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There are many communities all over the world that rely on groundwater as their sole water supply. 

Water is usually pumped out from underground aquifers that had been forming it for thousands of 

years. This is the reason why water from aquifers is sometimes called paleowater. Nowadays, use of 

groundwater is still increasing in some areas. Eventually, it helped many people to build their homes 

in places where it would not be possible to do so due to lack of clean drinking water. Moreover, 

modern building techniques have helped people to build houses in inhospitable conditions like 

wetlands. The area around Chicago, IL is one such example. It was only couple hundreds of years 

ago when it changed its appearance. Currently, millions of people in Chicagoland are living in 

places of former wetlands that once surrounded Lake Michigan and its tributaries. 

The Village of   D  owners Grove is a southwest suburb of Chicago, where for many years residents 

used water from underground aquifers as their source of drinking water. The inland location of this 

village did not allow the use of any other water source. There were not any large rivers or lakes 

available. The only other option was to use water from Lake Michigan situated 21 miles away. 

Therefore, availability of clean underground water was very important to residents of this area. 

The situation has changed in May of 2001 when Environmental Protection Agency examined more 

than 500 residential wells in Downers Grove. They found out that many of these wells contained 

chemical substances potentially dangerous to human health. In the process of examination, EPA 

identified 15 companies in the Ellsworth Industrial Park that were likely responsible for this 

situation. Even though this site was eligible to be added to the National Priorities List, an alternative  
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approach for the cleanup process was chosen, which is called Superfund Alternative Site 

designation. In this paper, I will analyze what happened there, what issues concerning safe drinking 

water and groundwater arose, and how was the situation handled in terms of environmental justice.

Community of Downers Grove

The h  istory of Downers Grove began when a man named Pierce Downer arrived in the area in 1832 

from the state of New York. As more and more people moved into the area, the village was 

eventually incorporated in 1873. The population was still less than 500 people, but it subsequently 

increased to 11,300 towards the end of World War II. Now, it is estimated that there are around 

49,670 people living in Downers Grove, which represents a growth of 439% between the years of 

1945 and 2014. Per capita income for the community is around $42,000 and median household 

income is $82,000. Both numbers are above average for Illinois and this community may be 

basically described as “middle-class”.

The success of Downers Grove's development was determined by several historical factors. The 

first train arrived to this area just 32 years after Downer's settlement. This allowed more people to 

come and build their businesses here. The railroad is currently managed by BNSF and daily 

commuter trains are operated by Metra. This line is the most busy route of all Metra lines with 

average of 67,400 passengers per business day. Other important historical factors include 

establishment of the Argonne National Laboratory and Ellsworth Industrial Park.

Ellsworth Industrial Park brought many investors into the area in the 1960s and therefore it helped 

create many job opportunities. On the other hand, it has also introduced new possible threats to the 

environment. Basically, industry generates huge portion of total waste according to the EPA. Even 
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though it is strictly regulated by laws and rules, there are still cases of soil, water and air pollution 

because of inadequate handling of industrial waste. Companies often times do not have enough 

incentives to do it properly and they would rather pay penalties. This is especially true in cases 

where fines are lower than a price of proper handling of industrial waste. The site of Ellsworth 

Industrial Park is no exception. As a result, there were found several dangerous chemical 

compounds like tetrachloroethylene, trichloroethylene and others in the soil and eventually in 

groundwater in 2001. These chemicals were generally situated in the close proximity of the park, 

not more than a few miles from it.

Industrial parks are usually located away from any residential areas. There are several reasons for 

this. Industry is a source of different kind of pollution and it is important to protect people from it 

by not locating it right in their backyards. Noise is the other reason. Machines, mechanisms and 

manufacturing process in general can create a fair amount of noise during the operation that would 

disturb people. However, it is not a rare situation to actually see an industrial park right next to a 

residential area, especially in heavily populated urban areas. Most of the times this was not done 

intentionally, but rather happened through a process of unpredictable past development. This is 

closely related to the 12th principle of the Principles of Environmental Justice that states, 

“environmental justice affirms the need for urban and rural ecological policies to clean up and 

rebuild our cities and rural area in balance with nature.” On the one hand, we need better cities in 

terms of their impact on the environment. On the other hand, it is not always possible to rebuild big 

cities or move industrial parks because many people would lose their jobs.

