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It is said that America is the land of liberty. There are few other countries that boast as much 
freedom of choice or options for pursuing the “good life” as does the United States, albeit one 
unfortunately defined by consumption. We are free to buy, consume, and throw away as much 
“Stuff” as our individual economies allow. In the process, we experience the fleeting euphoria of 
acquiring new Stuff. New eventually becomes old, and then becomes unwanted. 
 
Where this unwanted stuff usually ends up is in a landfill, a super sophisticated waste 
management strategy that involves digging a massive hole in the ground and burying 
undesirables. And it’s not just our personal stuff that gets buried in landfills. By far and large, 
most of the waste produced is the result of industrial processes from “fabricating, synthesizing, 
modeling, molding, extruding, welding, forging, distilling, purifying, refining, and otherwise 
concocting the finished and semi-finished materials of our manufacturing world,” according to 
sustainable businessman Joe Makower (Leonard, 2011, p. 185). 
 
Landfills provide a convenient solution for the shortcomings of our society’s relationship with 
the stuff it produces and no longer wants, but like any pat answer, it only masks the underlying 
problems. The mentality of “out of sight, out of mind” only gets us so far. In the case of 
landfilled stuff, it invariably transmutes itself, through a variety of chemical processes with the 
aid of trapped moisture, into a toxic sludge called leachate that escapes the protective linings of 
its prison and poisons nearby soil and ground water supplies. Thus has been the unfortunate 
experience of Chicago Heights in lower Cook County, Illinois. According to the Illinois 
Environmental Protection Agency’s Bureau of Land, Chicago Heights plays host to four 
abandoned landfills, the absconded children of the municipality and the manufacturers it has 
housed over the years, and its groundwater supplies have reaped the consequences. 
 
Chicago Heights: Factory Hub 
 
Understanding the problem requires some historical background on Chicago Heights itself. 
Throughout its history, Chicago Heights has had strong ties to the manufacturing and chemical 
industries. In fact, beginning as far back as 1920, city developers centered their focus upon 
making the area a thriving commercial center (Candeloro, 1998). Their earliest success stories 
include roping in the business of Inland Steel. Other manufacturers to bring their business to the 
area have included Ford, and the Stauffer Chemical Company. During the 1940s war era, this 
commercial center saw increases manufacturing of steel, chemicals and “war materials of every 
sort” (Candeloro, 1998, par. 2).   
 
Chicago Heights retained this identify as a manufacturing center well into the latter portion of 
the 20th century.  But while factories have historically represented the ingenuity of mankind and 
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opportunity for the American blue-collar worker, they also are one of the largest producers of 
waste. Based on a U.S. Environmental Protection Agency report, international sustainability and 
environmental health expert Annie Leonard puts this number at 7.6 billion tons per year, and 
we’re not talking just the end products, but “hundreds of hazardous materials used in those 
processes – cleaners and solvents, paints and inks, and pesticides and chemical additives 
(Leonard, 2011, p. 183). These waste byproducts of manufacturing processes must be dealt with 
somehow, and in the case of Chicago Heights at least two of its four abandoned landfills have 
served as sinks for this waste, notably Triem. 
 
Portrait of a Landfill 
 
Triem is so named after its original owner, Triem Steel & Processing, Incorporated, which 
resided in Chicago Heights for a number of years. The landfill itself is 69 acres, and accepted 
waste from 1920 through 1977. TS & P utilized the landfill for disposing of the byproducts of its 
steel-making operations during this period.  Eventually the company went bankrupt and 
ownership was purchased by Albert “Cesar” Tocco, a gentlemen linked with organized criminal 
activity in the area during the 1980s (O’Brien, 1988). Over the course of its lifetime, Triem 
landfill has been poorly managed and presents an environmental and human health hazard, 
especially considering the date of its founding. Present day landfills must satisfy a greater 
amount number of regulations that seek to mitigate the potential for toxic releases of their 
contents -- regulations that are more stringent now than they would have been in 1920.  
 
Based on Illinois Environmental Protection Agency website information on abandoned landfills, 
Triem accepted a variety of pollutants during its lifetime, including “spent pickle liquor, waste 
water treatment plant sludge, latex paint sludge, oily waste and hot lime softener residue” (2003).  
 

