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Patty Loew: Efforts to clean up an environmental problem on the other side of the state are underway again. In April, dredging crews got back to work on the Fox River. For years, Wisconsin paper companies and the government have been locked in a legal battle over the cleanup of cancer-causing PCBs. “In Wisconsin” reporter Art Hackett discovered even though the lawsuits remain, but the cleanup is on track in DePere. 

Bud Harris:

I've watched the dredging outside of my door down here. 

Art Hackett:

Bud Harris lives up the hill from the Fox River. The dredges are part of the effort to rid the Fox of PCBs.  Harris has been watching PCBs for most of his professional careers. 

Bud Harris:

PCBs, we knew they were there. But the issue was, okay, so what are the real effects?

Art Hackett:

For a 30 year period, beginning around 1954, PCBs were an ingredient a few of the mills used to coat paper.  Many other mills recycled scraps of that original paper to make other products. PCBs washed out of the mills, into the water and settled into the sediment. Ten years ago, while attorneys for paper companies over who’s responsible for paying the bills, the DNR studied whether it was possible to dredge sediments from the river without making the problem worse. The answer was yes. 

The dredging of PCBs from the Fox River has now reached industrial scale. At times the two dredges have operated at the end of pipelines stretching for ten miles. 

What is that brown stuff on the top?

Man:

That's the sediment. 

Art Hackett:

Just as the paper machines operated continuously, turning fibers into paper, the sediment never stops between the time when the dredge pumps it the pipeline and the time when it drops it into a pile awaiting a truck ride to a landfill. 

Ray Mangrum:

It's kind of a unique situation because nobody has ever set a process up like this without some kind of buffer between the dredges and the process unit. It's never been done before. That's something we are very proud of. 

Art Hackett:

The material is pumped into huge presses that force out the water leaving dry of contaminated cake. Mangrum says the project will ultimately remove 3.8 million cubic yards of material from the river bed. In addition, 500 acres of contaminated river bottom will be capped with an isolating layer of sand and crushed rock. 

Ray Mangrum:

We are on a schedule, seven years for dredging, two additional years for capping. My goal is to complete it at least a year in advance. We are ahead of schedule now, and we project to stay ahead of schedule. 

Art Hackett:

The decision to cap areas that were too difficult or expensive to dredge was controversial. But environmental scientist Bud Harris says he accepts it as part of the solution. 

Bud Harris:

I was never a proponent of capping, but one of the things we knew early on was that even with dredging, you are going to get residual. You will never get it all. It's not like vacuuming under the rug. 

Art Hackett:

So far, Harris says the cleanup process appears to be working. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency released a review of the first five years of the Fox project. This involved Lake Butte des Morts near Menasha. The EPA’s measurements showed remaining PCBs concentrations of .22 parts per million. That is below EPA standards. 

Bud Harris:

If, in fact, they get the sediment concentrations and go it to .2, I believe it probably will be protective of most of the wildlife that we are concerned about. My concern is more in terms of the long-term monitoring. Not only monitoring the security of those caps, I think that's terribly important, they need to be monitored. You have to monitor the effectiveness of the whole process. 

Jay Grosskopf:

We certainly don't anticipate major disturbance in the caps. 

Art Hackett:

Jay Grosskopf is with Boldt Construction. The Wisconsin DNR has contracted with Boldt to monitor the dredging and the effectiveness of the cleanup. 

Jay Grosskopf:

We are looking at successive generations of fish and water fowl and other things, in terms of, are the PCBs being eliminated from the parents, it turned out being passed onto the offspring. 

Art Hackett:

The question is, for how long?

Jay Grosskopf:

There really is not a defined timetable yet. There's a goal to eliminate the fish and water fowl advisories. We don’t know if that’s going to take ten or 15 years, 30 years, 50 years. It's a hard thing to present to the public. Unknowns are always hard to present to the public. 

Art Hackett:

The cleanup process still has at least seven years to run.  And then there will be a wait for the food chain to clear itself. 

Bud Harris:

The model suggests there’s a half life of five years. 

Art Hackett:

Bud Harris ran through a calculation of how long it will take to clear microorganisms, then fish, then birds. 

Bud Harris:

You can begin to project that out.  What do you have to get to in the water to be protective? About two parts per trillion. That's going to be another four decades. 

Art Hackett:

Two parts per trillion of a compound that first entered the Fox River in 1954. 

Bud Harris:

By 2054, there shouldn't be fish advisories by that time. 

Art Hackett:

That's 100 years?

Bud Harris:

Yes, it's 100 years. 

Patty Loew:

Even though the PCB contamination happened years ago, the current cleanup is expected to prevent the remaining PCBs from entering Lake Michigan. The dredging and capping project is expected to be completed by 2017. 

Despite our cool spring and notorious winters, did you know extreme heat kills more people in our state than any other kind of severe weather combined? Heat problems can increase with urbanization and poverty. How we design and construct our cities may further fuel the problem. As part of our Quest environmental reporting project, video producer Finn Ryan, one of our partners with the Educational Communications Board shows you the impact of extreme heat through the voice of spoken word artist Elijah Furquan Milwaukee. 

Elijah Furquan:

Neighborhoods are ovens with windows. And as the – global warming increases, lives are preheated into soul souffles. 

Pancakes that are projects are poured over with the humidity as thick as molasses.   Heat and humidity are the perfect appetizer on death's plate. It's an all you can eat buffet from May to October. And senior citizen discount every day. 

If thermometers can measure temperatures, they should be able to measure human anxiety. As the temperatures rises, they reach boiling points.  Attitudes of those around us rise quicker than mercury.  And the pressure of staying cool causes us to explode. Compressed living complex, circulate heat and cause compressed  feelings to converge upon our neighbors in the hood. 

So that 90% release of excess body heat talked about in science class is contributed to our local temperature rising. We crack open fire hydrants until we hear lights crying, raising taxes by lowering our body temperature. If you couldn't afford the wind replacer, fridges and freezers were propped open until your two brothers’ faces were frozen. 

Audiences applaud the ice cream man once that familiar jingle mingles with our ears.  The sweet release of flooded heat is a godsend. What do you know? The ice cream vendor’s name is Noah. 

As the temperature rises, so do attitudes, death rates, bills and ice cream stocks. Heat affects the elderly more than us. Their lungs resemble the Dow Exchange. Rises and drops until they crash. Ambulances are summoned, riding down the streets with the contents of the only fire hydrant. 

And we have only just begun to fry. 

Patty Loew:

According to research, conducted by the Wisconsin Initiative on Climate Change Impacts, extreme heat events are projected to become more frequent and longer lasting. By the middle of the century, Wisconsin is expected to have an additional four weeks where temperatures soar past 90 degrees. 

Finally this week, a closer look at Wisconsin’s most popular state park. Devil's Lake sees more than a million visitors a year.  Located just two miles south of Baraboo, the state park has a 360-acre spring fed lake and 29 miles of hiking trails with spectacular views in every direction.  Described as Wisconsin's Yellowstone, this year Devil's Lake State Park will celebrate its 100th birthday. Enjoy the view and have a great summer “In Wisconsin.”

Announcer:

Major funding for “In Wisconsin” is provided by the people of Alliant Energy, who bring safe, reliable and environmentally friendly energy to keep homes, neighborhood and life in Wisconsin running smoothly. Alliant Energy, offering energy saving ideas on the web. And Animal Dentistry and Oral Surgery Specialists of Milwaukee, Oshkosh and Minneapolis. A veterinary team working with pet owners and family veterinarians, providing care for oral disease and dental problems of small companion animals. 

