Environmental Close-Up:  A Contaminated Community

“We don’t know of any other community in the nation that has ever been contaminated like this one.”  This statement was made by a spokesperson from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, Georgia, about the 600 residents of Triana, Alabama.  Triana is located 25 kilometers from Huntsville.

From 1947 to 1970, the Olin Chemical Corporation manufactured DDT on a site leased from the nearby Redstone Arsenal.  During the time of production, about 4,000 metric tons of DDT residue accumulated in the soil of an adjacent marsh.  Today, the DDT from this soil is filtering into Indian Creek, which flows through Triana.  The fish in this stream contain 40 times the federal standard of allowable DDT.  Because the people from Triana depend upon catfish from the stream as a source of food, they have accumulated large amounts of DDT in their bodies.

The average person in the United States contains 8 to 10 ppm of DDT in his or her body fat.  People from Triana contain up to 60 times that amount.  The older residents have higher levels of DDT than the younger members of the community, perhaps because the older people have bioaccumulated the DDT for a longer time.

A large portion of the community’s income was earned from the sale of catfish.  Because these fish are not suitable for sale, this income has been lost.  The wildlife from nearby Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge also suffer from the effects of DDT.  Mallard ducks have been found to contain 480 ppm DDT.  A wintering population of thousands of double-crested cormorants once used the refuge, but they are now absent.  A heron rookery that contained three hundred nests has disappeared from the area.  These and other environmental changes will occur in Triana and the surrounding area as long as the DDT-contaminated soil remains in the marsh.


As yet, the only move toward a solution has been an allotment of $1.5 million by the federal government for a study to determine what to do about the problem.  However, many residents feel that, regardless of the solution, the town will never be the same because of the problems caused by the DDT.
