some ways I’m open to suggestions



How We Learned About Carus 
Chemical Company  Explosion 

Visible impact
Ash turned green and also 

pink

Invisible threats
Lead, mercury other heavy 
metals handled on the site
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Nearly 10,000 people were affected by the fire and the fallout
Minimum steps required for disaster planning 
Expand the number of facilities that have to abide by safety measures and disaster planning through municipal ordinances and oversight
Does EPA have to force decision makers home to these chemical companies to do more to protect residents and the natural resources that support them?
Shelter in place washing off toxic ash contaminating the aquifer and water systems 







● Connected with local volunteer leaders (Steven 
Hall) and others using a Chemtool Fire Facebook 
Group

● Community was concerned and confused about 
health departments guidance 

● Sierra Club toxics specialist noted the limited 
testing for PFAS, SC volunteer collected water 
samples, which showed PFAS in river

● Sierra Club organizer Emilee Chaclas coordinated 
a Q+A with a healthcare professional 

● A health guide was created
● Community members testified at an EPA hearing 

on disaster prevention rules

Sierra Club IL Rockton Response 
Chemtool Explosion (2021)
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We connected with local volunteer leaders, with Steven Hall in the lead. He helpedI connect us (me, Jane Williams, and Sonya Lunder) to local community members (via a chemtool fire facebook group) who were organizing a community meeting about the fire and confusion around the health department's guidance following the fire. 

Sonya noted gaps in the water testing/monitoring being done by the EPA - they were testing for a very limited range of PFAs and through the grant, she was able to win us resources to do more comprehensive testing. Steven Hall was trained and collected the water samples - it was incredible leadership on his part, especially entering such an intense/high stakes scenario.

Next, we wanted to address the gap in guidance. Sonya helped connect me to a doctor who felt comfortable providing general health guidance to community members. I arranged a Q+A for community members with the doctor to help address people's questions. From his guidance, I created a health guide one pager/fact sheet that we shared out as widely as we could about how folks could keep themselves safe.

There was also an EPA hearing looking into preventing disasters like this from happening, and we had a few folks share about Rockton on that call in order to urge the EPA to consider taking more action to prevent these occurrences in the future.

That's the highlights, let me know if anything else would be helpful!






Rockton Chemtool Fire occurred on 
June 14, 2021

● AFFF containing PFAS was used on the 
fire. 

● Some runoff from fire went to the Rockton 
sewage treatment plant (STP). The STP 
also discharges to the Rock River.

● IEPA sampled STP outfall on 6/17/2021 
and high levels of PFAS were detected.  

● Sierra Club sampled similar locations of 
Rock River for PFAS on 6/23/2021. 
Documented PFAS and pre-cursors in 
water.

● River sediment not tested for potential 
chemicals of concern (COC). 

● Rockton drinking water report indicates 2.2 
ppt PFBS & 14 ppt PFHxS in 2020 tests, 
both below criteria. Recommend filtering 
water at DW tap.
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Presentation Notes
Even though the PFAS levels in Rockton drinking water is below criteria, if it were me, I would add either an under sink carbon filter unit or an under sink reverse osmosis system.



Importance of Sufficient Environmental Sampling 
Post Crisis

● Confirmation sampling can identify 
priority hotspots of contamination 

● Sufficient sampling helps decision 
makers set course of action for isolation 
and clean up 

● Sufficient information allows community to 
seek full compensation of damages 

● Coordinated sampling leads to a clearer 
picture 

● Reliable information rebuilds trust in the 
community
“PFAS build up in human blood, take years to leave the body and don't break down in the environment.” (Hawthorne)

Photo by GregorBister/iStock.
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LaSalle-Summary of Samples Collected to Date 
Sample information

● Jan. 11th & 12th Illinois EPA
collected soil/ wipe samples, Little 
Vermillion, a Carus retention pond 
and unknown pond

● Region V EPA set up mobile 
ambient air monitors north and south 
of the Carus Site - started recording 
4:30 PM the 11th and ran through to 
noon on the 12th

● Brownfield collected soil and other 
samples from homes surrounding 
Carus on January 20th and 24th.

Gaps or problems with data:
● No information of where soil or wipe 

samples were collected. One pond is 
an unknown/redacted location. 

● PM2.5 is of particular concern. For 
approximately 12 hours, the monitor 
readings were in mg/m3 and not 
ug/m3. 

● Results only reported for potassium 
and manganese. No depth or specific 
location provided. No sediment 
collected from Rotary Park pond.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In general, the sample results taken by IEPA, EPA and Brownfield came out in different ways and no apparent coordination by one agency or source. Little to no explanation was provided to the community with the exception of the Brownfield presentation. Given the gaps in provided information, Sierra Club has attempted to close the gaps and explain the results. 





