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Having her son Nathan over-
seas as a soldier for the last year
and a half has not been easy for
Shepherd teacher Jeanine Bell-
inger, but she takes solace in the
support she has received from stu-
dents through a project in which
letters and custom-made pens will
be sent to soldiers stationed in the
Middle East.

“I was very proud they would
think of the soldiers,” Bellinger
said.

Owen Russell, eighth grade
shop teacher for Shepherd Mid-
dle School, decided to get involved
in the Freedom Pens Project, in

ISABELLACOUNTY

Pens, letters
sent to local
soldiers

By CMU Public Relations
Special to the Morning Sun

Fifteen Central Michigan Uni-
versity students in the Honors
Program recently spent a week
on Beaver Island where they
took a photography class doc-
umenting the life of local resi-
dents using only smartphones.

The unique assignment al-
lowed the students, none of
whom are art or photography
majors, to learn that the act
of capturing photos was more
about the manner in which a
tool was used and less about the
actual tool itself.

“The local residents were def-
initely caught a bit off-guard

MT. PLEASANT

Students
document
Beaver
Islanders
Honors students snap
10,000 photos in a day
with smartphones

“This year there are
11 bands thatwill
be playing in the
series.”
— Joy Simmer, Clare Parks &
Recreation director

ByBrianBienkowski
Environmental Health News

During recent summers birds
were found littered around St.
Louis, poisoned with a long-
banned pesticide.

This summer it’s the school
athletic grounds, where kids

practice football and softball,
are being dug up after it was dis-
covered they, too, are contami-
nated with DDT.

It is the latest chapter in a
seemingly endless effort to rid
St. Louis of toxic chemicals that
have plagued it since the 1960s.

Schoolyard contamination

St. Louis, has long dealt with
contamination left behind by the
Velsicol Chemical Corp., formerly
Michigan Chemical, which manu-
factured pesticides until 1963 and
abandoned loads of DDT, which
was banned 40 years ago.

The pesticide was made famous
by Rachel Carson’s book Silent
Spring, which exposed the haz-

ards of DDT, especially for birds,
in 1962. Populations of bald ea-
gles and other birds crashed when
DDT thinned their eggs, killing
their embryos. Exposure also has
been linked to multiple health
problems in humans, especially
developing babies.

The pesticide, known for accu-
mulating in food webs and per-
sisting for decades in soil and
river sediment, was banned in

the United States in 1972. The U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency
took control of the Velsicol site in
1982.

Last summer, after reports that
robins and other birds were dy-
ing from DDT poisoning, state
and federal officials started tear-
ing up residents’ yards, removing
contaminated dirt.

This summer’s agenda includes

GRATIOTCOUNTY

More clean-up in St. Louis

JANET SOWLE — SPECIAL TO THE MORNING SUN

Members of the Grand Rapids band The Blue Water Ramblers prepare to play under overcast skies
during the Clare Summer Concert series on June 11. The group plays folk music and has played at the
Wheatland Music Festival.

By Janet Sowle
Special to the Morning Sun

From country, folk, jazz, blues,
rock and more, a variety of mu-
sic will be played in the Clare
City Park this summer. The free
Clare Summer Concert Series in
the park started in the summer
of 2006. The park is located un-
der the water tower on Fifth Street
across from the City Hall building.

The Thursday night concerts
which run from 6-8 p.m. began on
June 4. This summer’s concerts so
far included the Sunshine String
Band and a Wheatland favorite,
the Blue Water Ramblers.

“We try and get a variety of mu-
sic for the attendees to enjoy,” Joy
Simmer, Clare Parks & Recreation
director, said. “This year there are
11 bands that will be playing in
the series.”

All the bands are sponsored by
businesses and organizations.

Attendance is dependent on the
weather conditions. On colder and
overcast days, attendance tends to
be lower.

“Last year our attendance was
anywhere from 115-250 people,”
Simmer said.

