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Nestled between the ecologically diverse and federally protected Indiana Dunes National 

Lakeshore and the Northern Indiana Public Service Company’s coal-fired electric generating 

plant in Michigan City, the residents of Town of Pines are exposed to both the beauty of the 

dunes landscape and the waste produced from burning coal. Over the years, the burning of coal 

at the Michigan City plant has produced 1.5 million tons of coal-combustion by-products, or fly 

ash and bottom ash (Wallace, 2013). According to the organization Physicians for Social 

Responsibility, “coal ash--the waste material left after coal is burned--contains arsenic, mercury, 

lead, and over a dozen other heavy metals, many of them toxic” (Coal Ash: Toxic – And Leaking 

2013). This two-and-a-quarter square mile area is home to a total of three disposal sites, or 

landfills (Lawrence, Pines, and Yard 520), which contain coal-combustion by-products released 

by the Michigan City plant. In addition, fly ash, a by-product of coal burned at the plant, was 

used to pave local roads and fill in low-lying areas in the community. As a result of this storage 

and use of toxic waste as paving material and fill, toxic metals have leaked into the local aquifer, 

which feeds the residents’ wells and the adjacent federally protected natural area known as the 

Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore.  

 

Since 2002, Town of Pines has been listed as a Groundwater Plume Region 5 Superfund 

Alternative Site by the Environmental Protection Agency (see Figure 1 for a representation of a 

groundwater plume). For thirteen years, the residents of this small community have had their 

concerns dismissed by both the companies responsible for the contamination of the local 
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drinking water and the government agencies employed to protect the health and safety of the 

community. Taking a proactive stance, the residents educated themselves, contacted advocacy 

groups, and fought for the right to have clean and safe drinking water in their homes. Although 

improvements have been made, their fight continues to this day. Currently, there are no plans for 

total remediation of the site, and no offers of compensation have been made to the residents for 

the depreciation of their property values and health issues related to the groundwater 

contamination.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

	  	  	  	  	  	   	  

 

 

Community Profile 

Located on the eastern edge of the Calumet Region in Porter County, Indiana, Town of Pines 

was established in 1922, and acquired its name from the stands of pine trees that grew in the area 

(Town of Pines, 1986). Located approximately one mile south of the Lake Michigan shoreline in 

the Township of Pines, the community's 708 residents have a median age of 43 years, are 94% 

white, 3% Latino, and 2% African American, according to the 2010 U.S. census. The median 

household income level of the residents of this predominantly blue-collar community is $38,500, 

with 15.4% of residents living below the poverty level; similarly, the State of Indiana median 

Source: www.wesleyan.edu 

Figure 1. Groundwater Plume 
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income level is $48,393, with a 14.1% poverty rate. In stark contrast, the adjacent town of 

Beverly Shores has a median household income of  $85,536, with a poverty rate of 3.9% (2010 

U.S. census). There is no proof that the decision to locate not one, but three toxic waste landfills 

so close to a residential area and community water source was based on the socioeconomic status 

of the Town of Pines residents. However, while the town of Beverly Shores has been minimally 

impacted by the landfill leakage, none of the coal-combustion by-product landfill sites are 

located in that more affluent community (see Figure 2 below).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                            

 

  

 
Source: www.epa.gov/Region5/cleanup/pines/ 

Figure 2. Pines Groundwater Plume Site	  
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The Calumet Region and Industry 

Abundant clean water from Lake Michigan, ecologically undervalued wetlands, and open tracts 

of land in the Calumet Region have attracted heavy industry to this area of NW Indiana since the 

early 1800s. Steel mills and waste sites were located in much of the region and the use of coal to 

fire these plants was and still is a common practice. The waste from this coal burning consists of 

highly toxic fly ash and bottom ash, by-products of coal burning, and the need to dispose of this 

waste away from the City of Chicago, necessitated many landfill sites in the area. After the 

construction of a coal-fired power plant four miles east of Town of Pines in Michigan City, 

Indiana, there was a need to find land to store the waste generated by the plant. The owners of 

the plant, Northern Indiana Public Service Corporation (NIPSCO), contracted with landfill 

operators in the town to begin dumping their waste. More than fifty years ago, NIPSCO began 

dumping the coal combustion by-products produced by this plant in the three landfill sites 

(Lawrence, Pines, and Yard 520) located within the town’s boundaries.  

