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1.
Introduction

1.1 Background
On November 29, 2013, the EPA Emergency Response Program received a notification and request for assistance from the Durango Fire and Rescue Authority regarding a mercury spill at the La Plata County Detox Center.  The Fire Authority reported that a homeless man had a glass jar of mercury which broke inside his backpack.  The release of mercury was discovered inside the Detox Center.  The Detox Center was evacuated.  On Friday, November 29, 2013, On-Scene Coordinator (OSC) Joyce Ackerman mobilized to the Site with a START contractor and ERRS contractors. 
During the seven hour drive from the EPA office in Denver to the Site in Durango, the OSC received updates from the Fire Authority as local law enforcement officers interviewed the homeless man and received additional information.  When the OSC and START contractor arrived in Durango on Friday evening, the Fire Authority reported that the man had visited ten or more public buildings with the potentially leaking backpack.
The homeless man had reportedly worked temporarily for a man in the area who was demolishing a building.  The man demolishing the building had a large jar of mercury approximately eight inches tall, and asked the homeless man if he would like to take it, which he did.  The homeless man carried the jar around with him for approximately five months.  He visited the Manna Soup Kitchen in Durango on Wednesday, November 27, 2013, the day before the Thanksgiving holiday, and the jar broke inside his backpack.  He reportedly used two empty pill bottles to try to collect mercury which had spilled on the floor.  He apparently disposed of the broken glass jar because it was never found during the emergency response.  The total quantity of mercury released was never determined, but based on the size of the glass jar, it was likely several fluid ounces. 
In addition to the Soup Kitchen, the man visited or was transported to the following locations, not necessarily in this order:
Homeless Shelter

City Market Supermarket

Laundromat

Liquor Store

Library 

U.S. Post Office

Senior Citizen apartment complex

Federal Building Social Security Office

Fire Marshal’s Building (aka “The Farm”)

Transit Center (bus station)

Detox Center

Booking Center (City jail)

Officials reported that when told about the mercury spills and emergency response, the homeless man was very upset and remorseful.  Officials believe it was not a deliberate, malicious act, but occurred out of ignorance about the toxic properties of mercury. 

Fire Authority officials investigated several of these locations and identified visible beads of mercury in the Soup Kitchen, Homeless Shelter, Transit Center, and Detox Center.  These facilities were evacuated. It was also decided that the library should not be opened immediately on Saturday morning until mercury vapor monitoring could be conducted.  The homeless man was taken by law enforcement officials from the Detox Center to the Booking Center where he remained for several days.  He reportedly was released on the morning of December 2, 2013. 
1.2
Site Evaluation and Removal Actions
The EPA OSC and START contractor arrived in Durango Friday evening, November 29, 2013, and met with the Fire Authority officials and Fire Marshal at Station 1.  The officials had prepared a priority list of which facilities should be investigated first for public safety and decisions on further closures.  An official from the Fire Authority and the Fire Marshal accompanied the OSC and START contractor to several facilities on Friday evening, as described below.  The OSC and START contractor used a Lumex mercury vapor analyzer to screen the air in each potentially affected structure.  Based on the number of potentially affected structures, the OSC requested that an additional START contractor and Lumex instrument be mobilized to the Site on November 30, 2013, as well as two more ERRS contractors.  The OSC recommended that the homeless man have medical testing (e.g., blood, urine) due to his likely exposure over the five months he possessed the mercury.  Law enforcement officials took him to the hospital for the tests.  
Library, 1900 E. 3rd Avenue  – The man reportedly sat in the computer area on the second floor of the library.  START used the Lumex instrument to take readings in the second floor computer area, second floor men’s bathroom, the elevator, and the first floor computer area.  The highest readings near the floor in these areas were 150 – 300 nanograms per cubic meter.  The EPA and ATSDR screening levels for mercury vapors are 1,000 nanograms per cubic meter for residential settings and 3,000 nanograms per cubic meter for commercial/occupational settings.  The library was re-checked with the second Lumex instrument on November 30, 2013.  The highest reading near the floor in these areas was approximately 18 nanograms per cubic meter, well below screening levels. 
Transit Center, 250 W. 8th Street – Officials had roped off an area on the sidewalk outside the front door of the transit center where visible beads of mercury could be seen.  When the ERRS contractors arrived at the Site Friday night, the OSC directed them to begin cleanup in this area.  The ERRS contractor used a mercury vacuum to remove the beads of mercury, followed by cleaning with a mercsorb wet wash, which binds any remaining mercury and prevents it from vaporizing.  The START contractor took readings with the Lumex inside the transit center and determined that vapor levels were elevated along the floor from the front door to the ticket counter and a nearby seating area.  The ERRS contractor was directed to use the mercury vacuum on the cracks in the floor in this area and to wash the floor with mercsorb afterward.  Upon examination the following morning, there were still a few small beads of mercury in cracks of the sidewalk, and the ERRS contractor performed additional vacuuming and mercsorb washing.  On November 30, 2013, the Lumex readings inside the building near the floor were in the range of 120 – 250 nanograms per cubic meter, well below screening levels.  On December 1, 2013, readings on the sidewalk were in the range of 125 nanograms per cubic meter, well below screening levels. 
City Market Supermarket, #6 Town Plaza – The man reportedly spent time in the sit-down dining area of the deli in the supermarket.  An assistant manager granted access for EPA’s assessment.  Lumex readings were elevated on a counter in the dining area next to a window (1700 nanograms per cubic meter), on one table and the floor nearby.  It was approximately 11:30 in the evening and no senior managers of the supermarket were available to discuss the results.  The same areas were re-checked on November 30, 2013, with both Lumex instruments and readings were considerably lower, in the range of 7 – 22 nanograms per cubic meter, well below screening levels. 
Booking Center, 742 Turner Street – After the mercury spill at the Detox Center, the homeless man was taken to the Booking Center by law enforcement officials.  His backpack remained at the Detox Center in a biohazard bag.  Lumex readings were taken in three holding cells, and readings were below screening levels.  Clothing worn by the homeless man and another woman who had been evacuated from the Detox Center had been bagged in the property room at the Holding Center.  Lumex readings on the bagged clothing were low, which appeared to be an anomaly.  It was later surmised that the internal lamp on the first Lumex had gone out, with no warning indicator.  The holding cells and clothing were re-checked on November 30, 2013, with both Lumex instruments.  The holding cells had very low levels, in the range of 5 – 18 nanograms per cubic meter.  The bagged clothing of the two persons, plus that of a third person who had been transferred from the Detox Center, were relatively high, in the range of 10,000 nanograms per cubic meter.  The OSC took custody of the clothing, which was disposed with other mercury contaminated debris.  
The team worked until approximately 1:30 – 2:00 a.m. and resumed assessment and cleanup work the following morning, November 30, 2013, as described below.  