This July, there will be an addi-
tion to the concerts.

July is Parks and Recreation
month, so naturally July seemed a
great month to offer an addition of
kids games and activities hosted
by local organizations.

“Last year was my first year
in the position as the Director of
Parks and Recreation for the City
of Clare,” Simmer said. “Previous
to this position, I was a supervisor
at the Mt. Pleasant Discovery Mu-
seum. While I was at the concerts
last year I noticed that there were
a lot of kids in the audience and
their parents were busy trying to
entertain them which took away
from their experience.”

Children often talk their par-
ents into leaving early. This year
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tearing up 47 more yards, 10
city-owned properties, ath-
letic fields at the local high
school, and replacing St.
Louis’ entire water system
by tapping into a nearby
community’s pipes.

The athletic fields — lo-
cated at TS Nurnberger
Middle School, which
shares the fields with
nearby St. Louis High
School — contain levels of
DDT harmful to wildlife,
but not people, according
to the EPA. In all, 6,000 cu-
bic yards of contaminated
soil will be removed by the
end of July.

“We’re concerned about
wildlife, like robins, there,”
said Dan Rockafellow, the
Michigan Department
of Environmental Quali-
ty’s project manager for
the site. “It’s a short grass
area, mowed, and anyone
who mows grass knows it’s
a preferred feeding area for
robins.”

Officials found that rob-
ins in previous years died
from eating contaminated
worms.

Thomas Alcamo, the
EPA’s remedial project
manager for the site, said
the EPA has been in con-
tact with the school and
that the levels are “not
anywhere near” those that
could hurt children playing
in the area.

He said there have been
other federal projects that
have removed dirt for such
low levels of contaminants,
but it is unusual. “But it’s
also unusual to have dead
birds,” he said.

Jane Keon, secretary of
the Pine River Superfund
Citizen Task Force repre-
senting the community,
said there was major flood-
ing about 20 years ago,
which left the school ath-
letic fields under seven feet

of water, depositing con-
taminated sediment from
the nearby Pine River.

“We all assumed there
was DDT on that field,”
Keon said. “We kept telling
the EPA that they should
test there.”

The EPA sampled the
fields last fall and sampled
some more this spring.
They are currently digging
up the fields and estimate
the work will be complete
by the fall before students
come back.

Yard cleanups
continue; no health
study for community

This year another 47
residential yards contami-
nated with DDT will be dug
up and replaced with clean
dirt and sod. In addition, 10
city-owned spots, mostly
alleys, will be cleaned up,
said EPA spokesman Fran-
cisco Arcaute in an email.

The EPA has removed
an estimated 25,000 tons
of contaminated soil from
residential areas so far, and
plans on removing an addi-
tional 18,000 tons this year.

Contractors replacing
the DDT-contaminated
dirt in a resident’s yard last
summer. This year another
47 yards will be torn up.

Rockafellow said they’re
“looking to wrap up neigh-
borhood stuff by this fall,”
but that nine more homes’
yards will be sampled.

Like the athletic fields,
most yards are being
cleaned because the lev-
els of DDT are a threat to
wildlife. However, “five [of
the 47 yards] have levels of
chemicals of concern that
exceed human health crite-
ria,” Rockafellow said.

“We don’t know names,”
said Gary Smith, a life-
long St. Louis resident and
treasurer of the commu-
nity task force. “They told
us at one time 16 percent of
137 properties [prior to last
summer’s cleanup] had el-

evated levels that were hu-
man health hazards levels,
but there is no way to iden-
tify where that is.”

Alcamo said they’ve
notified people whose
homes have excessive lev-
els of PBB or DDT and told
them whether it’s higher
than human health limits
but haven’t placed any re-
strictions on access to the
homes. “Considering the lev-
els no additional measures
need to be in place,” he said.

DDT is not just toxic to
wildlife but humans too.
Researchers have linked
DDT exposure to effects
on fertility, immunity, hor-
mones and brain develop-
ment. Children and fetuses
are at higher risk.

