Toxic Soup

Does the name Redwood Homes conjure up the image of an upscale suburban housing tract? Well, you would be right about the suburban part. Redwood Homes is located on the outskirts of the city of Novato in Marin County, about 20 miles north of San Francisco. But it's a trailer park, and the residents, like Gloria Alee, are anything but upscale:

"For at least the last five years, the majority have been section 8 and what they call "Shelter Plus" tenants, which means your income is very low and you can't access housing any other way. People on "Shelter Plus" they were homeless before they came here. And they have diabilities, physical or psychological, and they can't work. The neighbor I was telling you about, he has a disabled roommate, who's worked all his life in maintenance and he had two strokes. He can't read or write and he needs help. We're a vulnerable population. We don't have anywhere else to go."

As is so often the case with low income housing, Redwood Homes has environmental problems. [exceprts from tour]

Last September 27th, a test of the trailer park's drinking water well showed MTBE levels of 92ppb about 7 times higher than the state drinking water standard of 13 ppb. The regional water quality control board thinks the MTBE has been coming from leaky underground storage tanks at a gas station 700 feet away from the trailer park. 

MTBE is an oxygenate, i.e. a chemical added to gasoline to increase its oxygen content so that the fuel will produce less air pollution when it burns. MTBE is not currently on California's Proposition 65 list of chemicals known to the state to cause cancer or reproductive toxicity. But, as Dr. Fred Schwartz, Public Health Officer with the Marin County Department of Health and Human Services explains, MTBE does have health risks:

"It's cancer-causing in rodents. There's definite data. it's a possible human carcinogen; there isn't good data on that yet. It certainly has caused various side effects in people who have inhaled MTBE fumes, although these have often been in the presence of other chemicals that are released, for example, at gas stations and so on. In humans, kidney effects would be the most sensitive indicator of effects. But there's no question that MTBE does not belong in drinking water. "

The contaminated well at Redwood Homes was shut down on October 10th, 2000, about two weeks after the MTBE was discovered. Drinking water was trucked in. On oCtober 23rd, Redwood Homes was connected to the water system that supplies the city of Novato. 

When Guy Bachelis moved in last July, the property manager recommended that he drink bottled water for better taste. MTBE gives water a bad taste and odor. In fact, the California standard for MTBE with respect to the taste of drinking water is only 5 ppb, though the point at which consumers are put off by the taste or smell varies. 

But drinking was not the only way residents were exposed to MTBE: They were showering in it, brushing their teeth in it, cooking in it, and breathing it. Most of the trailers use "swamp coolers" for air conditioning. Swamp coolers bring down air temperatures by evaporating water, in this case, water from the contaminated well. During Novato's hot summers, residents run the swamp coolers 10 to 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 

Shortly after moving into Redwood Homes in July of 2000, Guy Bachelis developed a series of infections he could not shake. But, he says, some of his symptoms cleared up after the change to city water:

"When I moved here, I was taking a shower and I was using the air conditioner 14 hours a day. I could not get rid of my infection. Within a week to ten days after the well was switched, my chest and lung and sinus infection disappeared. Within several months, my depression diminished, which is one of the also noted effects...depression, dizziness, neurological damage. My nerve damage from my car injury decreased. My ability to function increased. My clarity of mind increased. But it took several months.

But the change to city water did not alleviate concerns over what damage might have been already caused. State and county health officials and toxicologists met several times to review the situation at Redwood Homes. In January 2001, officials sent the residents a four page letter concerning test results for MTBE, and PCE, water quality standards, and the likelihood of significant increased health risks from the exposure. 

Mike DiFransesco, who has lived at Redwood homes for three years, quotes from his letter. " According to the toxicology experts who developed the state standards, MTBE at 92 PPB, over one to eight years, would not be expected to result in significantly increased risk of cancer, or other chronic non cancer health effects." 

Dr. Schwartz explains why:

" The state drinking water standard of 13 PPB is based on a total exposure of three liters a day over 70 years. And this represents the level at which one excess case of cancer per one million people would be expected. So when you look at this situation, yes, the level was higher, it was seven times higher at 92 PPB, and it may have been there up to 8 years. It was probably at a lower level during those 8 years rather than a higher level. And so, the variables here that change the prediction about risk bring the risk level even lower. Because it wasn't 70 years' exposure. It was one to eight years. For those who may have been using bottled water during any or all of that time the risk would be even less.

And when the levels were less than 92, the risk is less. "

The letter also states that the health risk assessments are conservative, and a large uncertainty factor was built in to provide a margin of safety. 

