
Conrail Superfund Site 
Elkhart County, Indiana 

Location, Contaminants 
and Questions 

The boundaries of the Conrail Superfund 
site include but are not limited to:  Baugo 
Creek in St. Joseph County to State Road 
19/Nappanee Street, Saint Joseph River 
South to Old US 33/Norfolk Southern rail 
yard. 

Questions from residents of 
the Conrail Superfund site. 

 
Is there a link between site contaminants and illness? 
So far no direct link has been shown between expo-
sure and illness.  An informal health study was 
started in late 2000 but is not yet complete. 
 
Do toxin problems ever skip a generation? What percent-
age of prenatal health issues can be attributed to exposure 
to these chemicals? 
There is no current scientific information avail-
able to answer these questions in regard to expo-
sure to TCE and carbon tetrachloride. 
 

Will my children pass on health problems to their children 
by living in the area that has been contaminated for so 
long? 
Long-term studies have not been conducted that 
would provide an answer to this question. 
 

Is there a possibility of contamination build up in the 
household plumbing and if so, could this build up break 
away in small amounts and pose a health risk? 
No evidence was found that the chemicals build 
up in pipes.  The chemicals are volatile, so if the 
chemicals were not released directly in the wa-
ter, they would have evaporated by now. 
 

What is the quality of municipal water? 
Very good.  You may get current water quality 
information from your local public water utility 
company.  Ask your utility company where you 
can review the information. 
 

How is the air pollution (vapors) going to affect our lives 
in the future? 
Public health actions that have been taken to re-
duce or prevent exposure, along with the vent-
ing systems installed in residences with higher 
vapor levels, should prevent residents from be-
ing exposed to harmful levels of these chemicals 
in the future.  The human body metabolizes and 
rids itself of these solvent compounds rather 
quickly (typically in hours, not days), scientific 
literature indicates that any possible health ef-
fects would have happened soon after exposure, 
not years later. 

Environmental Health Services Division 
 
 

4230 Elkhart Rd 
Goshen, IN  46526 

 
Phone: (574) 875-3391 
Fax: (574) 875-3376 

 
 

References and more information: 
 

www.atsdr.cdc.gov 
www.atsdr.cdc.gov/tfacts19.html 
www.atsdr.cdc.gov/tfacts30.html 

www.epa.gov/ebtpages/cleasuperfund.html 
 
 

City of Elkhart Public Works and Utilities 
1201 S Nappanee Street 

Elkhart, IN  46516 
Phone: (574) 293-2572 

 
Funding from the National Association of 

County and City Health Officials 



Trichloroethylene (TCE) 

Carbon Tetrachloride 

Trichloroethylene is a nonflammable, color-
less liquid with a somewhat sweet odor and a 
sweet, burning taste.  It is used mainly as a 
solvent to remove grease from metal parts, 
but it is also an ingredient in adhesives, paint 
removers, typewriter correction fluids and 
spot remover. It may be present in under-
ground water sources as a result of the manu-
facture, use and disposal of the chemical.  
Breathing and/or drinking large amounts may  
damage the liver, kidneys and nervous sys-
tem. 

Carbon Tetrachloride is a manmade com-
pound that does not occur naturally.  It is a 
clear liquid with a sweet smell that can be 
detected at low levels.  Exposure to Carbon 
Tetrachloride results mostly from breathing 
air, drinking water, or coming in contact 
with soil that is contaminated with it.  This 
is most likely to occur around hazardous 
waste sites or in the workplace.  In people, 
exposure to very high amounts of Carbon 
Tetrachloride can damage the liver, kid-
neys, and nervous system.   

What is a Superfund site? 
In the past, some hazardous wastes were 
dumped on the ground, in rivers, or left out in 
the open.  As a result, thousands of uncon-
trolled or abandoned hazardous waste sites 
were created.  These sites pose threats to pub-
lic health and our natural resources.  The 
United States Environmental Protection 
Agency (USEPA) regulates these sites 
through a law known as Superfund.  Super-
fund locates, investigates, and cleans up haz-
ardous waste sites throughout the United 
States to protect people and the environment, 
and return the land to productive use. 

How did this area become 
a Superfund site? 
Numerous complaints were received be-
tween 1962 and 1986 regarding oily dis-
charges from the railroad and spills of prod-
ucts such as diesel fuel, hydrochloric acid, 
caustic soda and a variety of petroleum-
related substances.  The complaints included 
reports that track cleaning substances and 
engine degreasers were used and disposed 
of at the rail yard. In June of 1988 the site 
was proposed for inclusion on the National 
Priorities List (NPL) after the identification 
of two well-defined groundwater contami-
nation plumes:  Trichloroethylene and Car-
bon Tetrachloride.  The NPL scores sites 
based on the amount of contamination and 
risk to the population surrounding the site.   

Past: 

Present: 

Future: 

To eliminate the potential 
health threat of contaminated water, between 
September of 1994 and December of 1996 mu-
nicipal water was extended to 1135 homes in the 
Superfund site. Thirty-five homes, for different 
reasons, refused to accept the city water supply.  
New homes built in the area are required to con-
nect to municipal water thus eliminating expo-
sure to contaminants. 

Contamination in the Conrail 
area has been identified using 
monitoring wells for groundwater and soil gas 
vapors.  The USEPA, Indiana Department of 
Environmental Management and consultants for 
Conrail continue to work on defining the best 
locations for systems to remove the contamina-
tion.  Special emphasis is being placed on areas 
in the Conrail yard and the Osceola drag strip 
properties.  Vapor extraction systems have been 
required for all new home construction in the 
affected areas as a safeguard against future 
health problems. 

Installation of wells to re-
move contaminated ground-
water and vapors moving through the soil into 
homes will proceed.  This system will allow for 
the treatment of contamination in place.  Areas 
which presently have minor amounts of contami-
nation will be allowed to naturally heal.  This 
process is called “natural attenuation” which 
means the bacteria in the soil and groundwater 
will breakdown the chemicals and make them 
harmless.  It may take 20 or more years for the 
contamination to be removed or treated to more 
acceptable levels.  