 
The Chicago Heights water tower shows the close proximity 

of the poorly capped landfill to the city (Source: IL EPA – Abandoned Landfills) 
 



	  

	  

3	  

3 

 
Spent Steel Pickle Liquor 
 
Initially, pickle liquor conjures benign images of a green vegetables marinating in a combination 
of their own juices and vinegar, but the actual substance is not quite so innocuous. Quite the 
opposite. As a manufacturing process, “pickling” represents a method of removing iron oxide 
scale from the surface of some types of steel products. It is essentially dipping or soaking the 
steel in highly acidic solutions that eat away at iron impurities through chemical reactions.  
 
The United States Steel Corporation (which has a location in East Chicago, Indiana) was kind 
enough to provide a fun factsheet on the stuff and the devastating effects it can have upon human 
health. According to this factsheet, Waste Pickle Liquor Material Safety Data Sheet 
(MSDS)/Safety Data Sheet (SDS), upon exposure to humans, spent liquor attacks particular 
organs and systems, including the “respiratory system, eyes, skin, gastrointestinal tract and 
cardiovascular system” (2011, p. 2). Furthermore, there is more than one component to pickle 
liquor, and each poses its own threat to worker health. For example, while hydrochloric acid 
result in severe burns to skin and damage to the eyes of exposed workers, alarmingly, acute 
symptoms of direct oral exposure to ferrous chloride, one of the other components of waste 
pickle liquor, can result in: 

abdominal pain, diarrhea, or vomiting brown or bloody stomach contents, pallor or 
cyanosis, lassitude, drowsiness, hyperventilation due to acidosis, and cardiovascular 
collapse. If death does not occur within 6 hours, there may be a transient period of 
apparent recovery, followed by death in 12 to 24 hours. The corrosive injury to the 
stomach may result in subsequent pyloric stenosis or gastric scarring. Hemorrhagic 
gastroenteritis and hepatic damage are prominent findings at autopsy. (2011, p2.) 

Mildly reassuring (and at the same time not), exposure typically occurs as a result of inhalation 
of vapors. That said, it would seem that, given the reported toxicity, even chronic low-level 
chronic exposure to pickling vapors can result in health complications for workers. It’s 
disconcerting to think that this stuff is still included in manufacturing processes, let alone how it 
has been disposed of.  
 
Moreover, that stuff in landfills does not remain isolated. Being heaped together and buried 
means that there’s plenty of opportunity for the landfill to play host to a Pollution-Mixer, 
creating a veritable witch’s brew called leachate that ultimately seeps out and threatens 
groundwater supplies. 
 
Landfills Leak – Leachate and Groundwater Pollution 
 
Despite the measures landfill engineers take, it is impossible to totally prevent leachate 
formation, or keep it from escaping into the ground. The presence of moisture heralds its 
creation. Whether it comes from the stuff buried within it, like decomposing organic matter, or 
through precipitation soaking through the landfill cap, moisture begins to accumulate. As it runs 
through the landfill’s contents, it can pick up any number of chemical toxins and heavy metal 
pollutants and thus threaten groundwater sources. According to Leonard in The Story of Stuff: 

Contamination of underground water is worse than other kinds of water pollution because 
we can’t see it so have a hard time tracking it. We can never properly clean the ground 
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water up and we are likely to need it more with increasing climate change. . . . 
Underground aquifers, which contain one hundred times the volume of fresh water found 
in all the rivers and other water bodies on the earth’s surface, take thousands of years [to 
be flushed by fresh water] (2011, p. 208) 

In essence, contaminants can persist in these bodies of water for a long time, making them ill-fit 
for use once they have been. This poses a bit of a problem, especially considering the looming 
issue of fresh water scarcity. 
 
Polluting Municipal Wells 
 
The fact that Triem -- along with its fellow landfills, Fitzmar, the Chicago Refuse Depot, and 
Chicago Heights Municipal -- have all been in various states of disrepair complicates things. The 
Illinois Environmental Protection Agency’s Bureau for Land warns of deep erosion gullies to the 
landfill caps and leachate issues for the four abandoned landfills (n.d.). In fact, the leachate 
problem for at least one, Fitzmar, so affected the quality of water from Chicago Heights 
municipal wells that they had to be taken out of service. The IL EPA site notes that 

groundwater flow is to the southwest and Municipal Well No. 3 was taken out of service 
during 1987 because of vinyl chloride contamination in the groundwater. Municipal Well 
No. 2 was also taken out of service in 1987 to avoid influencing the contamination plume. 
Onsite groundwater wells have elevated concentrations of sulfate, chlorides, ammonia, 
boron, TOC and vinyl chloride. (n.d.) 

