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THE AFTERMATH OF RARE EARTH: A WEST CHICAGO NIGHTMARE 

Robert Green 

The Rare Earths Facility (REF) was a production plant in West Chicago, IL, that once produced 

non-radioactive elements known as rare earths and radioactive elements such as thorium, radium, 

and uranium. The plant was operated for 42 years, opening its doors in 1931 and finally shutting 

down in 1973  (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency , 2009).  Electrical fixtures and gas 

lantern mantles were also produced at the site. Some of the elements produced at this facility 

were used during World War II for atomic energy programs. During the facility's operating days, 

a production technique known as ore milling was used to extract elements from rare earth and 

other ores. As a result of this process, large quantities of a sand-like material known as mill 

tailings were collected at the site, and these tailings contained radioactive thorium (U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency , 2009). Thorium is a radioactive metal that can be found in 

essentially all minerals and water. However, it can have devastating effects on human health at 

high levels of exposure.   

The Rare Earths Facility was owned and operated by the Lindsay Light and Chemical Company 

and its successors from 1932 until 1973 (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency , 2009). In 

1967, it was purchased by the Kerr-McGee Corporation, which operated the Rare Earths Facility 

until it closed in 1973. The mill tailings stored at the site were offered to the public from the 

1930s through the 1950s. This material was “used throughout the West Chicago area for 

landscaping projects and to fill low-lying areas, including the Kerr-McGee sewage treatment 

plant, Reed-Keppler Park, and numerous residential industrial properties”. The contaminated 

dust from the waste piles at the site were naturally blown by the wind into the surrounding 

http://projects.wsj.com/waste-lands/site/247-lindsay-light-and-chemical-co/
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neighborhood. The dust also entered Kress Creek, a tributary of the DuPage River, through a 

storm sewer. As a result, the mud in the creek became contaminated along with a portion of the 

DuPage River (Wall Street Journal , 2013). Although the EPA issued an administrative order for 

the cleanup at the site in 1994, there is a still lot of work that needs to be done to clean up the 

huge mess left after the REF closed its doors.  

West Chicago is a city in DuPage County, Illinois. According to the 2013 U.S. Census, the 

estimated population is 27,554 (United States Census Burea , 2015). It is located about 31 miles 

west of Chicago, Illinois. The town was formed around 1849, when the tracks of the new Galena 

& Chicago Union Railroad reached the vicinity (Musich). The railroad industry had a huge 

influence on the growth and formation of this city.  West Chicago became a community that 

served the needs of the locomotive industry. As a result, many railroad employees settled in the 

area along with their family members. In 1981, the C&NW relocated the Illinois division 

headquarters to West Chicago, adding to West Chicago’s significant history as a railroad town 

(Musich). 

West Chicago has been dealing with pollution issues for decades. There are four Kerr-McGee 

superfund sites in West Chicago, Illinois. One of the funds is dedicated to the cleanup of Kress 

Creek and the West Branch of the DuPage River. This includes about seven miles of creek and 

river sediment, river banks, and floodplain soil that were contaminated with radioactive thorium 

residue (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency , 2009). This huge stretch has been the site of 

ongoing efforts from the EPA since it was added to the list of cleanup sites. The site will be 

eligible for deletion from the National Priorities List (NPL) in 2016. 

http://westchicago.org/
http://www.cnwhs.org/ch_cnw.htm
http://www.epa.gov/region5/cleanup/kerrmcgee/pdfs/kerrmcgee_ci_200902.pdf
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Another superfund was created for the sewage treatment plant site. The site is divided between 

two different parts. The upland portion consists of the West Chicago Sewage Treatment Plant, 

owned and operated by the city of West Chicago. The river portion is part of the West Branch of 

the DuPage River. The river became polluted by erosion, and thorium contaminated surface 

water runoff from fill material which was transferred to the treatment facility from REF. The 

contaminated fill material easily found its way into the river since it is in such close proximity to 

the sewage treatment plant property (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency , 2009). The EPA 

deleted this site from the NPL on April 21, 2013. 

The last two superfund projects included the nearby residential properties and Reed-Keppler 

Park, which was taken off the NPL on February 2010. The site was contaminated when thorium-

laced materials were dumped on the site for use as land filler. Cleanup efforts which started in 

1997 involved the removal of over 114,652 loose cubic yards of radioactively-contaminated 

material. Restoration work included backfilling, grading, re-seeding, replacement of groundwater 

monitoring wells, and road work.  A five year review completed on August 13, 2007 proved that 

the site was safe for unrestricted use (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency , 2014). 

