
What to know about toxic Wolverine dump sites 

and drinking water 

By Amy Biolchini | abiolch1@mlive.com  

 

Metal drums rest in the woods beside Sandy Wynn-

Stelt's home along House Street NE in Belmont on 

Wednesday, Sept. 27, 2017. Wynn-Stelt and neighbors 

along House Street NE have been drinking water 

polluted with PFAS compounds coming from Wolverine 

World Wide's dumpsite. (Nic Antaya | MLive.com)  

 

 

 

ROCKFORD, MI – The 

international Hush Puppies 

shoe brand has left a toxic 

footprint in neighborhoods 

north of Grand Rapids. 

Dangerous Scotchgard 

chemicals used to waterproof 

the shoes in the Rockford-

based Wolverine World Wide 

tannery were dumped on the 

ground in sites around the 

Rockford area in the 1960s 

and 1970s. 

The chemicals quietly 

polluted groundwater and 

drinking water wells for 

decades – and state and local 

officials are now trying to 

determine the scope of the 

problem. A cancer study is 

underway, and wells are 

being tested. 

Wednesday another dump 

site was confirmed by state 

officials about half a mile 

from a school, prompting an 

immediate switch to bottled 

water in the building. 

As the investigation 

continues to turn up more 

details, here's what's known 

so far about the extent of the 

contamination.  

Wolverine dumped 

chemicals on the ground in 

the 1960s and 1970s 

 

Waste chemicals from 

Wolverine World Wide’s 

Rockford tannery were 

dumped at a number of sites 

in the 1960s and 1970s, a 

time when liners and other 

protective measures were not 

required by law. 

That’s meant that the 

dangerous chemicals have 

drained into the groundwater 

over time – and are now 

appearing in drinking water 

wells in the area.  

 

Leather scraps found along the Rogue 

River in Rockford on Thursday, Aug. 

10, 2017. The scraps are from a former 

Wolverine World Wide tannery that 

was demolished in 2010. They are 

located along the White Pine Trail near 

the Wolverine shoe store. (Garret 
Ellison | MLive.com) 
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The chemicals have known 

impacts in humans 

 

Wolverine World Wide 

began using Scotchgard to 

waterproof the pigskin 

leather it used in its Hush 

Puppies shoes at the 

Rockford tannery in the 

1960s -- and then dumped the 

waste at a number of sites.  

In Scotchgard are  per- and 

polyfluoroalkyl substances 

called PFAS, (also called 

perfluorinated chemicals, or 

PFCs). 

The chemicals are dangerous: 

exposure to PFAS 

compounds like 

perfluoroctanoic acid (PFOA) 

and perfluorooctanesulfonic 

acid (PFOS) have been linked 

through human studies to 

kidney cancer, testicular 

cancer, ulcerative colitis, 

pregnancy-induced 

hypertension, thyroid 

problems and cholesterol 

issues, according to state 

toxicologists. 

Scientists who study 

compounds like PFOS and 

PFOA consider the public 

health threat they pose to be 

significant because they are 

each toxic, water soluble, 

bio-accumulative and persist 

in the environment.  

Six dump sites have been 

confirmed so far 

 

The PFAS chemicals are 

known or suspected to have 

been dumped by Wolverine 

in six sites in Kent County to 

date:  

- The State Disposal Landfill 

at 3954 E. Beltline Ave. NE 

in Plainfield Township. The 

landfill is now is owned by 

Waste Management Inc. 

through a subsidiary. 

- In a gravel pit at the 

Northeast Gravel Co., which 

has since been redeveloped 

into the Boulder Creek Golf 

Club at 5750 Brewer Ave. 

NE in Belmont. 

-  At 1855 House Street NE 

in Plainfield Township. 

Barrels were being removed 

Thursday, Oct. 12, from a site 

across the street on Michigan 

Department of Transportation 

property. 

-  Half a mile northeast 

of East Rockford Middle 

School at 8615 9 Mile Road 

NE, between 9 Mile and 10 

Mile roads. Drinking 

fountains at the school were 

disabled Thursday, Oct. 12, 

as the school switched to 

bottled water.  

- Near what is now a staging 

area for the White Pine Trail 

at 4400 12 Mile Road NE in 

Algoma Township.  

- At the Butterworth Landfill 

at 1450 Butterworth St. SW 

in Grand Rapids  

The Kent County Health 

Department has also 

identified another site that is 

a part of its investigation: a 

farm near 14 Mile Road and 

Northland Drive NE.  

Health department officials 

said more sites could be 

added as the investigation 

progresses.  