Brownfield Sample Locations EPA Air Monitoring Locations
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Just to illustrate where Brownfield collected their samples.

The blue dots are where the EPA air monitors were located with Carus indicated by the red “fire” icon. The two locations circled in red are where the highest levels of PM2.5 were detected. The one furthest west is the Trinity Catholic Academy, a sensitive receptor. 



Summary of Samples Collected to Date 
What we learned from the sample results
● IEPA collected most samples from Carus 

Site. Results show many metals are 
present. Little Vermillion River has slightly 
elevated levels of chloride and zinc. pH and 
potassium were high in the Carus retention 
pond. 

● EPA air monitoring for PM2.5 show a max 
level 100 ug/m3 2:38 AM on January 12th, 
including “sensitive receptors”. The wind 
was from the north @ 8 mph. PM2.5 was 
14 ug/m3 by noon on the 12th. 

● Sampled at ~ 6”. Nothing in the 
Brownfield data indicates levels above 
regulatory limits except manganese in a 
water run-off sample from a home. The 
granular material that was fallout from the 
fire showed very high levels of manganese 
and potassium. 

What does it mean and what to do
● Shows more than Manganese is present. 

Was the material in the retention pond 
ultimately released? River sediment should 
be sample up- and downstream

● The duration of sampling was about 19 
hours, 35 minutes. The average PM2.5 was 
47 ug/m3.  The regulatory limit for 24-
hours is an average 35 ug/m3.

● Lack of information is what led to the 
collection of furnace filters to see what was 
really in the fallout. Not knowing if other 
metals were present has led to many 
wanting to know what is in their yards. Carus 
should do more sampling at their 
expense. 10

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Metals in fallout would tend to sink in the ponds and rivers. Sampling the River sediment will tell us what is there and that will continue to leach into river water.

The data indicates to me that PM2.5 subsequent to the fire was likely above National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) 

The Brownfield report had significant gaps in information, with the biggest issues being: Samples should have been collected at from 0 to 3 inches in order to better represent dermal/ingestion routes of exposure for gardens and children. Only reporting for potassium and manganese was deceptive, making the community think that all was OK.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The blue house icons are where the furnace filters were collected. The red X is the former Matthiessen And Hegeler Zinc Company superfund site, and the red factory icon is Carus. The orange icon is the water sample collected by IEPA from the north lagoon.

We don’t have data from south of the fire but everyone in the area surrounding Carus should look at and change out their furnace filters.



Furnace Filter Samples

Purpose, Results, Meaning

● Jamie helped to coordinate and collect 8 
furnace filter samples that were sent to 
Merit Lab in East Lansing, MI.

● Metals to test for was based on what we 
know Carus stores and uses provided in 
publicly available info.

● Every filter had the listed metals on them, 
these are the maximum results. Mercury,  
was only found on one home filter.

● Results show that more than Manganese 
was in fire fallout. They do not represent 
airborne levels but do show that a lot of 
particulate entered home furnaces and 
was captured by the filter. The ductwork 
in homes should be cleaned at no 
expense. Recommend replacing filters 
with MERV 13 rated filters.

Maximum Results

Parameter Result (mg/Kg)

Barium 1,330

Copper 182

Lead 53

Manganese 301

Zinc 2,820

Mercury 0.117

Total 4,686
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The purpose should be clear. There was nothing in the above data that would tell homeowner if fallout from the fire had reached their homes. There also a lack of information about what, beside potassium and manganese was in the fallout.

Merit Lab is independent from Carus and IEPA and it is where I have an account. I use it frequently for Sierra Club sample analyses.

Carus facility toxic release inventory and their Tier 2 chemical inventory was used to determine what materials to sample for

There isn't a good way to assess or show the results in respect to any type of criteria or standard that would indicate people’s actual exposure because the filter results are in mg/kg (weight per weight) and acceptable levels for breathing particulate matter is measured in ug or mg/m3 (weight per volume of air). I suspect that there will be questions about the filter results and if so, I’ll answer as best I can. 

MERV 13 rated filters are higher efficiency at removing PM2.5 but not the most expensive available. They are particularly recommended for people that have existing respiratory issues like COPD and Asthma. 





We want to hear from you!
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Next Steps
Are you interested in engaging in this work and learning 

more about water?

● Learn more about IL Sierra Club and our water work 
(https://www.sierraclub.org/illinois/issues/water)

● Learn more about Heart of Illinois Group
https://www.sierraclub.org/illinois/heart-illinois/contact-us

● Reach out!
○ Mila Marshall, Clean Water Advocate mila.marshall@sierraclub.org
○ Denis Trabbic-Pointer, Sierra Club Volunteer, Michigan Chapter 

dtrabbicpointer@gmail.com
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