Pollution


There’s an old saying that the best things in life are free. Things like fresh air, sunshine, and clean water. A company in Minnesota found out that that isn’t necessarily so. What happened, and who should pay the cost of cleaning up the environment? And what happened when the environmental protection agency ordered Los Angeles to clean up its smog no matter what the cost?


Since the late 1960’s there has been a consensus among Americans that the air we breathe and the water we drink should meet certain standards of cleanliness. With most things, those standards come with a price tag attached. How much is a clean environment worth? 


The United States has always been blessed with vast natural resources including some things we used to take for granted like fresh water and clean, healthy air. But not anymore, in the past few decades we’ve learned that industrial activity carries with it a substantial environmental price tag. If we want fresher water and healthier air, somebody is going to have to pay for it. 

In Silver Bay, in Minnesota, this area once upon a time was practically a wilderness area. Then, shortly after World War II, some farsighted entrepreneurs decided there was money to be made in a rock called taconite found in Silver Bay in abundance. They called their venture, the Reserve Mining Company. Ruth Ericson, a resident of Silver Bay that remembers when the mining company cam in says, “Anybody that came here to work, was in bad shape economically and Reserve built the town, they furnished us with our medical facilities, fire, ambulance, everything. I cant say enough good things about Reserve Mining.” Taconite contains iron, not a lot, but enough to make a profit if you know how to crush it and determine the grains of iron from the rest of the rock, and Reserve knew how. The refining process needed a lot of water, and produces two tons of sandy residue called tailings, for every ton of iron pellets. That creates a problem, those tailings have to be put somewhere. For years, the cheapest place to put them was the lake. This upset a lot of people, like environmentalist, Alden Lind. 

It wasn’t long before a new federal agency got involved. Dr. Phillip Cook remembers, “I think there was kind of a gut reaction of people living in the area more environmentally concerned that something that big was a problem. It didn’t really at first have any specific concerns other than it looked like the lake was getting cloudy and there was obvious tepidity being caused and the immediate vicinity of the discharge, but, your right, there was a feeling that this was a lot of material going in the lake.”

Uneasiness soon turned to fear. In 1973, word got out that the tailings might pertain asbestos, a known carcinogen. Within a few weeks, much of the population of Duluth, 60 miles to the west, had stopped drinking tap water. But was there a problem or wasn’t there? Scientists began looking into it, taking samples of the water and examining it under the microscope to see if there were any small particles of asbestos. 

After testing the water, they found the water to be harmful and contained asbestos. They were fiber shaped which was kind of shocking revelation to the scientists. Environmentalist Alden Lind said, “Oh I think it alarmed an awful lot of people and I think the first response was for an awful lot of people to get very active very quickly. There was a petition I think with like 10,000 names presented to the mayor of Duluth insisting that something be done about this.” The government of Duluth responded by creating new water filtration systems, but this didn’t stop the protests. 