Wolverine searching its 

disposal records 

Wolverine World Wide's 

Chris Hufnagel, senior vice 

president of corporate 

strategy, said the company is 

reviewing its records to 

determine how waste was 

disposed of during the past 

five decades.  

The House Street site was a 

state-licensed facility at the 

time. After 1970, Wolverine 

turned to other disposal sites, 

Hufnagel said, including the 

Northeast Gravel pit. 

Contaminated drinking 

water found in homes 

 

Discovery of 

the contaminated drinking 

water near the House Street 

dumping site was first made 

this spring. 

Wolverine is paying for 

drinking water well testing 

at 338 homes around the 

House Street dump site, 

including at the home of 
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Rockford-native and ABC-

TV meteorologist Ginger 

Zee's parents.  

As of Oct. 9, 15 properties on 

either side of U.S. 131, 

including the Michigan 

National Guard armory, have 

thus far tested above the 70-

parts per trillion (ppt) health 

advisory level set by the U.S. 

Environmental Protection 

Agency. 

One well on House Street 

tested 542 times above that 

level in August. A well on 

Chandler Drive NE tested 

142 times that limit in 

October. 

That number may expand as 

more results come back from 

an expanded "buffer zone" 

testing area on each side of 

the House Street dump. 

Residents near a dump site 

have health problems 

Residents next to the House 

Street dump site are 

reporting thyroid issues and 

other symptoms consistent 

with exposure to PFAS 

chemicals. 

House Street resident Sandy 

Wynn-Stelt's well had the 

highest test result out of her 

neighbors: results were 540 

times the federal health 

advisory level at which 

chronic exposure is 

considered unsafe. 

Wynn-Stelt's husband, Joel, 

died in 2016 at the age 61 of 

liver cancer.  

"You lose your husband and 

it's the worst thing on Earth," 

she said, eyes watering. "But 

you slowly get back. You 

slowly kind of come back to 

life.... I remember in June 

this year thinking 'I feel like 

I'm getting my joy back.' And 

in July, I get these 

government people walking 

up my driveway saying, 'we 

think you've got poisoned 

groundwater.'" 

 

Mark Hall, medical director for the 

Kent County Health Department, 

addresses a question during the 

Tuesday, Sept. 12, 2017 meeting at 

Rockford High School in Rockford to 

discuss groundwater pollution coming 

from Wolverine World Wide's tannery 

dumpsite on House Street NE in 

Belmont. (Nic Antaya | MLive.com)  

 

 

Local health officials are 

launching a cancer study 

The Kent County Health 

Department is embarking 

on the largest cancer study it 

has ever undertaken to 

investigate the health of 

people potentially exposed to 

toxic chemicals from 

Wolverine World Wide 

tannery waste dump sites. 

The state is helping cross-

reference incidences of rare 

cancer around known and 

suspected properties where 

Rockford-based Wolverine 

previously dumped hazardous 

waste. 

 
The dam on the Rogue River in 

Rockford pictured on Monday, Aug. 

14, 2017. The site where Wolverine 

World Wide's tannery sat is just 
upstream. (Neil Blake | MLive.com) 

The Rogue River is being 

tested too 

 

In addition to the dump sites, 

Wolverine is testing the 

Rogue River and the site 

where the tannery was 

demolished in 2010 in 

downtown Rockford for the 

Scotchgard Chemicals. 

The chemical's presence in 

Rogue River fish has been 

known to state health 

officials for several years, but 

local site managers at the 

Michigan Department of 

Environmental Quality say 

they only learned that PFOS 

was used at the tannery this 

year. 

Leather scraps and shoe soles 

were dumped along the 

riverbanks near the tannery 
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site downtown as well – 

which the company said this 

September that it would clean 

up. 

Wolverine plans to 

measure ammonia levels in 

the Rogue River and Rum 

Creek, a tributary that runs 

through the former tannery 

grounds. High ammonia 

levels have been known to 

kill fish in the wild, and the 

DEQ says there are questions 

about whether decomposing 

leather hides and scraps are 

raising ammonia levels in the 

groundwater. 

A drinking water well structure at 

Versluis Park in Plainfield Township 

on July 26, 2016. The township has 

detected perfluorinated chemicals 

PFOS and PFOA in its raw and treated 

drinking water. The suspected source is 

a Superfund landfill along the East 

Beltline. The drinking water well field 

at Versluis Park has been shut down as 

a precaution. (Garret Ellison | 
MLive.com) 

 

East Beltline landfill linked 

to water contamination 

Separately, tests are 

underway by the DEQ to 

determine if Wolverine's 

chemicals at another dump 

site – the landfill at 3954 E. 