On November 30, 2013, the OSC and START contractor conducted assessment at the following facilities, accompanied by a Fire Authority official.  

Fire Marshal’s Building, also known as “The Farm” – The homeless man reportedly entered the building to use the restroom.  Lumex readings were in the range of 9 – 11 nanograms per cubic meter in the public entryway and men’s restroom, well below screening levels.  

Manna Soup Kitchen, 1100 Avenida Del Sol.   – This is reportedly where the releases of mercury began on Wednesday, November 27, 2013.  The homeless man set down his backpack in the dining area of the Soup Kitchen, and the glass jar containing mercury broke inside his backpack.  Persons saw him attempting to clean up the spilled mercury by scooping it up with empty pill bottles, although no one realized the significance of the event at the time.  Once the releases of mercury became known, local officials evacuated the Soup Kitchen.  The Lumex instrument showed elevated readings on the floor where the backpack had been sitting, and in the mop room where mops and brooms were located that had been used to clean the floor.  The ERRS contractor was directed to vacuum the visible beads of mercury and conduct mercsorb washing in the affected areas, and to bag the contaminated mops, brooms, and a shop-vac in preparation for disposal.  Following cleaning, Lumex readings in affected areas were in the range of 42 nanograms per cubic meter, well below screening levels.  
Volunteers of America Homeless Shelter, 1055 Avenida Del Sol – The homeless man reportedly visited the homeless shelter, but stayed outdoors and did not enter the facility or spend the night during the time frame the mercury releases were occurring.  Visible beads of mercury were identified by the Fire Authority outdoors on a second floor landing and the facility was evacuated.  When the OSC and START contractor arrived, they also saw beads of mercury outdoors on the ground level, underneath the second floor landing.  Lumex readings were taken in every room inside the homeless shelter, including a bed he had slept in prior to breaking the jar of mercury.  All readings were well below screening levels.  The ERRS contractor was directed to clean up the affected areas outdoors.  Following cleanup, Lumex readings taken outdoors in the affected areas were in the range of 20-110 nanograms per cubic meter, well below screening levels. The outdoor dumpster of the homeless shelter was checked with the Lumex, but the dumpster was empty and readings were low. 
Town Plaza Laundromat, 36 Town Plaza – Verbal access was obtained for EPA’s assessment by the Fire Authority and Fire Marshal.  Lumex readings were in the range of 4-6 nanograms per cubic meter, well below screening levels. 