But is that margin of safety enough? The scientific jury is still out on many of the problems that MTBE can cause. A December 1998 US EPA report called "Oxygenates in Water: Critical Information and Research Needs" states that most of the studies of the toxicity of MTBE in animals and humans has been concerned with the effect of inhaled MTBE...a means of exposure that can occur, for example, when someone inhales gasoline fumes while filling up a car. The report states that little information exists on the effects of ingested MTBE, and that the few animal studies on ingestion, did not use drinking water as a way to administer MTBE to the test subjects. Rather the chemical was mixed in oil and given to the animals through a stomach tube. The report also states " Considerable uncertainty hampers attempts to characterize the health risks related to MTBE in drinking water."

Also, we don't know what MTBE can do to humans when exposure occurs by several simultaneous means, nor do we have much if any scientific data, about the role of MTBE in causing illness when it is present in combination with other pollutants. 

However, Guy Bachelis has personal experience with multiple contaminants: 

" During the summer, with the air conditioning running... the swamp cooler which was vaporizing the MTBE, I was inhaling it, and I didn't realize it. So that sensitized my lungs and now the Air Quality Control Board's telling me that I'm being exposed to diesel. Well, because my lungs are so sensitive now? as soon as I smell diesel I start choking and I can't breathe. 

There is only a railroad track separating the trailer park from a Golden Gate Transit Bus Maintenance lot where diesel buses are cleaned and repaired. Buses are left idling sometimes for hours, as they are being worked on. and Bachelis' trailer is about 70 yards from the boundary of the bus yard. On the Saturday afternoon when I visited, none of the buses were idling, but there were at least 100 of them in the lot. 

[Dairymen's Milling Company]

Professor Myron Mehlman is the former head of Mobil Oil's toxicology lab in New Jersey. He believes that the cancer risk for MTBE is similar to that of Benzene, a chemical that has been on California's Prop 65 list of known carcinogens since 1987. One PPB of MTBE not 13, would be the safe drinking water standard if Mehlman had his way. He says that science has long known MTBE to be hazardous:

" We knew that MTBE was a hazardous substance before it was added to gasoline. It was inadequately tested. Information that were [sic] provided by oil company spokesmen or their consultants were inaccurate. And there is absolutely no better way to poison more people than putting a toxic chemical in a motor fuel because it will get spilled and people inhale it and water will get contaminated. "

Mehlman suggests medical monitoring of people exposed to MBTE.

" A standard medical examination. Chest x-rays, X-ray examination, and periodic blood tests, measuring different cell types to see if there is decrease in red blood cells, white blood cells or platelets."

At least some of the tenants of Redwood Homes are interested in Medical Monitoring. 

[Yvonne]

The owners of the trailer park are looking to sell. In February, they began sending notices that leases will not be renewed and the owner is negotiating with North Bay Legal Aid to get the tenants out by early 2002. The trailer park sits on land zoned commercial and one deal has already fallen through after the prospective corporate buyer decided it did not want to be involved in evicting tenants, a potential public relations disaster in the Bay Area's extraordinarily expensive housing market. With housing prices [cite some specifics] what they are in the Bay Area, some of the residents will leave the county or even the state, and some may become homeless. If no agency follows this population as a group. they might never know if an ailment they develop later in life is part of an MTBE-related cluster of illnesses, information that could prove useful in further research on the chemical. 

State officials considered medically monitoring the trailer park tenants but concluded that their level of MTBE exposure did not warrant it. 

Mike Di Francesco reads the state's rationale from the 4 page letter he received in January 2001:

Neverthess, Dr. Schwartz recommends (get his voice).

But the official assurances have not assuaged Gloria Alee's fears: 

When I think about my son being exposed to this toxic water this toxic soup, 

and I think that could impact his ability to procreate. When I think about my hair that's falling out, was crumbling out for months, and I thought it was just stress, when I think about the sores on my skin, and I think about the kids here in the park, some of them that were born here, some of them that have been sick alot since they've been here, I feel scared actually. I cough almost every night that I'm in this place. I don't have asthma; I don't smoke... any substances and I never have smoked. I was in the hospital twice in emergency in the first few months that I was here. with what they thought were asthma-like symptoms. I thought I was having a heart atttack. They never told me what the source of it was. But, in the course of talking to other tenants, I would say more than 70% of us had symptoms, similar to the ones I just described to you. The cough, and the incessant coughing, late into the night or early into the mornin, where you feel like you're hacking up your guts. You can't stop coughing. That's pretty damn scary."

Whether those fears are well founded, only time and more research will tell. 