While four of those yards
have DDT in excess of hu-
man health limits, one has
excess polybrominated bi-
phenyls, or PBBs, a flame
retardant chemical Velsi-
col also manufactured and,
in 1973, infamously mixed
up with a cattle feed sup-
plement, which led to wide-
spread contamination in
Michigan.

Thousands of cattle and
other livestock were poi-
soned, about 500 farms
were quarantined and peo-
ple across Michigan were
exposed to the chemical
linked to cancer, reproduc-
tion problems and endo-
crine disruption.

Emory University is
studying the people ex-
posed during that mix-up
and testing some blood
samples for DDT.

Alcamo said a compre-
hensive health study of the
community would be the
responsibility of the state’s
health department or the
U.S. Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention,
neither of which is study-
ing the community.

The Michigan Depart-
ment of Health and Human
Services “is neither plan-
ning or currently conduct-
ing a human health study

or an exposure investiga-
tion in that community,”
said spokesperson Jenni-
fer Smith.

Bird deaths drop
For years St. Louis resi-

dents complained of dead
birds. Last year they re-
ceived confirmation that
it was from toxic levels of
DDT.

A year ago Environmen-
tal Health News reported
that birds were dropping
dead in St. Louis, dying
from DDT poisoning.

After years of complaints
from residents, Michigan
State University research-
ers tested 29 dead birds
— 22 American robins, six
European starlings and one
bluebird — and confirmed
the bird brains contained
lethal concentrations of
DDE, a toxic compound
formed when DDT breaks
down.

The bird findings last
year prompted the first
round of yards cleanups
in a heavily contaminated
nine-block area.

Smith, of the community
task force, said there have
been nine dead birds found
and reported by residents
so far this year, a much
smaller number than in
past years at this time. He
estimated that two years
ago, when researchers were
combing the area for birds,
they found roughly 60.

“This year we’ve got rob-
ins, finches, sparrows and
some that you can’t tell
what they are,” Smith said.

It is unclear if any the
birds collected so far died
from DDT poisoning, but
they will be sent to the
same Michigan State Uni-
versity researcher who
tested past birds to deter-
mine their contamination
levels.

The EPA bored down
into the soil near the for-
mer plant site to identify
areas that were most con-
taminated.

Newwater system;
plant site plans
unknown

As part of the cleanup, St.
Louis will piggyback onto
the nearby town of Alma’s
drinking water system.

The EPA and Michigan
DEQ are paying $33 million
of an estimated $45 million
bill for new wells, pipes and
pump stations. The EPA es-
timates the drinking water
replacement should be com-
plete by 2016.

There’s a chemical in
the town’s drinking water
called para-Chlorobenzene-
sulfonic acid (p-CBSA), a by-
product of DDT manufac-
turing with similar health
impacts with long-term ex-
posure. But it’s at levels that
render the water still safe,
Alacamo said.

The main reason for the
new water system is cost
to the EPA, he said. The
agency has to pump and
treat a lot of water at the for-
mer Velsicol plant site and
it’s cheaper to give the city
money to tap into Alma’s
system than it is keep it in
place, which would lead to
more treating with expen-
sive treatment costs.

What remains unknown
is what will become of the
actual site of the former
plant. Every week, crews
are trucking about 20,000
gallons of contaminated
groundwater offsite. Rock-
afellow said the agencies
have been boring down
around the plant to test
and see how deep and how
wide the contamination is
around the plant.

The EPA estimates that,
after more testing, they will
start cleanup at the former
chemical plant site next
year. Arcaute said the “site
will be capped and we are
hopeful redevelopment can
take place.”

Alcamo said they plan on
using many different tech-
nologies to remedy the site
— including an innovative

method using metal rods
that heat up soil and cap-
ture vapors, destroying haz-
ardous waste onsite.

“We still have to take that
to headquarters and get
funding though,” he said.

