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Mancelona-Cedar River TCE Plume:  Frequently Asked Question #1

From 1947 to 1967 Mount Clemens Industries, Inc., used trichloroethylene (TCE) in vapor degreasers while manufacturing auto parts.  After its use the TCE was dumped onto the ground near its manufacturing plant (now the site of the Dura Automotive plant on US 131 in Mancelona).  Through these improper disposal methods, TCE has now contaminated the groundwater in and around Mancelona.  The groundwater contamination plume begins at the Dura plant, and extends approximately six miles northwest to the Schuss Mountain/Shanty Creek Resort area.  Breathing small amounts of TCE may cause lung irritation, and difficulty concentrating.  Drinking water that contains TCE over a period of time can lead to liver and kidney problems and may also cause cancer.  This document was produced by the Antrim County United Through Ecology (ACUTE) Coalition in order to respond to Frequently Asked Questions regarding the “Wicks Manufacturing TCE Plume”.  On April 5, 2005, the Northwest Michigan Community Health Agency (NWMCHA) adopted a “Well First” Policy.  The purpose of this policy is to protect public health by requiring new water wells within the known or suspected geographic area affected by the TCE groundwater plume to be tested for TCE.

Question:
What are the implications of a Well-First Policy for buyers & sellers of property in the affected areas?

Response:
 Although the question may seem relatively easy to answer, the Task Force that prepared Responses to Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) about the Well-First Policy suggested that because of the complexity of the answer, the question would be subdivided into a series of small questions and appropriate responses. This Task Force was created and is facilitated by Community Resource Development, Inc. and includes members of Antrim County United Through Ecology (ACUTE) a coalition of thirteen local stakeholder organizations with representative from Michigan Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ), Northwest Michigan Community Health Agency (NWMCHA), Mancelona Water and Sewer Authority (MAWSA), Michigan State University’s Technical Outreach in Support of Communities (TOSC) in partnership with ACUTE, Antrim County Building Department, Schuss Mountain Property Owners Association (SMPOA) and local real estate offices.

Question 1.1 Why is there a Well-First Policy?

Response: The groundwater near and within an area between Mancelona and the Cedar River is known to be contaminated with trichloroethylene (TCE).   Concentrations of TCE contamination range from less than 1 ppb to several hundred ppb.  The State of Michigan’s criteria for safe drinking water is 5 ppb or less. This contamination is believed to have originated from the disposal of spent metal degreasing solvent in the 1950’s associated with Wickes Manufacturing, a firm that no longer exists.  In the past 45 to 50 years, the waste TCE disposed of in the site’s permitted lagoons migrated through the groundwater approximately 6.5 miles from the lagoons in Mancelona to the Cedar River.  This site is referred to by M-DEQ as the Wickes Manufacturing TCE Plume Site, as part of their investigation and communications about the contamination.

The Northwest Michigan Community Health Agency (NWMCHA) issued the Well-First Policy because of the findings from MDEQ test wells drilled in 2004 on the outer edge of the plume. These findings revealed TCE groundwater contamination from 40 to 200 feet below the water table in one location and “deeper than expected” contamination in another.  Data from monitoring wells has not shown that the plume has migrated beyond those areas now serviced by the existing MAWSA water system.  In order to proactively assure a safe supply of drinking water for new construction, the policy requires that a drinking water well must be drilled and tested for the presence of Volatile Organic Compounds (VOC), specifically TCE, prior to the issuance of a building permit.  If the test results do not show contaminants exceeding any EPA Maximum Contaminant Level (MCL), building permits will be issued. If the test results show VOC exceeding EPA MCL standards, the well must be abandoned in accordance with existing laws and no building permits will be issued until such time as an approved water source is available. 
Question 1.2 Who authorized the Well-First Policy?
Response:  The Well-First Policy “WELL FIRST PROTOCOL FOR INSTALLATION OF RESIDENTIAL DRINKING WATER WELLS WITHIN AREAS SUBJECT TO CONTAMINATED GROUNDWATER, NEAR MANCELONA, MICHIGAN” was adopted by the Northwest Michigan Community Health Agency (NWMCHA) Board of Health on April 5, 2005.  The Antrim County Board of Commissioners also supported this policy.  The NWMCHA is a state-chartered health agency with the authorization to issue such a policy.   The exact language of the Well-First Policy can be found in the following Websites:

www.tosc.msu.edu/mancelona  

This Website is maintained by MSU’s Technical Outreach in Support of Communities (TOSC), as part of their partnership with ACUTE.               
Question 1.3 What is the purpose of the Well-First Policy?
Response: The purpose of this Policy is to proactively assure that property owners have safe drinking water from residential wells in the affected area. Safe drinking water for TCE concentrations is defined by the State of Michigan as being 5 ppb or less of TCE.  NMCHA now requires this assurance before issuing a sewage disposal permit, which is a prerequisite for obtaining a building permit to construct a dwelling on the property. The Policy also specifies well construction and monitoring requirements to assure a sustainable supply of safe drinking water.  