Yard 520 

Although there are three coal-combustion by-product landfills within the community, in 2002 the 

EPA determined that the Yard 520 landfill (Figure 3), owned by Brown, Inc. of Michigan City 

and which “sits kitty-corner from Pines’ public park” (Wallace, L. 2013), is the cause of the 

leaking of toxic chemicals into the community’s shallow aquifer. As the northwest corner of this 

landfill is “unlined” (typically, landfills are lined with either clay, plastic, or a composite 

material), this corner of the landfill was determined to be the main source of contamination in the 

residential wells (EPA, 2013; Ewall, 2013). The chemicals have also contaminated Brown Ditch, 

“a surface water body adjacent to the Yard 520 landfill” (EPA, 2013). In a 1985 memo to the 

Indiana State Board of Health, lab results from a well sampling near the Brown-owned landfill 
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concluded that the levels of arsenic, chromium, and lead were in violation of state parameters, 

and that “Only one well is above the limit for arsenic, but two others are approaching the limit 

and should be closely followed” (PINES, 2013). Multiple documents show that beginning in 

April of 1995, Brown, Inc., the Indiana Department of Environmental Management, and 

NIPSCO were aware that fly ash being dumped into the landfill did not meet the Type IV 

classification of waste that the landfill permit allowed (PINES, 2013). In October of 1995, 

NIPSCO determined that due to possible increased regulation by the Indiana Department of 

Environmental Management, and the leaking of toxic chemicals into the groundwater, NIPSCO 

would need to start looking at an alternative to the Yard 520 landfill. They also determined that 

this alternative would increase disposal costs by 20-30 percent (PINES, 2013). Throughout all of 

this analysis and discussion, the Town of Pines residents were not notified of the leaking of these 

chemicals and the groundwater contamination. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Yard 520 Landfill 

Source: www.pineswater.org 
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Groundwater Contamination 

Almost 15 years after the original memo to the Indiana State Board of Health warning of well 

water contamination, a resident of Town of Pines notified Indiana Department of Environmental 

Management that “water from her private well tasted foul” (EPA, 2013). The Indiana 

Department of Environmental Management and the Environmental Protection Agency spent two 

years testing the residential wells for contamination.  

Results (of the well testing) showed Boron levels up to 16,000 ug/L and molybdenum 

values up to 950 ug/L. The removal action for boron and molybdenum in drinking water 

are 900 ug/L and 10 ug/L, respectively” (EPA, 2013). This removal action is warranted, 

as Boron at high levels can affect the human cardiovascular system and organ 

development, and molybdenum can affect human reproductive health (Wisconsin 

Department of Health Services, 2013).  

The testing also included groundwater flowing from the Yard 520 landfill and Brown Ditch, a 

body of water that flows past the landfill and into the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore. 

According to the Environmental Protection Agency, “CCBs (coal combustion by-products) are 

known to contain boron, molybdenum, arsenic, and other metals” (EPA, 2013). Currently, 20 

percent of the residents of the community are 18 years old or younger (2010 Census) and “the 

groundwater in the Town of Pines poses a significant threat to children’s health” (Colledge, 

2002).   

 

Based on the well testing results, in 2002 the State of Indiana requested that the Environmental 

Protection Agency list the 1,430-acre Town of Pines site (Figure 4) on the National Priority List 

of hazardous waste sites (EPA, 2013). Following the groundwater test results, in January 2004 
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the EPA signed an Administrative Order by Consent (AOD) with NIPSCO, Brown, Inc. and the 

transport and waste hauling companies involved (referred to as Potentially Responsible Parties or 

PPRs). This order required “the PPRs to immediately provide bottled water to residences with 

groundwater contamination…and to design and construct a permanent municipal drinking water 

extension to these same residences” (EPA, 2013). By June 2005 this extension had been 

completed, but many residents were still left without municipal drinking water and were forced 

to rely on bottled water (paid for by the PPRs) for drinking and cooking while still using the well 

water for washing and gardening (Keating and Evans, 2004).  

 

 

 

 

 

People In Need of Environmental Safety 

From the very beginning of the process, the residents of Town of Pines did not feel confident in 

how both the EPA and the Indiana Department of Environmental Management were conducting 

the well and groundwater testing.  Initially, they felt that the testing conducted by the agencies 

Figure 4. Coal Ash Contamination in Town of Pines 

	  

Source: www.circleofblue.org/waternews/2009/world/coal-ash-towns-toxic-
water-embodies-national-challenge/ 
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was flawed. In a Clean Air Task Force report titled, Not in My Lifetime: The Fight for Clean 

Water in Town of Pines, Indiana, the authors state that “A chief complaint by residents was that 

not enough wells had been tested. Only about one-third of the town’s residential wells had been 

sampled. One-time testing could not account for seasonal fluctuation of the water table and the 

potential for changes in the levels of contaminants found in the groundwater” (Keating and 

Evans, 2004, p.--). The residents also felt that the insufficient testing resulted in a lower number 

of residents being eligible for both municipal lines and bottled water. In 2001, Town of Pine 

residents responded by forming the citizens group People In Need of Environmental Safety 

(P.I.N.E.S.).  The P.I.N.E.S. group applied for and received grant money to begin additional 

sampling of wells in the area. As a result, the group found contaminated wells in areas the EPA 

hadn’t previously identified as being contaminated. Jay Nona, founding member of P.I.N.E.S. 

stated, “For over a year we’ve been asking EPA to test the whole town. They repeatedly refused, 

so we decided to take the matter into our own hands. I’m glad we did. They were dead wrong to 

tell us the water was safe” (Keating and Evans, 2004, p.--). In June 2002, at the EPA’s request, 

the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) compiled a report on the area. 