Not all bad news
In addition to fewer bird

deaths, there has been other
progress. Arcaute said DDT
levels in tested fish from
the Pine River that runs
through town have dropped
roughly 98 percent since
cleanup started.

Rockafellow said, how-
ever, there is contamination
in the river and fish beyond
that from Velsicol, mean-
ing fish consumption advi-
sories will probably stay for
a while.

Keon also applauded the
cleanup extending to areas
such as the athletic field
since it’s unusual to do so
when there aren’t threats
to people. “Finding birds
that died from DDT poison-
ing helped the community
have this kind of cleanup,”
Keon said.

Both Keon and Smith
said, for the most part, peo-
ple who had their yards torn
up last year were happy
with the EPA contractors
and their new, DDT-free
yards.

But even though things
seem to be moving in the
right direction, residents
remain skeptical current
cleanup efforts will be
enough to allow St. Louis
to turn the page on this
toxic chapter any time soon,
Smith said.

“The community learned
when this happened a long
time ago, when the EPA
says things like, ‘trust us
we have our experts, and
this is what’s going on, and
this will work’, we have no
choice but to be skeptical,”
Smith said.

“We’ve heard all that be-
fore, and 30 some years
later, we still have all of
these problems.”

Clean-up
FROMPAGE 1

which members of the
United States Military are
mailed specifically crafted
pens.

About hearing about the
initiative, Russell wrote
out and received a grant
for two machines to create
the writing utensils with.
The eighth grade English
students of Russell’s long-
time friend and SMS Eng-
lish teacher Heath Nestles
then wrote letters to ser-
vicemen with the pens.

After hearing Nathan
was serving, he contacted
Bellinger about sending
the pens and letters stu-
dents to Nathan and his fel-

low troop members. Nathan
went through the Shepherd
school system before join-
ing the military.

Overall, the venture re-
sulted in 60 pen-and-letter
combinations, along with
15 extra pens. Russell said
he will send the packages
soon.

Russell said students put
additional work into creat-
ing the pens.

“They got kind of excited,
and put in extra effort here
and there,” Russell said.

Nestle said the project
gave he and Russell the op-
portunity to offer their stu-
dents less routine assign-
ments

“The kids were really on
board with it. They under-
stood that something they
made with their own two

hands was going to go to
our troops,” Nestle said.
“They took ownership of
the fact that something
they made was going to
benefit somebody else.”

Nestle said the letters
consist of the students ex-
plaining how the instru-
ments were made and then
“thanking them for their
service and for keeping us
safe,” in Nestle’s words.

Bellinger said she shared
pictures and stories from
her son’s experiences with
the students, and said they
were very interested and
supportive. She also noted
Nathan will be 22 years old
on May 16.

“I was tickled that they
wanted to support Nathan
and his troop,” Bellinger
said.

Pens
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Student Jakob Sera working on a custom-made pen at Shepherd Middle School in
Shepherd. SMS students made pens and letters to send to soldiers.

Simmer wanted the event to
be a great experience for the
whole family and the whole
community, not just target-
ing a specific group of peo-
ple.

Organizations involved
include the Pere Marquette
District Library, Mid Mich-
igan Community Action
Agency and the Mt. Pleas-
ant Discovery Museum.

“Next year I would love
to extend it throughout the
whole series, not just July,
if I am able to get enough
organizations involved.”
Simmer said. “This is a

great thing for all allowing
the organization to pro-
mote themselves by par-
taking in the series.”

This summer there are
additional concerts beyond
the Thursday night series.

BBQ, Bands and Blues
is a new event sponsored
by the Clare Area Chamber
of Commerce and Cops &
Doughnuts on July 18.

“This event will be held
at the 500 block of McE-
wan St.,” Simmer said. “At-
tendees are encouraged to
bring a chair and come on
down and listen to some
free music. Refreshments
will be available for pur-
chase on site. The featured
band will be Big Ray and
the Motor City Kings.”