Ellsworth Industrial Park was initially located in almost empty unincorporated area of Downers 

Grove when it was built in 1950s. There were only a few homes in its proximity, but number of 



homes increased as population of Downers Grove increased. Nowadays, it is surrounded by homes 

from each side except from the west. Such a situation meant that it was only matter of time when 

the effects of the nearby industrial park would become visible to people living there.

Waste Sites

In 2001 there were three sites examined by   Illinois   EPA within the limits of Downers Grove in 

response to complaints from area's residents. Concerned citizens stated that it was possible that they 

have polluted wells because such pollution has already occurred in the nearby Village of Lisle. 

Their concerns were based on the results of private water sampling earlier that year. 

The largest examined area was situated around the 55th street between Belmont Road and I-355. 

Two smaller areas were in proximity of Burlington Ave and between 63rd and Main Street. 

Fortunately, results from two smaller areas did not confirm that there are any threats present to the 

residents. On the other hand, results from the larger area confirmed that there are several issues with 

groundwater present. As you may have guessed, this area is in immediate proximity to Ellsworth 

Industrial Park (Figure 2).

Figure 1. Ellsworth Industrial Park

Position of Ellsworth Industrial Park in the Chicago metropolitan area
(source: OpenStreetMaps.org)
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Figure 2. Map of the largest area

Residential area where polluted wells were found
(source: Illinois EPA & OpenStreetMaps.org)

There is also one interesting “waste site” in Downers Grove. In 2004 there was a fire of residential 

home on Douglas Road. Answering firefighters found several containers with various chemicals in 

the basement. It turned out that the owner, Robert Thorn, was a retired employee of Argonne 

National Laboratory. Officials from EPA stated there was no need to do any significant remediation 

process because containers were not leaking. They secured all the chemicals and area is now 

completely safe. However, in this case it is important to note that the environmental justice is not 

only about big companies, but also about regular people. Everybody, individuals and companies, 

must be environmentally conscious and think about their daily activities and their possible impacts 

on the environment. It is very likely that Mr. Thorn did not want to harm anyone or anything, but he 
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could not predict that the fire of his house may do it.

Ellsworth Industrial Park

In order to understand what threats were and may still be present in the park, it is important to 

analyze different types of businesses situated in it. Particularly such businesses that were reported 

by EPA as sources of pollution in “Agreement in Principle” document available at EPA's Ellsworth 

Industrial Park web site. From 15 identified businesses, I was able to find that many of them were 

manufacturing gears, bearings, valves, electrical motors and electrical components. All of these 

require substantial amount of chemical compounds to be used and then disposed of in the process. 

Moreover, there were also companies making products from plastics (e.g. pipes). Some of these 

companies were in the area from the early establishment of industrial park. This means that they 

were not subject to strict regulations that exist today. From this point of view it is easy to understand 

why there were found various chemicals in the water and soil.

Figure 3. Ellsworth Industrial Park

One of the businesses in the Ellsworth Industrial Park
(source: Google Street View)



Scientists from EPA have identified several pollutants in the soil and groundwater known as volatile 

organic compounds or VOCs. Mainly, they mention presence of perchloroethylene, 

trichloroethylene and 1,1,1-tricholroethane. The Encyclopedia of Consumption and Waste describes 

VOCs as “a catch-all phrase for gases emitted by a variety of sources, and methane, a significant 

greenhouse gas created by decomposing organics, both require piping and retrieval systems”. 

Therefore, it raises question whether proper and functional pipings were used, both on the surface 

and mainly in the ground.