Vinyl chloride by itself is a noted carcinogen. It was among the chemicals lacing the water of 
Crestwood, Illinois, for more than two decades. City officials had knowledge of the water 
contamination but hid the fact from the residence of Crestwood. They supplemented 
approximately 20% of their water supply with water drawn from contaminated wells.  
 
Reviewing the cancer rates for Crestwood between 1996 and 2006, the department for public 
health noted significant increases in incidences of cancer (IDPH, 2010). Although, as Mike 
Bryson, Associate Professor of Humanities and Sustainability Studies at Roosevelt University, 
points out, “While not definitive proof that the tainted well water was the sole cause of these 
elevated disease rates, the IDPH Report… offers powerful evidence that these toxic exposures 
endangered the public health of Crestwood citizens” (2013, par. 6). 
 
Chicago Heights shutting down two of its wells in light of contamination helped prevent such 
endangerment, but it does not protect all its residence from exposure. Individuals drawing water 
from private wells still remain at risk. In 2003 the IEPA issued notices urging anyone drawing 
ground water from a private well have their water tested for contamination. 
 
The Price of Clean Water 
 
What with its municipal wells out of commission, Chicago Heights has had to look elsewhere for 
clean water. Approximately thirty years ago, the suburb signed a contract to purchase its water 
from Lake Michigan via Hammond, Indiana.  At the time, this was cheaper than purchasing 
water through the city of Chicago, but the contract was to expire by 2013, opening the door for a 
quadruple price hike on one of man’s most basic necessities (Ryan, 2012). Since Feb. 2013 the 
city has withdrawn from its legal battle with Hammond over the steep rate, leaving its citizens to 
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absorb the extra cost since they can no longer count on the municipal wells to supplement their 
supply and thereby keep the price lower (Auch-Schultz, T., & Toner, C., 2013). 
 
Despite the fact that Chicago Heights draws from a different water source, Lake Michigan, these 
older landfills still present a problem. They still release toxins into the surrounding environment, 
representing the potential for compromised health of nearby residents.   
 
Who should Clean Up? 
 
So, the question becomes, who is there to clean up the mess? Triem Steel & Processing went out 
of business long ago. As a result of the hazards they pose, such toxic waste sites were targeted 
for remediation by the IL EPA State Response Action Program. The SRAP is charged with 
cleaning up hazardous substances at site “that present an imminent and substantial endangerment 
to human health and the environment, but may not be addressed by another federal or state clean 
up program” (IL EPA, 2004).  
 

 
Leachate oozing from the ground at Chicago Heights Refuse Depot  (Source: IL EPA SRAP Report 2003) 

 
Unfortunately, available documentation suggests that the SRAP’s involvement was limited to re-
covering the landfills. Final construction for a cover system for the Chicago Heights Refuse 
Depot was completed in 2003 with a cost of $1.2 million (IL EPA, 2004). Additional corrective 
actions were taken July to August 2004 and $500,000 was paid by the State of Illinois’ 
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Abandoned Landfill Program with others to be completed by late 2005 to the tune of an 
additional $2 million. This should have helped slow the saturation of landfills with precipitation, 
and mitigate some of release of toxics, but is a far cry from a solution – they will continue to 
leak. And, given enough time, the caps will erode or be shifted by the settling of landfill 
contents, again leading to potential for more water getting in (or coming out if enough gets in) 
and more leachate formation.  
 
When the state EPA has to take measures to fix these abandoned waste sites, that cost indirectly 
becomes the burden of the tax-payers. Furthermore, Triem and the other landfills will continue to 
require maintenance and or repairs over their lifetime, adding to the cost. Even if they are 
declared Superfund sites to receive the benefit of federal dollars to help clean them up, the funds 
available for all such designated sites pale in comparison to the demand for them, again likely 
leaving the state and community with some very old and very toxic dumps to pay for with their 
health and their wallets. 
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