During the Old 27 Car
Show on Aug. 20 a free
concert will again be held
on McEwan Street with
music featured by Cadil-
lac West.

A free end of the sum-
mer concert will be held
back at the park on Aug. 27.
Exit 95 will be performing
and it sponsored by Cen-
tral Michigan Music.

Clare Summer Concert
Series schedule

• June 18: Loose Change
— Classic Rock

• June 25: Muzyka! —
Pleasant Music for Pleasant
People

• July 2: Southbound —
Classic Rock

• July 9: Kevin Chamber-
lain — Country

• July 16: The Harpers —
Acoustic Folk

• July 23: Country Ex-
press — Country, Gospel
and Variety

• July 30: Gabe Couch —
Blues and Rock

Aug. 6: Cool Lemon Jazz
— Jazz

Additional Clare
Summer concerts

• July 18: BBQ, Bands and
Blues — in Downtown Clare

• Aug. 20: Old 27 Car
Show featuring Cadillac
West — in Downtown Clare

• Aug 27: Exit 95 — Clas-
sic Rock & Variety in the
Park

Concerts
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Concertgoers enjoyed the Sunshine String Band on June 4.
The event was part of the Clare Summer Concert Series.
The Thursday night concerts run through Aug. 6and
feature a variety of music. The events are from 6-8p.m. in
the city park under the water tower.

when we would explain to
them that we were taking
a photography class and
then pull out our phones
to take a picture,” said
Mount Pleasant senior and
music major Sean Bradley.

CMU photography pro-
fessor Al Wildey taught
the weeklong honors class,
Mobile Photography with
your Smartphone, and
said that he wanted the
students to learn how to
tell effective narratives
using basic observational
skills.

“In order to take por-
traits, you have to gain
trust, and in order to gain
trust, you have to be able

to talk to people, genu-
inely communicate with
them, and put them at
ease,” Wildey said. “While
exploring the life of the
island through genres in-
cluding landscape, por-
traiture and documentary
photography, I wanted
the students to learn to
break the rules of compo-
sition and explore the use
of photography in creating
visual narratives.”

According to CMU
Honors Program direc-
tor Phame Camarena,
the class aligns with a
key goal of the program,

which is to have students
think more critically about
themselves and the diverse
world in which they live.

“Professor Wildey’s ef-
forts to enhance students’
visual literacy while they
learned about the lives of
island residents was an ex-
ceptional creative effort,”
Camarena said. “On a per-
sonal note, I was honestly
stunned by the quality of
images that the students
captured using cellphone
technology.”

Students spent the first
two days of the week talk-
ing to Beaver Island resi-

dents and making connec-
tions while shaping a plan
for a 24-hour photo shoot
midweek.

Then they collectively
captured 10,000 images
of a variety of individu-
als including the baker,
bartender, hairdresser,
schoolteacher, toy store
and museum shop owner,
veterinarian, woodworker,
and the island’s only
100-year-old resident. The
last two days of the class
were spent editing photos
and selecting the 100 pic-
tures to include in a slide-
show overview of their

work. Many students said
it was an incredible expe-
rience to see the Beaver
Island way of life through
the eyes of those who live
there year-round and from
the perspective of smart-
phone photography.

“I was more aware of
the type of pictures I was
taking when I used my
smartphone instead of
a traditional camera be-
cause I found myself re-
ally trying to capture mo-
ments rather than just pic-
tures,” St. Ignace junior
and health administra-
tion major Marina Brown
said. “Meeting the peo-
ple on Beaver Island was
worth more than any les-
son from a textbook. No
other class has given me
such an amazing oppor-
tunity.”

Photos
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Woodworker Charlie
Creasser is photographed
by a CMU student using
a smartphone on Beaver
Island.

“Meeting the people onBeaver Islandwas
worthmore than any lesson froma textbook.”
— Marina Brown, junior
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