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Purpose 

On June 23, 2004, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) announced its intention to 
remove the Mid-American Tanning Company site from the National Priorities List (NPL).  The 
EPA is inviting public comment on the proposed de-listing of the site from the NPL.  The Iowa 
Department of Public Health in cooperation with the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease 
Registry (ATSDR) prepared this health consultation to review the current status of the Mid-
America Tanning Company site and to provide an evaluation of any public health consequences 
of de-listing the site.  The information in this health consultation was current at the time of 
writing.  Data that emerges later could alter this document’s conclusions and recommendations. 

Background 

The Mid-America Tanning Company 100-acre site is an abandoned tanning facility, located 
south of Sergeant Bluff, Iowa.  This site processed hides under several names between 1969 and 
1989.  In 1979, the Mid-America Tanning Company disposed of an estimated 900 cubic yards of 
filter-pressed tannery sludge containing heavy metals into two unlined trenches on the property.  
An unknown amount of sludge containing heavy metals was also land-applied on two cornfields 
north and south of the tanning building, contaminating approximately 12,000 cubic yards of soil. 
 After site operations discontinued, two on-site aeration basins were found to contain 
approximately 45,000 cubic yards of sediments contaminated with heavy metals.  An on-site 
polishing basin was found to contain approximately 40,500 cubic yards of sediments 
contaminated with heavy metals. 

Cleanup activities were initiated in 1990 with the removal of approximately 1,300 cubic yards of 
material from the unlined trenches.  This material was then placed on a liner.  Remedial activities 
continued in 1995 by removing drums and debris, cleaning out and sealing off the building, and 
welding manhole covers closed.  The EPA completed the following remedial activities in 2000: 

• consolidating and capping soils from the north and south cornfields, the previously 
excavated unlined trench material (after stabilization), and sediments from the polishing 
basin (Figure 1); 

• de-watering and capping in-place sediments in the two aeration lagoons; 
• on-site treatment and discharge of impoundment water to the nearby Oxbow Lake; and  
• removal of sediments from other former wastewater treatment basins and consolidating 

with sediments in the aeration lagoons before capping.   

 

A Public Health Assessment for the Mid-America Tanning Company site near Sergeant Bluff, 
Iowa was completed January 12, 2001 (1).  This health assessment evaluated the environmental 
contamination, the pathways of exposures to on-site and off-site contamination, and the public 
health implications of the site.  The health assessment completed in 2001 concluded that the 
Mid-America Tanning Company posed no public health hazard at the time the assessment was 
completed.  The Iowa Department of Natural Resources (IDNR) has been responsible for 
oversight of the site since September 2001.  IDNR oversight of the site includes an annual 
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inspection of the sight to observe the integrity of site fencing and capped areas (Appendix A).  
Groundwater monitoring is not completed during the annual inspections because the 
groundwater is not contaminated.  Because wastes remain at the site, groundwater will be re-
evaluated during the required five-year reviews.  

Contaminants of Concern 

The contaminants of concern at the site were heavy metals (mainly chromium) within soil, 
impoundment sediment and impoundment water.  The primary concerns from these chemicals 
were the potential threats to site workers from exposure to chromium by falling into the aeration 
basins and inhaling dust in the north cornfield. 

 

Exposure Pathways 

Exposure to contaminants of concern is determined by examining human exposure pathways.  
An exposure pathway has five parts: 

1. a source of contamination, 
2. an environmental medium such as air, water, or soil that can hold or move the 

contamination, 
3. a point at which people come in contact with a contaminated medium, such as in 

drinking water or in surface soil, 
4. an exposure route, such as drinking water from a well or eating contaminated soil on 

homegrown vegetable, and 
5. a population who could come in contact with the contaminants. 

An exposure pathway is eliminated if at least one on the five parts is missing and will not occur 
in the future.  For a completed pathway, all five parts must exist and exposure to a contaminant 
must have occurred, is occurring, or will occur. 

The public health assessment completed in 2001 concluded that no completed exposure 
pathways were identified.  Site remedial activities had been completed at that time – 
impoundment water had been treated and all contaminated soils and sediment were contained 
within on-site capped areas.  The 2001 assessment conceded that past exposures to contaminated 
soil and surface water to on-site workers may have occurred, but as long as the capped areas 
remained intact the site will not pose a public health risk.  Groundwater in the vicinity of the site 
had been monitored since 1985, and the 2000 Record of Decision for the site concluded that 
groundwater was not contaminated (metals, including arsenic, barium and chromium, were well 
below the health-based standards established by the EPA), and no further remedial action was 
required for the groundwater. Groundwater will continue to be monitored during the five-year 
reviews by the IDNR. 

There are no current completed exposure pathways.  All site soil and sediment contamination has 
been contained within the capped areas. Previous monitoring of the groundwater has concluded 
that personal consumption of the groundwater in the vicinity of the site would have no impact on 
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human health.  Continued annual site inspections and groundwater monitoring during the 5-year 
review of the site are planned and will enable IDNR and IDPH to determine if the waste 
remaining on-site will effect human health in the future. 

The cap installed in the north and south cornfields and the fencing installed around the former 
aeration lagoons and polishing basin have eliminated exposure to the remediated areas of the 
site. As long as these engineered solutions remain intact, any future exposures to people 
trespassing in the area, including seasonal hunters, will be eliminated. 

Community Health Concerns 

The public or community was given opportunity to comment on the proposed de-listing of the 
Mid-America Tanning Company site.  No community comments were received during the public 
comment period, which ended on August 26, 2004. During completion of the 2001 public health 
assessment, two public health concerns were received about the site:  

What are the long-term health effects from hydrogen sulfide being present at the 
site? 

Hydrogen sulfide was not detected in ambient outdoor air at the site, so long-term effects 
are not expected.  It was noted that only air in enclosed spaces might be hazardous for 
persons entering them.  No enclosed spaces on-site are accessible to the public. 

What are the long-term health effects of drinking contaminated water? 

No completed exposure pathways for contaminated groundwater exist.  Therefore, no 
short- or long-term health effects from drinking contaminated water are expected. 

 

Conclusions 

The current status of the Mid-America Tanning site has been reviewed to evaluate any health 
consequences of EPA’s proposal to de-list the site from the NPL.  The IDPH reviewed the site 
information and exposure pathways and concluded that the site poses no public health hazard 
now and is not expected to in the future. 

 

Recommendations 

• IDNR should maintain and enforce restricted site access. 

 




