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Introduction 

Within Kent County, Michigan, lies Grand Rapids -- the nearest city to my hometown of 

Byron Center, and my prior residence for four years before moving to Chicago, Illinois. 

Like Chicago, there are many smaller suburbs within the outskirts of Grand Rapids, many 

of which I have spent time in, unaware that the land I was driving past was a landfill in 

the 50’s, or that toxic waste, such as arsenic, was disposed of in the 60’s at a building I 

might have walked past. It’s easy for us to live in a bubble, where the impacts of waste 

and pollution don’t affect us; however, we all have been impacted by landfills in some 

way, although we may not have been made aware of it. Taking even a perfunctory look 

into Superfund sites and other former landfills is a great reminder that this problem is 

everywhere, and not just someplace far away in some other neighborhood -- as in an 

attention grabbing crisis such as Love Canal -- but in small communities across the 

country. 

 

Community Profile 

Kent County was originally inhabited by the Ottawa, Chippewa and Potawatomi people, 

who were drawn to the high floodplain along the Grand River for their hunting, planting, 

and fishing. When, in 1821, the Treaty of Chicago established the land in Kent County as 

part of the U.S., several entrepreneurs started the first nonnative settlement there, 

effectively establishing the city of Grand Rapids (City of Grand Rapids). 

 

http://www2.epa.gov/aboutepa/love-canal-tragedy
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According to the US Census Bureau, in 2013 Kent County’s population was 622,622 

with a demographic racial profile of 83.6% white, 10.3% African American, and the 

remaining 6.1% comprised of Asian, Pacific Islander, and mixed races. Grand Rapids' 

median household income from 2009-2013 was $39,227. Comparing these statistics to 

the state of Michigan as a whole, the racial demographics are nearly identical, but with a 

state median income of $48,411. These statistics imply that the state of Michigan is 

predominately Caucasian middle class, but a breakdown of West Michigan versus East 

Michigan would tell a different story. The city of Detroit in Eastern Michigan has a racial 

demographic profile of 10.6% white, 82.7% African American, with the remaining 6.7% 

comprised of Asian, Pacific Islander, and mixed races. This flip of racial majority shows 

that overall averages don’t tell the whole story, and within each county and city, racial 

diversity varies greatly.  This plays into the issue of Environmental Justice, which is a 

movement in the United States whose focus is the fair distribution of environmental 

benefits and burdens.  

 

Much of the bad practice for waste disposal all across the United States happened during 

the 1960s-70s, with a renewal of awareness and research into the effects of toxic 

materials on the environment starting in the late 1980s. Due to the demographics and 

average income combined with a predominantly white population, it’s not a surprise that 

the majority of sites in Kent County have been deleted from the National Priorities List 

since the 1990s, implying that they were among the first to see an improvement. This 

pattern of predominately white middle-class neighborhoods seeing laborious activity 

towards recovering these lost sections of land, only for the effort to fade out before 

reaching more poverty stricken or ethnically diverse neighborhoods, perpetuates the idea 
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of Environmental Racism. The environmental realization took hold in the 1980s that 

actions had consequences, and just throwing something into the ground didn’t wipe the 

slate clean and neutralize any toxic materials. All things aren’t biodegradable, as we now 

know.   

 

List & Discussion of Waste Sites 

As with any county in most states, the need for landfills and disposal sites only grew as 

the communities grew. The larger and more affluent they became, the more spread out 

and diverse the locations needed to be. Before the eventual realization that strict 

guidelines and boundaries needed to be put into place, many operations could make their 

own procedures in regards to waste, and dispose of things however they pleased. Kent 

County in particular, holds one of Michigan’s largest cities, Grand Rapids, and is also 

surrounded by farmland, which gives ample land for disposal sites.  

Landfills 

A previous landfill in Kentwood, MI, called the Kentwood Landfill, is surrounded by 

“city municipal buildings to the west, a church and a residential area to the south, a 

shallow ravine and Plaster Creek to the east, and a residential subdivision and 

municipally-owned property to the north” (Kentwood Landfill). Upon further review of 

the area, I’ve discovered that the “municipal buildings” within a one-mile radius are two 

schools: one elementary and one junior high. While the area is now cleaned up, children 

and the elderly are more susceptible to toxic materials, which means that many children 

could have been exposed to the contaminated soil and groundwater before the cleanup. 
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Butterworth #2 Landfill covers 120 acres in the floodplain of the Grand River which 

flows through Grand Rapids. The city owned and operated the landfill as an open dump 

from 1950 to 1967 when it became a sanitary landfill before being closed in 1973 for 

“improper operations” (Butterworth #2 Landfill). No information is provided regarding 

what sort of “improper operations” were occurring, but groundwater sampling in 1982 

identified Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs) -- which include benzene, heavy metals, 

iron, and lead -- and while the effects of VOCs vary with each compound, higher levels 

can affect the central nervous system, the kidneys, or the liver, as well as causing 

irritation to the skin (Minnesota Department of Health). The soil was contaminated with 

Polychlorinated biphenyls (PcBs), pesticides, and heavy metals. One can assume the 

reason a landfill was located in a floodplain is because the land is cheaper: no-one wants 

to buy land for development if it can flood, and the consequent need for flood insurance 

is an added monthly expense. What’s left is cheap land for the city to utilize, while still 

being able to grow the city limits and facilitate a growing community's needs. 

