
 
   
 

Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy 

Wolverine CAG – Revised Draft Tannery Interceptor System Response Activity Plan  

January 19, 2023 

 

The Wolverine Community Advisory Group (WCAG) is comprised of concerned citizens that 

have been impacted by PFAS contamination from the Wolverine Worldwide (WW) Tannery in 

Rockford and their waste disposal sites in northern Kent County.  The contaminated area covers 

approximately 25 square miles, and PFAS compounds have been detected in 800+ residential 

wells and the Plainfield Township municipal water supply, which serves over 40,000 people.  The 

WCAG is responding to the Revised Draft Tannery Interceptor System Response Activity Plan 

by WW, submitted to EGLE on December 1, 2022. 

Our concerns are based on two sections of the Consent Decree: 

1. The Response Activity Plan shall contain a schedule for any interceptor system 

modifications or expansion(s) and an appropriate groundwater monitoring plan to 

demonstrate the effectiveness of the interceptor system. 

2. Defendant shall demonstrate that the interceptor system is effective at addressing 

PFAS Compounds contamination and preventing PFAS Compounds from entering the 

surface water above water quality standards issued under Part 31. 

The WCAG outlined our concerns about meeting these requirements in our 1/22/22 comment 

letter. We feel the prosed revisions deviate further from achieving the goal of providing evidence 

of compliance with data based on PFAS concentrations.  WW makes two statements that are the 

basis for our concern: 



 
   
 

1. Page 24. “it is important to emphasize the interceptor system performance will not be 

measured by changes to PFAS concentrations in groundwater on-Site, but rather, the 

induced physical changes to the Site groundwater flow system”. 

2. Page 26. “the hydraulic gradient between the Rogue River or Rum Creek and the 

extraction system will generally be small and groundwater velocity low resulting in few 

pore-water volume changes in years. It is unlikely that the constituent concentrations in 

the monitoring wells/piezometers will exhibit noticeable decreases in the short term; 

therefore, the annual sampling frequency is proposed in the long term.” 

These statements show that WW’s monitoring program will not rely on direct PFAS 

measurements to confirm compliance but rely on groundwater elevations as a theoretical 

surrogate. 

The revised plan eliminates the purge well design and the pumping and treating of 7 GPM to 

be discharged to the North Kent Sewer Authority early in 2023.  The revised plan also changes 

the remediation program to installing a passive trench that follows the discontinued line of purge 

wells along the Rogue River and Rum Creek.   The remediation was switched to the passive trench 

system due to the heterogeneity of the soils and strata on the site. While, in theory, the passive 

trench system can be implemented to completely capture the plumes of contaminated 

groundwater entering the two surface water streams, we request that EGLE and their contractors 

thoroughly review the calculations, models, and design specifications to confirm that the 

following: 

• The trenches are located at the proper distance to Rogue River and Rum Creek so that 

the contaminated groundwater is completely intercepted and the high levels of PFAS 

along the shoreline do not leach into the receiving waters. 



 
   
 

• The trenches are deep enough to capture the vertical extent of the pollution. 

• The system is designed and monitored so that the migration of the fine particles in the 

surrounding soil strata does not pass into the trenches and reduce their ability to 

capture contaminated groundwater.  These trenches will be in operation for many 

years, and the extraction volumes in the sumps must be monitored for flow changes 

due to plugging.   

We must recognize that the highest levels of PFAS are located at the far edge of the 

proposed recovery system (Figure 1).   GZA also purports that the complexity and heterogeneity  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. PFAS Contamination Map and Proposed Recovery System. 

 

of the stratigraphy is such that the purge system should be replaced by a continuous passive trench 

system to effectively capture the site groundwater.  While we agree that the stratigraphy is 

complex, GZA proposes only five sets of paired piezometers to characterize over 1500 ft of highly  

 



 
   
 

 

Figure 2.  Site Stratigraphy and Proposed Piezometer Arrays for Groundwater Elevation Monitoring. 

 

variable stratigraphy along the Rogue River (Figure 2).  GZA provided no evidence based 

justification that their monitoring system is representative of site stratigraphy.  They also propose 

to cut back the groundwater elevation monitoring from weekly in the approved plan (page 39; 

3/31/22) to monthly in the proposed plan (page 24).   River piezometer monitoring is further 



 
   
 

complicated by the fact that the piezometers are located 70-130 ft from the trench system, and the 

historical groundwater levels and river stages can vary over 2 ft (Figure 3).   This variability needs 

to be accounted for in the monitoring program design and could be missed by monthly sampling. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.  Variability of Piezometer Water Elevations (GZA) and Rogue River Stage (USGS). 