Question 1.4  What is the area covered by the Well-First Policy?
Response:  Refer to the attached maps.

Question 1.4  What is the size of the area covered by the Well-First Policy?
Response:  For the purpose of this Response, there is a big difference in the size of the affected area described in the Well-First Policy and the size of the affected area of concern to buyers and sellers of property, especially those individuals interested in constructing a dwelling on the property.  The language in the Well-First Policy describes a very large area that is “encompassed by the Mancelona Water and Sewer Authority Service District and special assessment district, where public water is available, and areas of the Schuss Village development”.   However, a smaller area of greater concern to individuals interested in constructing a dwelling on the property can be described as approximately 350 to 450 parcels of property within the known boundary of the TCE plume where public water is not available (between the dark blue water mains and the pink cross-hatched boundary /////) on the attached Map).   At any given time, 30 to 50 of these parcels may be for sale, at most.  This affected area of concern includes approximately 10 to 15 larger parcels of property outside the Mancelona Water District near the intersection of Johnson and Kresnak Roads.

Question 1.5  Will a well drilling permit be issued in areas where public drinking water is available? 

Response: No. If building in new dwelling in areas where public water is available, the new home builder will be required to connect to the public water system.  

Buyers and sellers of property where public water is available may be indirectly affected by the new Well-First Policy, but the greatest concern is for the property where a new well is the only available option to get water for property owners interested in obtaining a permit for a new septic system and a building permit.  The Policy seeks to protect public health by ensuring that the TCE groundwater is not pumped and used as drinking water; however, there is also a strong economic incentive to connect new dwellings to the public water system.  The cost trade off for water from a $7,000 to $10,000 well within the public water service area corresponds to more than 25 years at $23.50 per month for pubic water plus connection fees.

Question 1.6  Could the size of the affected area of concern change over time?

Response:  Yes, the size of the area of concern may change as new information about the TCE plume is learned.  The size of the affected area of concern may increase as knowledge of the TCE plume indicates that the plume has moved further into areas where public water is not available. The size of the area of concern may decrease as the public water system is extended or the boundary of the TCE plume is decreased as a result of future TCE remediation.

Question 1.7  What is the likelihood of finding safe drinking water from a new well in the affected area of concern (not contaminated with TCE)?

Response:  There is a reasonable likelihood that safe drinking water can be obtained from wells within the affected area. On the attached Map, the green dots indicate that some of the 350-450 parcels of property with existing wells in the affected area were tested and no TCE was found. This means that there is a reasonable likelihood of finding safe drinking water, especially the water from a well that penetrates into the aquifer less than 50 to 100 feet. Experienced well drilling firms can also provide cost estimates for drilling an exploratory well and the procedure for testing the well water.

Question 1.8  What is the procedure for obtaining a building permit in the affected area?

Response:  For properties without an existing well, those owners interested in obtaining a sewage disposal permit from the NWMCHA and a building permit from the Antrim County Building Department must first document, at their expense, that water from a well on their property contains no more than 5 ppb TCE, defined by the State of Michigan as safe drinking water with respect to TCE.  For properties with existing dwellings where the well water is determined to contain more than 5 ppb, the State of Michigan may provide or may help provide alternative sources of safe drinking water.  Accordingly, the existing well must be permanently abandoned.

Question 1.9  What are the options for obtaining safe drinking water on property with an existing well if the water becomes contaminated with 5 ppb or more of TCE?

Response: Options for obtaining safe drinking water on property with an existing well, if the water becomes contaminated with 5 ppb or more of TCE include being furnished with bottled water.  Another solution, if multiple property owners are involved, is for the property owners to form a Special Assessment District to fund the necessary extension of a water main to their property.

For properties without an existing dwelling where the water from a test well is found to contain 5 ppb or more TCE, the State of Michigan is not obligated to provide an alternative source of safe drinking water, but in some cases, the State has extended the public water system to accommodate property owners.  These are case-by-case decisions.  A connection to the water system is at the homeowner’s expense and can range from $4,000 to $6,000 or more depending on the distance from the nearest water main to the dwelling.

The following examples illustrate the conditions under which potable water could be or has been provided by the MDEQ:

Scenario # 1a

A property owner within the MAWSA (Mancelona Water and Sewer Authority) District (large area, pink boundary with blue cross hatched area ///////, attached Map) and within the existing water main service area (dark blue water mains within the pink blue boundary with blue crossed hatched area //////, attached Map) has become contaminated with more than 5 ppb TCE.  Will M-DEQ pay for the extension of water main and the cost of connecting their existing dwelling to the system?

Response:  Possibly.   MDEQ has allocated funding in order to provide potable water to existing dwellings affected by the TCE and the Tar Lake plumes and within the MAWSA service district. This was within the timeframe of the original 6.5 million dollar water construction project, and was part of that original project.  MDEQ may extend this system if the data from their ongoing investigation warrants it.  Note:  Water mains outside the Mancelona Water District are part of a Special Assessment District.