Sidewalk outside Wagon Wheel liquor store, Town Plaza – Lumex readings were taken near the sidewalk outside the liquor store where the man reportedly set down his backpack before entering the store.  Levels were well below screening levels. 
La Plata County Detox Center, 1125 Three Springs Boulevard – The homeless man had reportedly been picked up at the homeless shelter by law enforcement officials and transported to the Detox Center.  It was there that Detox Center personnel discovered the release of mercury.  They secured the backpack in a biohazard bag, but not before mercury had been spilled and tracked across part of the facility.  The Detox Center was evacuated, and personnel and patients left their shoes there.  Fire Authority officials discovered beads of mercury in the carpeted office of the Detox Center and the adolescent dorm where the backpack had been stored.  
The Detox Center consisted of a large day room with hard surface flooring, an office with carpet, and several rooms connected to the day room such as men’s dorm, women’s dorm, one-patient rooms (e.g., Q1, Q2), laundry room and cleaning supply storage, dining area, bathrooms, etc.  Beyond the Detox portion of the facility was an in-patient mental health area, separated from the Detox Center by the interconnecting rooms and hallways.  All rooms determined to be contaminated had hard surface flooring except for the office area which was carpeted. 
In summary, the assessment with the Lumex instrument showed that the dayroom and office of the Detox Center were contaminated with mercury, along with some of the connected rooms, such as the one-patient room where the homeless man had initially been confined, a portion of the dining area, the adolescent dorm where the biohazard bag containing the backpack had been stored, and the room used to store cleaning supplies.  The Lumex monitoring showed that the mental health area and other portions of the building separated from the Detox Center by the interconnecting rooms and hallways had low levels of mercury vapors, well below screening levels.  
The ERRS contractor began cleanup by vacuuming visible beads of mercury from the office carpet and hard floor in the adolescent dorm.  The carpet was removed and bagged for disposal.  All floors in affected areas were washed with mercsorb.  A negative air machine was used to vent the office air outdoors during cleaning, so as not to let it circulate through the entire building by the HVAC system.  All property determined to be contaminated was bagged in preparation for disposal, including all shoes, cleaning supplies such as mops, the mattress and blanket in the one-patient room, etc.  The biohazard bag containing the backpack was segregated for hazardous waste disposal.  The backpack contained several tablespoons of free mercury in some of its pockets and two pill bottles containing mercury. 

After initial cleaning, mercury vapor levels in the office remained high.  The carpet had been glued directly to the floor. The ERRS contractor purchased a solvent-type adhesive remover and applied it to the floor.  The adhesive was scraped off the floor, and cracks in the floor were carefully scraped and vacuumed with the mercury vacuum.  Additional washing was performed with mercsorb.  The floor of the office was heated, with the return air duct of the office taped off with plastic to prevent circulating mercury vapors throughout the building. 
Cleaning of the Detox Center began on Saturday, November 30, and continued on Sunday, December 1, 2013.  When cleaning was believed to be complete, the HVAC system settings were returned to normal temperatures in the 68-72 F range, and the building was allowed to equilibrate for a few hours.  Readings were taken Sunday night with the Lumex and were below screening levels.  The building was allowed to continue to equilibrate overnight and readings taken again Monday morning with the Lumex throughout the entire facility.  Concentrations were in the low hundreds of nanograms per cubic meter, well below screening levels.  The affected floors were washed with water to remove some of the white residue left behind by the mercsorb.  All bagged mercury-contaminated debris was removed from the building for disposal at appropriate facilities.
Federal Building Social Security Office – While the ERRS contractor was completing the cleanup at the Detox Center on Monday morning, December 2, 2013, the OSC and START contractor went with the Fire Marshal to the Federal Building, since the man had visited the Social Security office during the time the mercury releases were occurring.  The Fire Marshal arranged for EPA’s access to the lobby security screening area and public waiting area of the Social Security office.  Lumex readings near the floor for both areas were less than 20 nanograms per cubic meter, well below screening levels. 
Tamarin Square Senior Apartments, 1401 E. 3rd Avenue – On December 2, 2013, the OSC and START contractor went with an official from the Fire Authority to this apartment complex for senior citizens.  The Fire Authority official arranged for access with an apartment manager.  Lumex readings were taken in the lobby area, and also in Apartment 206 where the homeless man’s father lives.  The father reportedly stored the glass jar of mercury in a pantry closet part of the time during the five months the homeless man had the mercury.  Lumex readings in the lobby and apartment were in the range of 20 nanograms per cubic meter, well below screening levels. 

U.S. Post Office, 222 W. 8th – On December 2, 2013, the OSC and START contractor went to the Post Office with an official from the Fire Authority, who arranged for access.  Lumex readings were taken in the public areas of the facility.  Readings were less than 500 nanograms per cubic meter, below screening levels. 
Law Enforcement vehicles – two law enforcement vehicles had been used to transport the homeless man and a woman from the Detox Center to the Booking Center.  These vehicles (#140 and 238) were checked with the Lumex and readings were very low, in the range of 12 nanograms per cubic meter, well below screening levels. 
Tent in the woods near homeless shelter – The OSC and START contractor went with an official from the Fire Authority to a tent in the woods where the homeless man had been camping.  The first Lumex instrument experienced battery problems, and the OSC and contractor returned later with the second Lumex.  Some of the man’s possessions showed elevated levels of mercury vapors, but not high enough to require confiscation by EPA.   
1.3 Threat Determination

Mercury was released in several public buildings and tracked via foot traffic before the spill was discovered.  Mercury is a hazardous substance as defined by Section 101(14) of CERCLA. For elemental mercury, the most important route of absorption is through inhalation.   Chronic mercury poisoning due to intake of elemental mercury vapor is a disease of the central nervous system.
2.
Current Activities
EPA considers remediation at the affected facilities to be complete.  EPA and the START contractor will participate in an after-action conference call with the Fire Authority and Fire Marshal to discuss the incident.  Issues with the first Lumex instrument will be discussed with the manufacturer. 
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