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April 6, 2026 

 
Senator Foung Hawj 
Chair, Environment, Climate, and Legacy Committee 
Minnesota Senate 
95 University Ave W. 
St. Paul, MN 55103 

 
Dear Chair Hawj and members of the committee: 

As you hear testimony on the state’s regulatory actions to protect our lands and waters from pollution, 
we wish to draw your attention to an opportunity right now for Minnesota to hold a major polluter 
more fully accountable. 

Ford Motor Company operated its Twin Cities Assembly Plant next to the Mississippi River in St. Paul 
for 75 years, benefiting from the hydropower the river provides. While most of the Ford property has 
been cleaned up, sold, and redeveloped, Ford still owns one hazardous dumpsite there: Area C. 

Area C is a massive waste pile standing 70 feet high and covering seven acres. It sits on the Mississippi 
River floodplain adjacent to Hidden Falls Regional Park. The pile is comprised largely of construction 
debris, but deep in the core of the pile sit paint, solvents, and other hazardous substances. These 
substances are leaking slowly into the Mississippi River. When the river floods, it flows right through 
the hazardous waste. 

The pile’s steep slopes also pose a danger. They are eroding due to floods as well as extreme rainfall 
events flowing down the sides of the pile. The erosion continually exposes more debris and brings 
hazardous waste closer to the surface. 
 

Cleanup plan falls short of addressing risk 

The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) is currently finalizing a feasibility study with Ford to 
clean up Area C. Ford is legally required to cover the full cost of the MPCA’s chosen option. However, 
the MPCA has said that it only plans to require Ford to carry out a partial cleanup. 

This $8.8 million partial cleanup would remove some of the hazardous waste, but leave most in place. 
It would address some of the surface debris, but leave the 70-foot high slopes unacceptably steep and 
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prone to continued degradation. The slopes would be much steeper than the widely accepted 
professional engineering standard. 

Even more concerningly, the MPCA’s plan would allow Ford to avoid responsibility for fully cleaning up 
its mess. Instead, taxpayers may end up footing the bill for further cleanup in the future if Ford ever 
becomes insolvent. 
 

Elected officials say partial cleanup is risky, inadequate 

St. Paul’s public officials find it unacceptable that the MPCA might let Ford leave its contamination 
behind. The St. Paul City Council unanimously passed a resolution, quickly signed by Mayor Kaohly 
Her, calling for a full cleanup. The resolution notes that Ford “[benefited] tremendously from St. Paul’s 
land, labor force, riverfront transportation access and hydropower.” 

Senate Majority Leader Erin Murphy and Rep. Dave Pinto have also urged the MPCA to hold Ford fully 
accountable, writing: “Materials of the type buried at this site should not be in the flood plain of — and 
only feet from — the Mississippi River. If these materials are not removed now, future generations will 
be forced to deal with them.” 

U.S. Rep. Betty McCollum also opposes a partial cleanup. In her letter to the MPCA, she states: “An 
incomplete cleanup poses a risk to taxpayers. If additional cleanup is needed later due to new 
scientific findings or changing circumstances and Ford is no longer able to pay, the cost of cleanup 
would fall to taxpayers.” 

These leaders are responding to the voices of everyday people who have spoken up for accountability. 
Community members have rallied outside with signs on a cold winter night, sent hundreds of letters to 
the MPCA, elected officials and local media, and signed a petition (more than 700 names strong), all 
calling for full accountability for Ford. 

The MPCA says that it considers “community acceptance” in its decision-making. How much more 
evidence does the agency require to see that the community does not accept a partial cleanup? 
 

MPCA has authority to require full cleanup 

Minnesota’s lawmakers and courts have given the MPCA broad authority to require polluters to pay. 
State Superfund law (Minnesota Environmental Response and Liability Act, Minn. Stat. Chapter 115B) 
could be applied to determine that the pile presents an unacceptable financial and environmental risk 
to the public, necessitating a full cleanup. The state’s authority is triggered by the presence of any 
quantity of pollutant, contaminant or hazardous substance. What appears to be lacking is the agency’s 
will to use that authority. 

Ford has always accepted responsibility for Area C. Superfund law provides for retroactive, strict, joint 
and several liability for any responsible party.  There is ample precedent that once a Superfund site is 
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identified with a viable responsible party, the responsible party’s release of hazardous substances is 
cleaned up. Other Superfund sites in Minnesota with similar documented releases of hazardous 
substances have been cleaned up. Hundreds of private parties have paid for cleanups.   

For Ford, however, the MPCA proposes a new precedent of permitting an identified responsible party 
to propose to monitor an unremediated site indefinitely.  It is highly unusual to have an identified 
Superfund dumpsite with a clear responsible party where the dump is monitored indefinitely rather 
than cleaned up.  Permitted landfills that accepted mixed municipal wastes and hazardous waste 
have, in some instances, been managed through long-term monitoring. But Area C was Ford’s private 
unpermitted dump, not a permitted landfill. 

 

If the MPCA wants the community’s trust, it must show it is listening and holding polluters 
accountable. When it comes to Ford’s mess, so far, it has not. 

However, the MPCA has not yet finalized its decision. We hope that your attention on this issue will 
encourage the agency to hold Ford responsible for a full cleanup of Area C now. Thank you. 

 

For the river, 

 

Colleen O’Connor Toberman 
Land Use & Planning Program Director 
Friends of the Mississippi River 

 