Beltline Ave. NE – are the 

source of toxic levels in the 

Plainfield Township water 

system. 

Testing in 2013 found PFAS 

compounds in the Plainfield 

Township water system that 

came from the landfill, which 

serves about 40,000 

customers. The pollutants 

were traced to Well Field No. 

3, a backup field located at 

Versluis Park on the man-

made Versluis Lake. 

The wells are about two 

miles north of the landfill. 

The DEQ is working to 

determine if the Wolverine 

chemicals are the sole source 

of that contamination. 

Lawmakers are starting to 

take notice 

Sen. Peter MacGregor, R-

Rockford, is now urging 

Senate leadership to pause 

action on a bill that would 

stop the state from enacting 

regulations stricter than 

federal ones. 

His action Thursday, Oct. 12, 

comes on the same day that a 

school building in his district 

switched to bottled water due 

to contamination concerns, 

and the same week 

that Plainfield Township 

residents traveled to the state 

capitol to urge him to vote 

against the bill. 

Previously MacGregor 

supported House Bill 4205 

and said it had nothing to do 

with the Wolverine 

contamination issue – but 

now wants to halt action out 

of concern that the public 

would link the two events 

together. 

Also Thursday, State Reps. 

Chris Afendoulis, R-Grand 

Rapids Township, and Rob 

VerHeulen, R-Walker, issued 

a statement on the growing 

water contamination concern: 

“Our first priority and 

concern through this process 

lies in the health and safety of 

our residents, particularly 

http://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2017/08/wolverine_tannery_pfos.html
http://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2017/08/wolverine_tannery_pfos.html
http://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2017/09/wolverine_beltline_landfill_pf.html
http://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2017/09/wolverine_beltline_landfill_pf.html
http://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2017/09/wolverine_beltline_landfill_pf.html
http://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2016/07/pfos_pfoa_plainfield_ann_arbor.html
http://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2016/07/pfos_pfoa_plainfield_ann_arbor.html
http://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2017/10/as_belmont_grapples_with_conta.html
http://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2017/10/as_belmont_grapples_with_conta.html
http://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2017/10/as_belmont_grapples_with_conta.html
http://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2017/10/belmont_mi_no_stricter_federal.html
http://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2017/10/belmont_mi_no_stricter_federal.html


those who live near the 

former House Street 

Disposal,” the statement read. 

“It is important that accurate 

information is being relayed 

to residents as quickly and 

effectively as possible.” 

 

People listen during the Tuesday, Sept. 

12, 2017 meeting at Rockford High 

School in Rockford to discuss 

groundwater pollution coming from 

Wolverine World Wide's tannery 

dumpsite on House Street NE in 

Belmont. (Nic Antaya | MLive.com) 

The investigation continues 

The legacy of the toxic 

chemicals used by Wolverine 

is just beginning to unravel, 

as tests from multiple sources 

will begin to paint a bigger 

picture in the coming months. 

In the mean time, some steps 

are being taken to protect the 

residents who may be at risk. 

Wolverine World Wide is 

paying for water testing at 

wells at 338 homes around 

the House Street dump site, 

and Thursday announced that 

it would also be paying for 

in-home water filters at all of 

those homes – no matter the 

result of their water tests. 

Some of the affected 

residents on on House Street 

said Wolverine has offered to 

buy their household a 

Culligan office-style drinking 

water dispenser system until 

the whole-house filters can be 

installed in a few months. 

The Kent County Health 

Department also has begun 

its cancer study.  

Thursday, Wolverine’s 

consultant Rose & Westra 

began removing waste barrels 

from the House Street site. 

Plainfield Township is 

also designing a new water 

main route that would bring 

municipal water to House 

Street, Herrington Avenue 

and Chandler Drive. Officials 

say the estimated $4 million 

utility expansion may only be 

constructed if enough wells 

are polluted. 

Though the Michigan 

Department of Environmental 

Quality is investigating, the 

DEQ can't fine or punish 

Wolverine for the 

unregulated dumping because 

it's considered legacy 

pollution that occurred before 

existing laws. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Young's Environmental Cleanup Inc. 

workers begin the cleanup of a 

Wolverine World Wide historic 

dumpsite on MDOT property off of 

House Street in Belmont on Thursday, 

Oct. 12, 2017. Barrels containing 

tannery waste and animal hides were 

discovered on the property. (Neil Blake 
| MLive.com) 
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