Delphi leak had 15 years to spread; Monitoring wells came too late, critics say.(Front Page). 
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WYOMING -- Fifteen years after discovering a cancer-causing chemical in groundwater beneath its plant, Delphi Corp. drilled new wells to test how far the carcinogen had spread. 

By that time, vinyl chloride had seeped into the neighborhood to the north, contaminating the groundwater, records show. 

The gap in time leads some neighbors to question why Delphi and government agencies did not do more to protect the neighborhood near Burton Street and Burlingame Avenue SW. 

State and federal officials say it's possible the leak -- which they say is not a health risk because it does not threaten the water supply-- reached the neighborhood years ago. 

"Where was the government when this leak was allowed to happen?" Bonnie Bartholomew, of 1728 Berkley Ave. SW, wrote in response to a survey sent in August by the city of Wyoming. 

A city official says he believes Delphi and state officials either miscalculated or did not have enough data to prevent the spread. 

Carole Bos, a Grand Rapids attorney representing about 290 property owners, said the company likely could have kept from contaminating neighborhood groundwater -- and lowering property values -- if it had drilled monitoring wells years ago near its northern border. 

Delphi, the city and the state were aware in 1987 that vinyl chloride was in the groundwater directly beneath the plant, records show. It showed up in some monitoring wells drilled near the site of an underground storage tank. 

Delphi didn't start drilling wells near its perimeter until 2002 -- at the request of the EPA -- to determine the extent of the contamination, records show. The carcinogen was detected in wells drilled in 2003 near the property's northern edge. 

Several months later, Delphi sent the first of several waves of notices to neighbors that their groundwater was contaminated. 

"I can't really second-guess why the government did or didn't make Delphi do certain things," Bos said. "But here's a question: If you don't bother to look where contamination has spread, how would you ever expect to find it? 

"What if reliable perimeter wells had been sunk along the northern border long before 2003? Doesn't it make sense that the contamination could have been detected -- and hence, better contained -- before it moved off the plant site toward the unsuspecting neighbors' homes?" 

Groundwater tests have shown levels of vinyl chloride more than 500 times the amount considered safe beneath the plant, and up to 22 times the safe limit in the neighborhood. The state standard is 2 parts per billion. 

A Delphi spokesman said the company, working with the state, the city of Wyoming and the EPA, believed the contamination was contained before tests in 2003 proved otherwise. 

The company has "aggressively" tried to "minimize any activity that may harm the Wyoming ecosystem," spokesman Lindsey Williams said. 

Delphi officials say it has caused no damage to the neighborhood. 

Neighborhood property owners received letters last week telling them they are part of a class-action lawsuit against Delphi in Kent County Circuit Court. A judge approved the class-action status early this month over objections of Delphi attorneys. 

State Department of Environmental Quality Project Manager Darlene Gilmore said the leak has never been a high priority because residents drink city water. She said she doesn't believe neighbors should worry about potential health problems since the water is deep underground. 

The lawsuit, however, alleges the leak has lowered property values, perhaps by as much as 20 percent. Some residents fear contamination will keep some people from buying homes there. 

At least 31 homes have been sold in the neighborhood since the company discovered the contaminated groundwater had seeped beyond its borders, according to sales records. 

A dozen of those were sold before Delphi notified homeowners. 

Holly Gooder-Roark got her notice in April 2004 -- seven months after she and her husband, James, closed on their $85,000 starter home at 1901 Berkley Ave. SW, a block north of the sprawling Delphi plant. She fears the contamination will lower her property's value. 

"We bought it to fix it up and sell it," Gooder-Roark, 24, said. "We've done quite a bit, new siding and new windows. Now, we're screwed." 

The remaining 19 were sold after Delphi sent out notices, records show. State law requires sellers to notify buyers about contamination, but at least two homeowners interviewed by The Press said they weren't told. 

The leak was discovered in 1986 after GM removed an underground tank used to store trichloroethylene, a degreaser known as TCE that was used at the plant until the mid- to late-1980s. It is believed TCE leaked while workers were filling the tank, Delphi officials said. 

TCE breaks down naturally to several chemicals, including vinyl chloride. 

In the mid-to-late 1980s, GM worked with the state and a consultant to install monitoring wells near the former tank site, as well as a system that treated 9.6 million gallons of water a year. 