Issues with water elevation and river stage 

 

 



 
   
 

GZA’s statement on page 26 about low hydraulic gradients resulting in “few exchanges 

of pore water over years” is misleading.  PFAS transport will still occur by diffusion from high 

to low concentration gradients (site to the surface water) and from low permeability soils to the 

permeable gravels and sands in the stream (Fetter et al. 2017).  Flowing water (especially during 

high flow events) and burrowing organisms will also enhance contaminant diffusion.  Due to site 

heterogeneity impacting the representativeness of the piezometers and issues with the conclusions 

about pore water and the inherent uncertainty associated with water elevation measurements 

(Figure 4), the only way to verify that the passive trench is preventing PFAS from reaching 

surface water is to conduct sampling of the affected streams.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.  The Influence of Diffusion, River Stage, and Water Elevation on Piezometer Values. 

 

High to low concentration 

2’ Variability in 
Water Elevation 
and River Stage 



 
   
 

  

Since there is a two year window in the Consent Decree to assess the effectiveness of the 

remediation system, we request that all wells identified in Table 8-1 be monitored quarterly.  We 

also request that the wells with the highest concentrations of PFOS (TA-GW-01 and TMW-101) 

be added to the monitoring program as they are close to the Rogue River and need to have the 

associated groundwater intercepted by the trench system.  A majority of the performance 

monitoring wells were listed to be monitored annually, which will only yield two data points to 

evaluate the effectiveness of the extraction/treatment system. It is also appropriate to look at the 

multiple data points collected after two years and decide if some wells should be monitored 

quarterly or annually.   

We still believe that the most direct way to demonstrate compliance with the requirement 

to “control PFAS compounds contamination in groundwater at the Tannery before it enters the 

Rogue River” is to sample the Rogue River upstream and downstream of the Tannery for PFAS 

compounds and with discharge data, to calculate the loading of PFAS compounds in above and 

below the Tannery.  While this type of assessment may be part of a future Natural Resources 

Damages Assessment, we highly recommend that Rum Creek be sampled quarterly as part of the 

monitoring program.  Rum Creek can be easily tested with the quarterly monitoring of 

piezometers and wells and will yield important confirmatory information that the interceptor is 

indeed preventing the infiltration of contaminated groundwater.  Since the passive trench system 

selection was driven by site heterogeneity, one cannot assume that monitoring seven piezometers 

will represent the entire Rogue River and Rum Creek shorelines in the treatment area and will 

provide a representative assessment of the stopping PFAS migration at the GSI. 



 
   
 

Rum Creek provides a simple alternative to verify system performance and effectiveness.  

The recreational use of the Rogue River continues to be impacted by PFAS foam and PFAS fish 

consumption advisories for the Tannery area and the impoundment in Rockford.  The verified 

control of the PFAS plume from the WW Tannery is a critical part of restoring these damages to 

the natural resources provided by the Rogue River. Verification of the trench system’s 

effectiveness is critical since the change to the trench system will result in an additional eight 

months of damage to our natural resources due to the uncontrolled venting of PFAS contaminated 

groundwater.  We also recommend that Rum Creek be returned to its natural state and that the 

cement culvert enclosing the creek be removed to improve fish passage and habitat.   

As mentioned in the Public Meeting, the revised plan did not contain detailed 

specifications about the modular or the final treatment system or a detailed timeline.   We request 

that plan be revised to include both elements with details similar to Appendix C and D in the 

approved plan.   We also request that the building housing the treatment system go through a site 

plan review by the City of Rockford Planning Commission and be constructed with the 

appropriate architecture and materials for a setting with high visibility. 

Conclusions 

The Wolverine Community Advisory Group appreciates the opportunity to comment on 

the Revised Draft Tannery Interceptor System Response Activity Plan.  The PFAS contamination 

at the WWW Tannery must be managed in a manner that significantly reduces the documented 

flow of PFAS contaminated groundwater into the surface waters of the Rogue River and Rum 

Creek.  The additional groundwater monitoring wells and surface water sampling will be essential 

to demonstrate that the revised Tannery Interceptor System meets the goals outlined in the CD.   

 



 
   
 

Sincerely, 

 

Richard R. Rediske, Ph.D. 

Leadership Team 

Wolverine Community Advisory Group 
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