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andpay $8,000 in fines.
But two years later, regulators

found another issue: For months,
Gopher had improperly rerouted
dirty well water into the stormwa-
ter tank.
Gopher made the required

stormwater upgrades, which
included building a new 2 mil-
lion-gallon tank. The state closed
its case last year, after giving
Gopher two extensions to com-
plete work.
Other problems have emerged

with the way the company han-
dles its waste, including a byprod-
uct of smelting lead called slag.
Slag, which looks like lava and

hardens into boulders, can be
dumped in landfills. But slag that
is determined to contain high lev-
els of pollutants must be shipped
to a special facility because the
chemicals could leach into the
groundwater. That’s a particular
concern in Florida, where ground-
water is the primary source of
drinking water.
At least twice in 2018, Gopher

sent tons of hazardous slag to the
Cedar Trail Landfill in Bartow
and had to dig it up, according to
records.
Both loads tested too high

for barium, Gopher’s lab tests
showed. The toxic metal can cause
vomiting, breathing difficulties
and heart arrhythmias.
Then, in April 2020, Gopher

discovered the top layer of a dou-
ble liner beneath the building
designed to contain dangerous
chemicals was leaking, posing a
threat to the soil and groundwater.
The company entered into a

consent order with the Florida
Department of Environmen-
tal Protection in January that
required Gopher to find a perma-
nent fix for the liner, send daily
inspection data to the state and
pay a $9,710 fine.
The repairs were completed

this past summer. But in October,
another leakwas detected.

‘A lot of problems’
Much has changed about the

neighborhood around the fac-
tory since Gopher came to town.
What was once a small smelter
has transformed into a sprawl-
ing 300,000-square-foot opera-
tion. The factory is nowpermitted
to produce six times the amount

of lead compared to 15 years ago,
whenGopher purchased it.
Gone are the Willow Creek

mobile homes, at least seven
houses and a smattering of busi-
nesses. The land they once occu-
pied has been largely cleaned up.
It belongs to the smelter.
Gopher says the air quality is

now 80 percent better than EPA
standards require.
But just as residents worried

about contamination decades
ago, theyworry today.
Clarenine Williams has lived

in a shotgun house within two
blocks of the plant for 27 years.
She said she’s still alarmed by
what she sees. She recalled spot-
ting a “pale, vomit-green” cloud
over the factory and watch-
ing a big fire several years back.
Onlookers feared the plant would
explode.
“That battery place has been

a lot of problems for just about
everybody,” she said.
Residents and business own-

ers have reported concerns to
the county about metallic smells,
their fear of lead infiltrating well
water, and mysterious wastewa-
ter floods in Gopher’s parking lot
during the night.
Some complaints have been

confirmed. Others were deemed
inconclusive.
Sheris Mathews worked a few

blocks away on East 14th Avenue.
When she arrived at her business,

Nighthawk Towing & Reposses-
sions, one morning in Decem-
ber 2018, she found a waterline
broken and a white substance
covering the ground. It resem-
bled “slushy snow,” according to
records.
“It was all over my grass and

all in the back of my property,”
Mathews told the Times. “We
didn’t knowwhat it was.”
After Mathews walked through

the slush, she said, her black
sneakers turned an orange-brown
color, like they’d been bleached.
“That freakedme out,” she said.
The waterline break was the

third on her property and spilled
roughly 4,000 gallons of sewage.
Because she shared a line with
Gopher, the wastewater included
the factory’s discharges.
Records show Gopher’s waste-

water turns into a snowlike sub-
stance on the ground. It contains
sulfates, which crystallize as the
water evaporates. Unofficial lab
tests taken by county regulators
showed elevated levels of lead,
copper, selenium and zinc in the
slush.
The issue was fixed, Mathews

said, and she’s had no other prob-
lems.
Other nearby residents have

worried about the smell of drink-
ing water. About factory alarms
sounding and workers, outfit-
ted in hard hats, lined up outside.
About increased truck traffic, at

all hours.
They described semitrucks

overturning and getting stuck in
ditches along the narrow roads.
Jose Vazquez, who has lived

and worked in the community
for seven years and is known
for launching bids for political
office, decided to have his blood-
lead level tested after reading the
Times’ initial investigation.
His levels, he said, came back

elevated.
Vazquez is not surewhether the

plant played a role, but he plans
to investigate further.
“I need to figure out why,” he

said.
Meanwhile, two blocks down,

the factory continues to hum, day
and night, as dense clouds billow
from its towering stacks.
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Clarenine Williams has lived near the plant for 27 years and says she’s still alarmed by what she sees.

Reporting that
makes a difference
Since theTampaBayTimes
beganreportingondanger-
ousconditions insideGopher
Resource’s lead factory in
March,governmentofficials
andcommunity leadershave
takenaction.
Here’swhathappenedso far:
• TheOccupationalSafety
andHealthAdministration,
whichhadnotbeen to the
factory in fiveyears, con-
ductedasix-month review
that foundGopherwillfully
exposedworkers tohigh
levelsofairborne lead. In
September, theagencypro-
posed$319,000 in fines—
oneof the largestpenalties in
Florida in recentmemory.
• HillsboroughCounty’s
EnvironmentalProtection
Commissionconducted its
own investigationand iden-
tifiedmore than twodozen
possibleenvironmental
violationsat theplant.Fines
are likely, theagencysaid.
•Thecompanymadea
seriesof repairsandmodi-
fications to improve factory
safety.Someof theworkgot
underwayafter theTimes
beganaskingspecificques-
tionsabout long-standing
problems inside theplant.
• Aformerworkersued
Gopheralleging that,by
workingat theplant,he
hadunknowinglybrought
leadhomeandexposedhis
youngson to themetal.
• Acountycommissioner
helda townhall todiscuss
thehealtheffectsof lead
forpeoplewho livearound
theplant. Thecountyhealth
departmentoffered lead test-
ing to localchildren.
• Anationalpublichealth
organizationcalled for
sweepingchanges to the
federal rulesdesigned to
keep leadworkerssafe.
• Aglobal investmentagen-
cydowngradedGopher’s
credit rating.
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