Wyoming Environmental Services Supervisor Myron Erickson said engineers for the company and state likely believed they were pumping out and treating enough groundwater in the 1980s and 1990s to keep the contamination from spreading. 

"They either miscalculated or didn't have enough data to begin with," Erickson said. "Groundwater is tricky because you can't see it. 

"Some groundwater takes centuries to move an inch," he said. "It's pretty much sitting down there." 

As part of an agreement with the EPA in 2002, Delphi started drilling new monitoring wells to see how far the contamination had spread, said EPA Project Manager Patricia Polston, who is based in Chicago. 

Company officials said they didn't know until 2003 that the groundwater flowed to the northwest, toward the Grand River. 

Within weeks of detecting high levels of the chemical in wells near the plant's northern border, the company notified neighbors, records show. Such notices are required under a state rule that went into effect in December 2002.

Neighbors sue over seeping carcinogen.(Front Page). 
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WYOMING -- A cancer-causing chemical that started leaking from a former General Motors Corp. plant nearly 20 years ago has spread through the groundwater beneath a large neighborhood. 

Vinyl chloride from the sprawling Delphi Corp. plant at Burlingame Avenue and Burton Street SW has led to a class-action lawsuit against the company involving the owners of 290 properties. 

Kent County Circuit Judge Dennis Kolenda on April 1 approved the class-action status over the objections of Delphi. 

While some residents fear the tainted water could lead to health problems, the Environmental Protection Agency says people should not worry -- the water is deep enough underground that people won't come in contact with it. Residents of the area drink city water, which is not tainted. 

Even without a health threat, though, residents claim in the lawsuit that the contamination will make it difficult to sell their homes, leading to lower property values. 

Tests of groundwater at the Delphi plant have shown levels of vinyl chloride more than 500 times the amount considered safe in drinking water. 

In the neighborhood of lower- and middle-income homes to the north, where Delphi has sunk about two-dozen monitoring wells under an agreement with the EPA, tests have found vinyl chloride in levels up to 22 times higher than the state standard of 2 parts per billion. 

Delphi took over the property from GM six years ago, long after the leak was discovered. 

The contamination has spread about a half-mile north from the plant -- halfway to the Grand River, according to reports by hydrologists working for Delphi through an agreement with the EPA. The plume covers an area up to 800 feet wide from Burton Street north past Chicago Drive. 

EPA officials said tests indicate the contamination has stopped spreading. 

No damages, Delphi says 

Attorneys for Delphi, the nation's largest supplier of auto parts, claim there are no damages because the neighborhood is served by city water, which is pumped in from Lake Michigan. They also say the chemicals aren't close enough to the surface to taint puddled rainwater, according to Kent County Circuit Court records. 

Carole Bos, one of two attorneys for the residents, says it's not that simple. 

"Even if you don't have to worry about being sick, you have to worry about property values," Bos said. 

While there have been no reports of cancer or other illnesses connected to the contamination, the leak will cause property values to plummet, perhaps by 20 percent or more, the homeowners' attorneys said. Homes in the area are valued at $75,000 to $120,000, county records show. 

By state law, residents must tell potential buyers about the contamination. 

"It's like I told the (Delphi) lawyer when he said: 'You have city water. Why does it concern you?" said Bonnie Rozema, one of three residents who pursued the class-action suit. "I said, 'Hey, would you have bought our house?' He didn't say a thing." 

Rozema, of 1945 Delwood Ave. SW, north of Burton, said she was unaware of the contamination when she moved into the neighborhood five years ago. 

GM opened its Diesel Equipment Division in 1946 on the 96-acre site, a former muck farm. The 1.8-million-acre plant covers 45 acres and has made engine parts for cars, planes and diesel vehicles. In May 1999, GM spun off its Delphi division, and the plant became known as Delphi Energy & Chassis System. The plant employs more than 675 people. 

Vinyl chloride, a known human carcinogen, starts out as another chemical -- trichloroethylene (TCE). 

Circuit Court records show: 

-- GM used TCE as an industrial solvent through the 1980s to clean engine parts. 

-- GM stored TCE waste in a 2,000-gallon underground tank from 1975 to 1981. When GM removed the tank in 1986, the soil showed "evidence of a release of TCE." 

-- When TCE is released, it naturally breaks down into several other chemicals, including vinyl chloride. 