One could argue that VOCs are not on the EPA's chemical priority list and thus they do not 

represent any significant threats to human health. In fact, EPA is maintaining special webpage just 

for them. Described health effects include “minor” things like skin and eye irritation together with 

kidney and liver damage. There are also types of volatile organic compounds that can cause cancer. 

For example, trichloroethylene was found to cause kidney tumors. Moreover, Annie Leonard in her 

book The Story of Stuff mentions that leukemia and bladder cancer were documented as a result to 

exposure to volatile organic compounds from landfills (2011).

It is obvious that presence of such chemicals in the soil and mainly in groundwater that is used by 

households in residential area is an alarming situation. About 200 from 525 tested wells contained 

levels of chemicals above the federal safe drinking water standards. For example, the highest level 

of perchloroethylene and trichloroethylene was 18.6 μg/L, which is 372% more than the maximum 

allowed level of 5 μg/L. In the end, people living in the area did not cause this situation, but they are 

the ones that will feel its effects the most – show case of environmental injustice. Therefore, the 

EPA after several more examinations has decided to continue monitoring wells and even create 

temporary ones for getting better results. 
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In this case, it was not possible to undertake any cleanup efforts because underground water was 

already polluted and it would require huge amount of time and money to do that. Moreover, it is 

very likely that there is not any such project in the world that has successfully remediated a polluted 

aquifer. There would have to be tons and tons of water pumped out of it, subsequently cleaned and 

pumped back. Not to mention potential formation of landslides and sink holes due to  pumping 

processes.  Therefore, it was decided in the summer of 2003 that people that were currently using 

their wells as a source of water would be connected to public water supply. In the following years 

$4.3 million dollars were used for this purpose. The majority of funding was provided by involved 

companies, but not all because some of the companies were already out of business.

Conclusion

In the end, the situation was successfully solved and currently there are no threats presents to 

residents of Downers Grove from the Ellsworth Industrial Park, as everybody is connected to the 

public water supply that draws water from Lake Michigan. However, they no longer can use their 

wells which is big downside. Even though they were connected to the water supply free of charge, 

they still need to pay monthly fee for water as everybody else. They cannot even use water from 

wells in their gardens (it is still good for lawns).

In this case, it is possible to say that environmental justice prevailed in the end and injured parties 

were offered viable solution in terms of possible outcomes. Health study that was done during the 

investigation did not show any significant results different from the other communities in the 

Chicagoland area. However, it was mentioned there that not all data are available, so it is impossible  

to state what are the long-term effects of exposure of residents to contaminated water. Moreover, 

residents lost their original water supply. What if they are going to need it in the future? There is not  
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much else to do because damage was already done, but it can serve as an example for other 

communities to be aware of existing pollutants in their area. Industry is a large source of different 

waste and once these wastes enter the aquifer there is not any viable remediation process available 

for cleaning it up.

Another interesting aspect of Ellsworth Industrial Park is its location in “middle-class” 

neighborhood. Most of the times such industrial parks are located in poorer neighborhoods where 

people do not have time to advocate for environmental justice because they are struggling to survive 

everyday. Therefore, it is important to recognize that everybody must do his or her part when it 

comes to environmental justice because it applies to everybody, not just to people that are directly 

impacted. Even in case of Downers Grove there was not a lot of publicity and residents involved in 

the process, except for those who attended the public hearings. Ultimately, there are not a lot of old 

newspaper articles that talk about this issue, but it may be due to their unavailability on the internet.

Finally, I have learned several things researching sources and analyzing them for this paper. 

Remediation is time-consuming process that may be never totally finished and even if a particular 

site is marked as remediated, there may still be issues that are not possible to solve in the future 

(e.g. polluted aquifer). I also noticed that in order to find appropriate and viable information, one 

must go very deep in order to be successful. This proved to be completely true when I was looking 

for particular companies involved in the process.
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