Scenario #1b

A property owner of an existing home within the Mancelona Water Service District (large area,  pink boundary with blue cross-hatched area /////, attached Map) but immediately outside the existing water main service area (dark blue water mains) has a well that has become contaminated with more than 5 ppb TCE.  Will MDEQ pay for the extension of water main and the cost of connecting their existing dwelling to the system?

Response:  MDEQ may provide or help to provide water to an existing dwelling, based on available resources and the nature of the situation, i.e. a case-by-case decision.

Scenario # 2

You are an individual interested in purchasing a vacant parcel of land or a realtor who has a property listed inside the plume area (as indicated by the red boundary on the attached Map). Upon investigation you determine that the property in question has a water main directly in front of the property.  What are your options?

Response:  Due to the availability of water immediately in front of the vacant property the realtor or the prosepective buyer can request that MAWSA connect them to the existing water main.  MAWSA will then provide the realtor or the prospective buyer information sufficient to determine the costs of connecting to the water main, service lead, and meter installation….in the range of $1,500 to $3,000. 
Scenario # 3

You are an individual interested in purchasing property with a dwelling listed inside the plume area (as indicated by the red boundary on the attached Map).  Upon investigation you determine that the property in question has water main directly in front of the property.  What are your options?

Response:  The current owner should have been provided the opportunity to tie their dwelling into the municipal water system and have it paid for by the MDEQ.  Therefore, the prospective buyer or realtor should determine whether or not the property is connected to the water system.  If it is not an inquiry should be made to the MDEQ or MAWSA to determine why the dwelling was not tied into the MAWSA system.

Scenario # 4

A realtor who is aware of NWMCHA’s “Well-First Policy” wants to provide his/her client with sound advise regarding whether or not to purchase property in the general area of the plume – the property in question is vacant and does not have an existing well.  What is the prudent thing to do?

Response:  Depending on the specific location of the property the prudent thing to do is to advise the client to consult with the NWMCHA and/or MAWSA in order to make an informed decision.  When all the facts are made available the prospective buyer will be in a position to weigh the financial implications of having to (or not) drill a well, prior to applying for a septic permit.

Scenario # 5

Potential buyers of property and the realtors representing them may be hesitant to consider purchasing property outside the plume area but in the general vicinity of the plume or inside the plume area.   This hesitancy is due to the perception or uncertainty associated with the plume and its impact on drinking water and/or property values.   Where can real estate agents and property buyers find addition information as part of their process of making an informed decision?

Response:  The following resources are available to assist realtors and buyers in making informed decisions:

1. Northwest Michigan Community Health Agency (NWMCHA) in Bellaire (Chuck Edwards, 231-533-8670) is available to provide facts and relevant information.

2. Mancelona Area Water and Sewer Authority (MAWSA) office in Mancelona can provide information regarding the availability and costs associated with municipal water (231-587-0744).

3. Michigan Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ) Gaylord Office (Janice Adams, 989-705-3434) is a valuable source of information about the status of this MDEQ’s investigation.
4. Schuss Mountain Property Owners Association’s (SMPOA) Website www.smpoa.net  includes copies of a quarterly Newsletter that provides summaries of MDEQ’s investigation and the status of activities that affect local property owners.                                       
5. Antrim County United Through Ecology’s (ACUTE) Website www.tosc.msu.edu/mancelona includes electronic copies of MDEQ’s Technical Reports of investigation of this TCE plume and information about the health and environmental effects of TCE. 

This Response to Frequently Asked Question #1 and the associated Map are intended to be used as a tool for buyers and sellers of property, to arm them with facts and to alleviate their fears. 

Disclaimer:   No warranty or guarantee of any kind is made in regard to the content and information contained in this document and its attachments, including without limitation, any given or implied warranties. All authors of and contributors to this document shall have no liability for errors contained in it, or for incidental or consequential damages in connection with the furnishing of, use of, or reliance upon the information contained therein.  While every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy and reliability of this material, it is intended for information purposes only. The content in this Response to a Frequently Ask Question, "What are the implications of the Well-First Policy for buyers and sellers of property in the affected area", is offered in good faith to provide factual and reliable information, as of July 29, 2005. 

As with the entire document, the attached maps were created in good faith for informational purposes only based on information provided by the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality ("MDEQ"), Northwest Michigan Community Health Agency (NWCHA), Mancelona Area Sewer and Water Authority ("MAWSA"), Antrim County United Through Ecology (ACUTE), and Gourdie Fraser, and their respective, employees, representatives and affiliates make no guarantee or warranty as to the accuracy of these maps.  Precise locations of the boundaries of the TCE plume are not known at this time.  MDEQ is continuing to investigate this TCE plume in order to gather further information and to more precisely identify its boundaries.  The location of the Mancelona Water Service District, and the location of water mains with respect to specific parcels of property on the attached Maps, should be confirmed and based solely on direct communications with representatives of MAWSA or MDEQ.  All boundaries and locations shown on the attached Maps should be considered "approximate".
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