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The city of St. Louis and Lambert airport
officials have been notified that they are be-
ing sued for hundreds of violations of feder-
al environmental laws by using an illegal as-
bestos removal technique to demolish
homes and businesses in the path of a new
runway. 

Trial Lawyers for Public Justice, a public
interest law firm based in Washington, said
Thursday that it was acting on behalf of cur-
rent and former Bridgeton residents whose
homes had been or will be demolished.

The residents say they are concerned
about health danger from exposure to as-
bestos fibers released by the demolitions.

“We did this because the city and the air-
port officials can’t be permitted to shrug off
the likelihood that their illegal use of this
unauthorized asbestos removal method has
harmed people in this community,” said
Bridgeton resident Sean Donnelly. He is
president of Families for Asbestos Compli-
ance, Testing and Safety, a new grass-roots
group with 50 to 60 members.

“Everyone is terrified for the health of the
children,” he said.

Deputy Airport Director Gerard Slay says
the claims in the notice are “meritless.”

“This is a national issue that has popped
up in other cities,” Slay said. “We’re confi-
dent that the work practices and the meth-
ods that we used were safe and effective.”

Asbestos exposure can cause cancer and
other debilitating and deadly diseases, so its
handling is rigidly controlled by the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency. All material
that contains asbestos in structures to be
demolished must be removed by hand,
bagged and transported to an authorized
hazardous waste site.

For the runway, the airport ordered its
contractors to douse 300 homes and busi-
nesses with water while they were being
razed. The technique, called the “wet
method,” is permitted only on buildings that
are too dangerous for workers to enter. Few
of the homes being leveled, if any, met that

description.
Airport officials have said they used the

wet method to save time and money. The
airport has repeatedly said that that there
was no risk to the public and that testing by
its contractors confirmed that.

When the EPA evaluated the test results
the city provided, the agency said the infor-
mation was insufficient to determine
whether the public was harmed. The EPA
says that the wet method has never been ful-
ly tested for safety or effectiveness in con-
trolling the release of asbestos.

In its notification, the law group said the
city and airport “knowingly decided that
saving money was more important than
protecting the health of the public and the
environment and complying with federal
law.

“They have potentially contaminated a
huge area with dangerous levels of asbestos
and now are refusing to do anything to ana-
lyze the level of contamination of area soil,
indoor dust and the resulting risks to public

health.”
Government regulations require that de-

fendants be notified in writing before a suit
is filed in federal court. Under the provi-
sions of the Clean Air Act, the suit can be
filed immediately after notification is made.

If the city and airport are found to have
violated the Clean Air Act and federal haz-
ardous waste laws, they could be fined more
than $8 million.

“This will be the first legal action against
a city for endangering public health by de-
liberately evading federal asbestos safety
standards,” said Jim Hecker, the legal
group’s environmental enforcement direc-
tor. “Local citizens are now exercising their
right to enforce federal law and prevent fur-
ther violations.”

Members of the citizens group are not
seeking money for themselves. The suit
asks that city and airport officials evaluate
and eliminate health hazards from uncon-
trolled releases of asbestos and stop using
the wet method, Hecker said.
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City, Lambert are sued over asbestos work
Removal method is unsafe, 
residents of Bridgeton say

Sean Donnelly, President of FACTS (Families for Asbestos Compliance, Testing, and Safety), accom-
panied with Barb and Terry Loehr, also FACTS members are long time residents of the Carrolton
community in Bridgeton, say they’re extremely concerned that many homes including the two
which are now empty lots in the background were demolished using a hazardous process that may
have released Asbestos in the air.  Donnelly, who says he suffers from an extreme case of asthma
says, “My health is really at risk.”   Gabriel B. Tait  |  Post-Dispatch



If the court imposes civil fines, the mon-
ey would be turned over to the federal trea-
sury or placed in a special EPA fund, he said.

The wet method of removing asbestos in
the demolition for the runway came to light
last year after an EPA plan to use the
method to level a motel in a low-income
section of Fort Worth, Texas, drew criticism
from agency asbestos experts and public
health specialists.

The EPA experts said that while the
chance of exposure to asbestos was remote
while the material is wet, the debris from
the runoff dried fibers could be carried by
the wind for long distances, endangering
those working on a project site or those liv-
ing far from the demolition site.

The Fort Worth plan was aborted after
public opposition led by the same group of
public interest lawyers.

On April 30, the Post-Dispatch reported
that the wet method had been used for more
than four years in St. Louis to level hun-
dreds of structures. National environment
experts said they couldn’t believe the EPA
was not enforcing the regulations governing
asbestos removal.

But the EPA told the newspaper that it
didn’t learn that the method had been used
in St. Louis until January 2003 during dis-
cussions of the Fort Worth plan.

The EPA ordered St. Louis to halt the use
of the illegal method in spring 2003. Then-

Airport Director Leonard Griggs Jr. imme-
diately asked Missouri Sen. Christopher
“Kit” Bond for help in getting the EPA to
loosen its asbestos removal requirements.
Griggs wrote that the traditional method of
removing asbestos before demolition would
take five days and cost $30,000 for each
building. The wet method would take a day
and cost just $7,000 for each building, he
said.

Bond, the senior Republican on the Sen-
ate committee that oversees the EPA, wrote
to Christie Todd Whitman, then the EPA ad-
ministrator, saying he hoped “this uncoop-
erative attitude will not continue.” Whit-
man notified Bond that the EPA and airport
authority had reached an agreement allow-
ing the airport to use the wet method until
March 2004. When the deadline came, the
EPA’s regional office in Kansas City, which
covers Nebraska, Iowa, Kansas and Mis-
souri, extended the deadline for a year.

Bruce Buckheit, then director of the EPA’s
Air Enforcement Division in Washington,
said he had approved the extension only be-
cause he was assured “that there were no
people at risk, that all the land had been pur-
chased and the people removed.”

But that was not the case. Numerous
homes were being demolished while the
homes on all sides were still being lived in.
Airport officials and the county health de-
partment said they never told the EPA that

the homes were unoccupied.
In June, after the Post-Dispatch stories,

the EPA ordered another halt to the use of
the water method.

“No further ‘wet method’ asbestos demo-
lition will be undertaken while the EPA re-
views all pertinent information regarding
issues recently raised about the project,” the
EPA said.

Last year, the Post-Dispatch found a re-
port on a short series of tests on the wet
method in EPA archives. The study, re-
leased in 1994, examined demolition done
after the earthquake that severely damaged
much of Santa Cruz and Watsonville, Calif.
Air monitoring of buildings where the wet
method was used found significant eleva-
tions of downwind asbestos concentrations,
researchers reported.

About 200 homes containing asbestos re-
main to be demolished, and the city and the
airport continue to urge the EPA to permit
them to use the wet method.

Trial Lawyers for Public Justice and its
3,000 member lawyers have filed scores of
suits against government and industry on
behalf of citizens groups. They have suc-
cessfully brought actions under the Clean
Air Act in Texas, Ohio, New Jersey, Ken-
tucky and New York.

Jake Wagman of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.


