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ST. LOUIS - The city of St.
Louis and Lambert Airport
have been told they will be
sued by a law firm over their
use of a disputed asbestos-
removal method to clear
homes and businesses in the
path of a new runway.

The Trial Lawyers for
Public Justice on Thursday
announced plans to sue on
behalf of the Families for
Asbestos Compliance, Testing
and Safety, which largely
includes people living or
working near the demolished
buildings.

At issue is the asbestos
removal technique known as
the “wet method,” which
involves spraying a building
with water as it is leveled.
Theoretically, the water will
prevent the microscopic
asbestos fibers from being
released into air or soil, though
critics consider the technique
unproven and dangerous.

The legal group said the
“imminent” lawsuit will seek
testing to pinpoint the extent
of any soil contamination by
asbestos, and how much

asbestos may be released into
the air again when ground
around the airport is disturbed.

“The city and the airport
authority conducted an illegal
and immoral human experi-
ment on our community with-
out our knowledge or con-
sent,” said Sean Donnelly, a
Bridgeton resident who heads
the grassroots group.

Jim Hecker, the legal
group’s environmental
enforcement director, said
Friday it remained unclear
when a lawsuit might come,
as he awaits a response from
the city and airport to the
written notice to sue.

Lambert’s deputy director,
Gerard Slay, called the claims
without merit, adding that the
airport last month submitted
to the Environmental
Protection Agency test results
showing “nondetectable and
negligible asbestos levels” in
air, soil and water runoff near
the runway project.

“We’re disappointed that
there’s a potential for a law-
suit,” Slay said.

A spokesman for St. Louis
Mayor Francis Slay directed
questions Friday to the air-
port’s Slay.

Asbestos was used for years
in building construction, espe-
cially in the post-World War
II building boom and peaking
in the 1970s and early 1980s.
Exposure can cause asbesto-
sis, in which asbestos fibers
get into the lungs and scar
them, in many cases leading
to frequent lung infections
and heart or respiratory fail-
ure. There is no effective
treatment.

Whether someone will
develop asbestosis depends on
such factors as the intensity
and duration of exposure and
the person’s age when
exposed. The Centers for
Disease Control and
Prevention said 1,493 people
died from asbestos exposure
in 2000.

Given the dangers, asbestos
handling is rigidly controlled
by the EPA. The federal
Clean Air Act requires care-
fully removing asbestos by
hand and disposing of it in
hazardous waste sites.

Contractors on the air-
port expansion project
have used the wet method
in demolishing roughly
300 homes and businesses
since 1999.
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The EPA’s asbestos experts
have denounced the tech-
nique, saying that once the
asbestos dries, the wind can
carry fibers long distances,
exposing people near and far
from the removal site.

Lambert officials have said
the airport was committed to
ensuring public health and
safety, and that its practices
reflected that.

In issuing an order last
August barring the wet
method, the EPA concluded
that while the technique was
“generally effective in con-
trolling the release of large
fibers and dust,” the agency
lacked data to say with cer-
tainty that it was completely

safe in keeping individual
asbestos fibers from becom-
ing airborne.

As a result, the EPA rescin-
ded an administrative order
allowing the wet method. Use
of the method at the project
was halted in June, pending
the EPA study.

Government regulations
require that defendants be
notified in writing before a
federal lawsuit is filed.

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.
Any fines would be turned over
to the federal treasury or placed
in a special EPA fund.