-- The state Department of Natural Resources, now the Department of Environmental Quality, started working with GM in 1986. 

-- Since 1988, systems that include wells have been used by GM and, later, Delphi, to remove and treat the contaminant. 

-- The EPA and Delphi were aware in September 2002 that the contamination had spread into the groundwater and that the "groundwater was moving." 

Shortly after that, Delphi sent fliers to residents, saying it was installing test wells, but attorneys for the homeowners said the notices were vague and mentioned nothing about a cancer-causing chemical. The wells are 25 to 87 feet deep, Delphi officials said. 

More than a year later, in October 2003, Delphi started sending out state-required "Notices of Migration" to neighbors, identifying the chemicals by name, and explaining that they had gone beyond the company's borders. 

According to court documents, Delphi's attorney, John Ferroli, said the company is "aggressively working to come up with a corrective plan" for the contamination. The company, working with the city of Wyoming, has made a "good effort" to keep residents informed, Ferroli said. 

Delphi hired hydrologists to regularly test groundwater at dozens of wells at the plant and in the neighborhood. The hydrologist reports, with maps and test results, are on file at the Wyoming Public Library in binders that stack up nearly 3 feet tall. Tests found no contamination in a lake in nearby Battjes Park. 

Spreading the word 

The contamination didn't seem to stir much interest in the neighborhood until homeowner Kelly Koszewski-Jones, 29, got her notice in July 2004, according to the homeowners' attorney. 

Koszewski-Jones, a real estate agent who lives at 1704 Berkley Ave. SW, called the city of Wyoming and Delphi but couldn't get an answer about what would happen to property values, the attorney said. 

She contacted attorneys, then went door-to-door with fliers, inviting neighbors to a meeting at the lawyers' office. About 40 people showed up. 

"We found out we had a lot of unsophisticated people in a relatively low-income neighborhood that were concerned ... and not really sure what to do about it," attorney Brad Glazier, who also represents the homeowners, said in a recent court hearing. Most residents backed away when told they would be responsible for attorney fees if the case failed, Glazier said. 

But Koszewski-Jones and the Rozemas filed suit in October 2004, seeking class-action status. Neighbors have until June 1 to decide whether to opt out of the lawsuit. 

Frances Sikes said she wasn't told about the contamination when she moved into the neighborhood in December 2003 -- two months after Delphi started sending "migration" notices to residents. She first learned of the contamination late last summer, when Koszewski-Jones stopped by to tell her, she said. 

About a month later, Sikes said, a man who identified himself as a representative from Delphi showed up. 

"He said that our water is fine, that the poison is way down here," she said, lowering her hand, "and that our water is way up here." 

Sikes said she has worried because her basement occasionally floods in a heavy rain, and the sump pump in her basement always has standing water. She fears her grandson will touch the water. "What's going to happen?" 

EPA officials, however, said tests show that is not a problem. 

"We have nothing to believe it would be in her sump pump," said EPA project manager Patricia Polston, who is working with Delphi on the leak. "I'm sure there's a lot of fear, the fear of the unknown. If there was (reason for concern), we would have taken further action."

Spreading concern.(Front Page). 
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Nearly 300 property owners north of the Delphi Corp. auto-parts plant, 2100 Burlingame Ave. SW, are eligible to participate in a class-action lawsuit over groundwater contamination. Here's a brief history of the chemical leak that led to it: 

Here's a history of the chemical leak at the Delphi Corp. auto-parts plant, 2100 Burlingame Ave. SW. 

1986: Underground chemical storage tank removed. 

1986-90: The company, working with the state, installs monitoring wells around tank site, starts treating 9.6 million gallons of groundwater a year. 

1987: High levels of vinyl chloride first seen in groundwater near tank site. 

1993: EPA calls leak an "area of concern." 

September 2002: Delphi enters "Voluntary Corrective Action Agreement" with EPA. 

November 2002: First wells drilled away from tank to check for spread. 

June 2003: High levels of vinyl chloride found in new wells at north end of plant. 

October 2003: Neighbors notified that groundwater is contaminated. 

Oct. 7, 2004: Three residents file lawsuit against Delphi. 

April 1, 2005: Kent County judge approves class-action status. 

June 1, 2005: Deadline for affected residents to opt out of class action suit.
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