 

Folkertsma Refuse was situated upon eight acres that operated as a licensed but 

improperly zoned landfill. Between 1969 and 1972, it operated as an industrial disposal 

site, until, in 1972, the original owner repurchased the location. During those years it 

received foundry sand and other unidentified wastes. Eventually, investigations 

discovered that 57,000 cubic yards of landfilled waste was in the site, the groundwater 

contained arsenic, and approximately 8,000 people live within a one-mile radius. Arsenic 

is a known poison, can cause cancer and skin lesions, and is associated with 

developmental effects, cardiovascular disease, neurotoxicity, and diabetes (Arsenic). 
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Battery Recycling Plant 

H. Brown Co., Inc. is in Walker, MI, seven miles Northwest of Grand Rapids, and sits on 

3.5 acres of land. While it’s currently an inactive automobile and forklift battery 

recycling facility, its former practices while in operation resulted in 200,000 cubic yards 

of contaminated soil. It’s believed that it was formerly used as a municipal waste disposal 

landfill. Possible reasons for the location to be in Walker is that the community is 

predominantly farmland, and thus a more rural setting away from the bustle of the big 

city.  

 

Site Profile 

The site that I’ve chosen to focus on is Organic Chemicals located in Grandville, MI, 

approximately one mile southeast of Grand Rapids. Starting in 1941, the location was 

used for petroleum refining, and then in 1945 they added the transportation and storage of 

petroleum. Spartan Chemicals purchased the land in 1968, and used the space for 

reclaiming solvents and did chemical manufacturing for its subsidiary, Organic 

Chemicals Co. Eventually, in 1979, the deed went to Organic Chemicals Co., changing 

hands numerous times from Spartan Chemicals in 1968 to Organic Chemicals Company. 

Between 1968 and 1980, the company discharged its waste and cooling water, now 

known to have contained hazardous waste, into an onsite lagoon. It wasn’t until 1980 that 

Organic Chemicals installed a wastewater pretreatment facility to treat wastewater prior 

to discharging it into the city of Grandville’s sewer system (Organic Chemicals). The site 

is surrounded by residential areas, with the closest proximity of 200 feet; however, only a 

few of these residents use well water, and only for residential lawn sprinkling.  
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All major contaminants found in the surrounding area are associated with the seepage pit 

lagoon by Organic Chemicals, chemical spills at the site, and past oil-related activities. 

Prior to the cleanup, the total organic compounds in the soil in the former lagoon 

exceeded 2,747,000 parts per billion (Organic Chemical, Inc). It was found that the 

lagoon eventually leached the chemical-infused water into the Grand River, considerably 

spreading the area of contamination. The increased risks to humans based on these high 

levels are higher risks of cancer due to vinyl chloride, trichlorethene, and arsenic via the 

contaminated groundwater.  

 

Current cleanup efforts included excavating 2,500 cubic yards of contaminated soil, and 

removal of contaminated water and sludge from concrete tanks in 2005 and 2006. The 

EPA approved of the use of an enhanced bioremediation pilot study, which injects a soy-

based liquid underground to help natural bacteria break down the remaining groundwater 

contamination (Organic Chemical Inc). In the most recent yearly review of the location, 

in September of 2014, the EPA found that the contaminated groundwater isn’t spreading 

to other populated areas, and has seen a reduction in total organic compounds.  However, 

further monitoring is needed. The current owner utilizes the location as a truck parking 

center under the Superfund’s reuse program.  

 

Conclusion 

What I’ve learned from this process is that many of our grandparents and great-

grandparents were completely oblivious to what they were doing to the earth, with a 

select few fully grasping the immense spread of impact. The preservation of endangered 
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animal life and park preserves got its start from President Roosevelt in 1903, but it took 

nearly seventy years, until 1970, for President Nixon to form the Environmental 

Protection Agency (Milestones, 2015). The realization that our earth was suffering 

irreparable damage was much harder to see in comparison to awareness of the 

disappearance of wildlife and forests. It’s so surprising that no one thought “Maybe 

draining battery acid right onto the ground might be bad in the long run” and instead 

saying “Oh, just cover it up with dirt” was an accepted practice for solving waste disposal 

issues. Of course, we have to acknowledge that science hadn’t made the strides that it has 

today, and that there is the possibility that in 25 years my children could be saying the 

same exact thing about our current practices. We can do the best we can with our current 

recycling and conservation practices, and hope that the more in-tune and aware we are 

with our waste, that we are actually creating more good than harm. 

 

Present challenges for the residents of Kent County, in regards to municipal waste, are 

the cost of maintenance of the South Kent Landfill thirteen miles South of Grand Rapids, 

and more specifically, whether that cost should be added to property tax, or added onto a 

bill for the trash companies. Even though the South Kent Landfill is a municipal landfill 

in the most traditional sense by lining the ground with a plastic liner, and placing dirt on 

top of the waste at the end of each day, it is still striving to become more environmentally 

friendly. They’ve implemented a landfill gas system, which harnesses the methane gas 

that is released into fuel for Caterpillar engine/turbines which in turn produce 3.2 

megawatts of electricity (South Kent Landfill). I think that Kent County can and will 

become more environmentally driven, and have already taken strides to do so. There are 
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many community gardens, in which people share and grow their own food, as well as a 

growing awareness of the need for sustainably grown food. Kent County is just one of 

many counties in Michigan with Superfund sites, however it does have the fewest 

locations, all of which have been removed from the national register, meaning they have 

been cleaned up first. Counties like Ottawa and Wayne, which surrounds Detroit, MI, 

have a higher concentration of Superfund sites. One could argue that this correlates to the 

higher median income and racial demographics mentioned in the community profile. 

 

There isn’t a large body of community activism focused in Kent County at this time, but 

there is a group called Environment Michigan, which strives to research and confront the 

environmental concerns happening within Michigan and report on what they find to 

continue the education. The next step in that growth is more awareness about disposal 

habits. There still is a lot of work to be done, such as integrating a composting option into 

the waste disposal. 
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