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History of Michigan PBB Disaster (polybrominated biphenyls - flame retardant)

1973

• PBB mistakenly sent to farms across Michigan
• Farmers report problems with animals

1974

• Farmer experiments & discovers contamination
• State of Michigan tests animals for PBB and 

announces PBB affected “very few farms”

1975-1980

• Scope of contamination becomes clearer
• Over 500 farms quarantined
• Creation of Michigan Long-term health study

Continues

• Clean up at several Superfund sites (began 1980s)
• PBB Registry transfer to Emory (began 2010)
• Research on health outcomes (CEnR from 2011)

Photo credit: https://www.bridgemi.com/michigan-environment-watch/poisoned-
michigan-how-weak-laws-and-ignored-history-enabled-pfas-crisis                                      



What was it like soon 
after the contamination was discovered?



Citations: Seidman, S. Contested Knowledge: Social Theory Today, 6th ed.; John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 2016.
Brown, P. Toxic exposures. In Toxic Exposures; Columbia University Press: New York, NY, USA, 2007. (Font: www.ffonts.net)
 



What happened with the responsible party?

Who cleaned-up the environment where 
they released PBB and other chemicals?



Environmental Clean-up: Ongoing

1980-1984: Demolition of Velsicol 
Chemical plant. Buried and covered 
with a clay cap. ($38 million)

1999: US EPA started massive 
environmental remediation of Velsicol 
site and adjacent lands & waters. 
Clean-up continues (over $375 million).



What are the results of the
long-term health research?



Citations available at pbbregistry.emory.edu 

60% of Michiganders tested still have elevated PBB levels



The establishment of the PBB Registry, the 
commitment of research participants, and 

the advancement of scientific technologies 
has allowed more community health 

concerns to be addressed
(the known unknowns & the unknown 

unknowns).



Metabolomics & Epigenetics

PBB was associated with 
alterations in inflammation

and oxidative stress-related pathways.

Citations available at pbbregistry.emory.edu 



Are we research guinea pigs?

Jane (Keon) Jelenek
Chair, Pine River Superfund Citizen Task Force

Author, Tombstone Town

“We have had in the past, experiences of 
researchers coming to the community, taking blood 
samples, fat samples, and a little bit of our dignity… 
we had that experience of being guinea pigs. 

The big difference for us now is to be working with 
the Emory researchers… Yes, we happily give our 
blood samples and whatever else they ask of us. 
And, they give us feedback, they listen to our 
questions, they’ve actually designed research 
projects around things that we are concerned about. 
I don’t think that implies guinea pig in anyway.”
   
    September 2020



How did we partner with a community that 
had lost trust in many institutions and who 
had felt like research guinea pigs in prior 

health studies?
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Unmet Needs
in the PBB Disaster

Dedicated, long-term research funding

Proactive healthcare delivered by knowledgeable healthcare
(Physical & Mental Health)

Effective environmental remediation (improving).



Lessons from the
PBB Disaster

Take precautionary action in the face of uncertainty.

Community members who organize and coalesce can catalyze 
environmental cleanups and relevant health research.

Some health impacts take years to develop. Multiple generations can be impacted. 
Long-term surveillance & research is essential. 

Engaging and partnering with the community in research leads to improved science and 
benefits for the community.
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