
South River Science Team
A Collaborative, Multi-stakeholder Approach to 

Addressing Mercury Contamination in the South River 
and South Fork Shenandoah



The South River Mercury Story
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stops

1940 1950 1970 1980 1990

1976
DuPont construction activities unearth 
mercury globules; VPI contracted to 

study potential river impacts

1977
EPA, VDH, SWCB notified of 

contamination; consumption ban placed 
on 130 river miles based on FDA limit

1980
FDA raises limit, fish consumption ban 

replaced by an advisory on 90 river 
miles

1982
State agencies and DuPont select engineering 
company to evaluate clean up options, natural 

recovery and monitoring recommended

1984
DuPont funds 100 year monitoring 

program for fish, water and 
sediments, agrees to consider future 

viable clean up options

Late 1980’s - 1999
VADEQ leads monitoring efforts 

with AMRL, DGIF and VDH, 
fish tissue levels are not 
decreasing as predicted 

2000
DuPont and VADEQ launch 

collaborative effort to evaluate the 
South River mercury situation



Vision for the Future.
Mercury levels decline in the South River 
and South Fork Shenandoah River so 
that the fish consumption advisories 
are eliminated or reduced. 

Ultimately – the public and other 
stakeholders are satisfied.



Strategy for the South River

To achieve our vision, we will be
– Proactive.
– Collaborative.
– Credible.
– Communicative.



Why A Science Team ?

 The Problem
– A 1982 study predicted that by now mercury levels 

in fish would be decreasing; in fact, they seem to 
be the same or slightly increasing. 

– Perhaps:
» the original prediction was incorrect
» its too early to conclude there’s a trend
» there is an ongoing release of mercury… somewhere.

More efficient to work collaboratively… no 
one group has all the answers or resources.



Fundamental Questions We Are 
Addressing.

Why hasn’t mercury in fish gone down 
as predicted?

How is the mercury getting to the overall 
river ecosystem?  

How are the fish and other aquatic 
animals getting the mercury? 

What might be done to reduce the 
mercury level in the fish?



Organization of the Science 
Team

 Virginia Dept of Environmental Quality
 Virginia Dept of Game and Inland Fisheries
 Virginia Dept of Health
 US EPA
 Friends of the Shenandoah
 Izaak Walton League
 College of William and Mary (VIMS)
 James Madison Univ.
 Virginia Tech
 Expert Panelists
 DuPont



What Have We Been Doing ?
 Focus Areas 2000 – 2002

– Collecting information and analyzing it

– Building a picture of the river – pieces of the puzzle

– Having outside experts give us advice and check our work

– Talking to other groups facing similar problems

– Informing the local communities of what we’re doing

– Exploring the potential for exposure of people and animals 

– Looking at technologies for managing the mercury.



How Mercury Moves in the 
Environment
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Dooms, VA, near Rt. 611 bridge (above dam)

Notes:
Solid black line = estimated mean
Dashed red lines = 95% error bounds
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Fish Statistical Summary
Based on data from 1980’s – 1999, there 

does not appear to be a downward 
mercury trend in fish at Dooms, 
Crimora, and Grottoes
– Dooms, VA, near Rt. 611 bridge (above 

dam)
– Crimora, VA, near Rt. 612 bridge
– Grottoes, VA, near Grand Caverns bridge



Accomplishments 2000-2002
•Developed multiple, practical theories to guide
research and investigations;
•Identified locations on the South River where
mercury and sediments may accumulate;
•Studied land use in the South River floodplain;
•Conducting research to better understand how 
mercury accumulates at various depths in river 
sediments; 
•Conducting research to determine if mercury is 
entering the river from any source, including the 
DuPont plant site. 



Accomplishments 2000-2002
•Made spring and fall 2002 Newsletters accessible to 
an audience of thousands in surrounding 
communities; 
•Funded a senior’s honors project at James Madison 
University that the Asiatic clam can be an additional 
indicator of mercury uptake from river water. 
• Funding a Master’s student at Virginia Tech to 
study how mercury gets into fish. 



Plans for 2003
 Study whether plants absorb mercury from the 

soil. 
 Continue Virginia Tech fish study.
 Explore use of the Asiatic clam for mercury 

monitoring in the river. 
 Sample South River sediment to determine 

whether mercury adheres to other sediment 
components.

 Conduct further study of other potential sources 
of mercury to the river.

 Publish findings in a scientific journal.