One of ATSDR’s conclusions was that the “Contaminated groundwater has significantly 

impacted the drinking water supply for many residents. Because the groundwater plume has not 

been fully characterized, it is uncertain how many residential wells could be impacted by the 

plume in the future.”  

 

In May, 2003, armed with their own test results and the ATSDR’s report, members of P.I.N.E.S. 

went to Washington, D.C. to meet with EPA Administrator Marianne Horinko, hoping that she 

would order the EPA to do more testing. When their request was refused, P.I.N.E.S. and the 
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Hoosier Environmental Council decided to band together and file a lawsuit against NIPSCO, to 

try to force the company to test more residential wells. Furthermore, a group of 90 residents filed 

a civil lawsuit against NIPSCO and Brown, Inc. in order to be compensated for “property 

damage and personal injury resulting from groundwater contamination” (Keating and Evans, 

2004).  

Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore 

Another concern stemming from the Yard 520 contamination is that the site area is adjacent to 

the federally managed and protected Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore. Along with feeding 

residential wells in the area, the contaminated groundwater supplies the Brown and Kintzele 

Ditches. These ditches provide the conduit through which water “discharge(s) either directly or 

indirectly…to the Great Marsh (Figure 5) and/or other wetlands managed for ecological purposes 

on federal lands within the Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore.” The EPA characterizes the 

groundwater in this area as being “ecologically vital” (EPA, 2013). The Great Marsh stretches 

ten miles along the Lake Michigan shoreline, and feeds the watershed that flows into Lake 

Michigan. “The Great Marsh is the largest interdunal wetland on the Lake Michigan shoreline” 

and is home to many native species of plants and animals (NPS, 2013).  

       

         

                                           

Figure 5. The Great Marsh-Indiana    
Dunes National Lakeshore 

Source: http://www.flickr.com/photos/indianadunes/6986789080/ 
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Conclusion 

In the thirteen years since a resident of Town of Pines notified the Indiana Department of 

Environmental Management that “water from her private well tasted foul” (EPA, 2013), both the 

Environmental Protection Agency and the Indiana Department of Environmental Management 

have been criticized by the residents for not responding to their need for clean and safe drinking 

water.  In keeping with the Administrative Order of Consent signed in 2004, the Northern 

Indiana Public Service Company, Brown, Inc., Ddalt Corp., and Bulk Transport Corp. are 

currently responsible for the remediation of the groundwater contamination, although they must 

report back to the EPA. According to Lisa Evans of the Clean Air Task Force, “The problem lies 

in relying on the polluter to do the investigating” (Wallace, L. 2013).  This problem became clear 

when NIPSCO employed AECOM, a management consulting firm, and AECOM assigned Lisa 

Bradley in charge of the investigation. Bradley is a member of the American Coal Ash 

Association and “promotes the idea that coal ash is similar in composition to soil” (Wallace, L. 

2013). According to the American Coal Ash Association’s website, their purpose is for 

“Advancing the Management & Use of Coal-Combustion Products” (ACAA, 2013). The 

residents continue to fight for testing of additional wells and extension of municipal water to 

residents who are currently receiving bottled water. As of August 2013, the Environmental 

Protection Agency has also begun radiation testing in the residential yards where fly ash was 

used for fill and hopes to make a final decision on the radiation clean up by 2014 (EPA, 2013). 

Determination on what clean-up requirements the EPA will impose on NIPSCO and Brown will 

occur in 2015, almost two decades after the Indiana State Board of Health warned of well 

contamination (Wallace, L., 2013). If not for the hard work and diligence of the residents of 
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Town of Pines, both the EPA and the IDEM would have allowed NIPSCO and Brown to 

determine the fate of the community.  

 

Although the purpose of these two governmental agencies is to protect both the environment and 

human health and safety, the interests of the coal industry and big business became an obstacle to 

environmental justice and government protection. The community activism and resistance by the 

people in this small northwest Indiana community is proof that a small group of concerned 

citizens can fight a powerful and politically connected industry. Access to clean and safe 

drinking water is something many of us take for granted. But in Town of Pines, Indiana, the 

residents have had to fight long and hard for this privilege, one still unrealized. Resident Gordon 

Tharp expressed the feelings of the residents this way: “A magical thing happens in this great 

nation every day. People turn on the faucet and out comes clean, safe water. But not in Town of 

Pines, not ever again in my lifetime [sic]” (Keating and Evans, 2004. p.4).   
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