The Kerr-McGee residential areas site included the removal of over 100,883 cubic yards of 

contaminated soil from residential properties in the area. The cleanup initiative started in May 

1995. Since then, considerable progress has been made despite financial complications. 

According to the EPA website, all but one of the properties identified with residual 

contamination have been cleaned up and restored (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency , 

2014). A limited amount of work and funding is still needed to clean up the remaining property.  
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The residents of the area have not just stood by and watched the EPA respond to this crisis -- 

community members have also gotten involved. One of the local groups that fought hard for the 

community is known as TAG, which stands for Thorium Action Group.  They pushed for 

collective responsibility, as well as action from the Kerr-McGee Chemical Corporation and city 

officials. They fought for removal of the radioactive thorium that contaminated the community 

for years. Kerr-McGee wanted REF to become a waste disposal site. They received a license 

from the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) that would allow the corporation to bury 

thorium tailings on REF ground (Robeznieks, 1991). TAG played a key role in getting this 

license revoked. They worked to educate the community about the issues that were present and 

they also attended the intergovernmental forums that were held and attended by the West 

Chicago aldermen, the West Chicago Park District, Illinois EPA, U.S. EPA, and Kerr-McGee 

(U.S. Environmental Protection Agency ). 

There is a lot to learn from this situation following decades of cleanup efforts. I believe it’s safe 

to say that during the facility's active years, the community had no idea of the effects it might 

have on the environment. Waste was mishandled at this site for over 40 years. Radioactive waste 

was shared and thrown around the community like it was soil or fertilizer. Decisions that were 

made decades ago have had a serious impact on members of the community.  For example, in a 

1993 Los Angeles Times article, resident John Smith stated the following: “You start to think, 

my God, have I doomed my children?” (Starks, 1993). In the same article it was reported that 

John Smith spent thousands of dollars to pave his property with concrete, in efforts to protect his 

family against radiation poisoning.  Although the cleanup efforts are nearing completion, funding 

is the biggest factor that has contributed to the project’s lengthy duration. Even after all the 

cleanup efforts are complete, city officials will need to come up with ways to help residents get 

http://articles.latimes.com/1993-03-21/news/mn-13479_1_west-chicago
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over the psychological ramifications of living in this environment. They will need to work even 

harder to ensure that residents once again feel safe in their community. 

Along with the psychological ramifications, there may also be proof of the physical impacts of 

the nuclear waste that was introduced to the local population. “A study by the Illinois 

Department of Public Health (IDPH) in 1991 found a greater than expected incidence of cancers 

among West Chicago residents. From 1985 to 1988, the study found three times as many cases of 

melanoma, a type of skin cancer, among men than was expected in a similar population. The 

incidences among women for lung cancer and among men for colorectal cancer were double the 

rates expected, the study found” (Starks, 1993). Although there isn’t much evidence available 

that these statics are related to high levels of exposure to thorium, there is proof that nearby 

residents were exposed to higher than normal levels of radiation near the Kerr-McGee site. In the 

initial IDPH report, the Kerr-McGee company was required to perform cleanup duties because 

they found gamma radiation at 1,355 residential properties, airborne radon concentrations in 

residences, and radioactive element concentrations in soil. In a 2003 follow up report, the IDPH 

stated that the nearby residential properties posed no apparent health hazard following 

remediation efforts (Agency for Toxic Substances & Disease Registry, 2003). 

This is fantastic news for the city’s residents. However, it’s sad to think that such dangerous 

materials could get mishandled for such a long period of time without anyone hitting the panic 

button. Though I’m not surprised that a manufacturer might cut corners in the handling of these 

materials, I’m quite surprised that no officials or regulators oversaw the production practices of a 

company that produces radioactive waste. Back in the 1930s and 1950s, there weren’t as many 

regulations in place as there are today. However, once the EPA, NRC, and other organizations 

got involved, there were still a number of bad decisions being made in response to the crisis. For 

http://www.idph.state.il.us/
http://www.idph.state.il.us/
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instance, on February 23rd, 1990, the Nuclear Regulatory Committee granted Kerr McGee a 

license to build a permanent onsite disposal facility. On March 1, 1991, the Atomic Safety and 

Licensing Board voided the license. The NRC ignored multiple rules that were created to guide 

the licensing process. For example, a waste disposal site shouldn’t be anywhere near water 

supplies and it should be built below ground. Had the Kerr-McGee disposal site been 

constructed, it would have been 46 feet high and 90 feet above a major aquifer (Robeznieks, 

1991). It goes to show that residents should not put these types of matters solely in the hands of 

officials. Citizens must be engaged and active in the community and constantly question the 

decisions that are made by city, state, and government officials. In the case of REF, it seems 

many residents had no idea of the events that were taking place in their very own backyard. The 

residents of West Chicago have an ongoing challenge to stay on top of the matter and demand 

further information as it becomes available.  

Although the cleanup efforts are nearing completion, it is important that citizens stay active and 

engaged in the matter. Residents need to stay updated on maintenance and monitoring efforts of 

the sites. TAG was created out of necessity and an urge for cooperation. The community could 

benefit from more nonprofit organizations run by everyday citizens that work to serve and 

protect the community. Thanks to the efforts of the EPA and other organizations, the community 

has become more sustainable since the efforts have helped to limit the community’s exposure to 

radioactive waste and pollution. Nobody should feel like a victim in their own community, 

unable to protect their children due to unnecessary pollution. The citizens of West Chicago and 

many other communities can learn from this experience and use it as an opportunity to take 

active control of the community by becoming more involved.  
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Figure 1: Thorium Action Group protest in front of former Kerr-McGee factory on March 6, 

1990. (Daily Herald) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.dailyherald.com/article/20140403/news/140409344/
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