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added to the National Priorities List by the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency in 1992 (USEPA 2016). The Mis-
souri Department of Conservation began collecting fish for 
lead analysis following the 1977 dam failure. Based on the 
results of these analyses, the public has been advised since 
1980 not to eat certain species of fish from the Big River 
downstream of the Old Lead Belt. In 1985, results of the 
first few years of fillet monitoring results were published in 
the Bulletin of Environmental Contamination and Toxicol-
ogy (Czarnezski 1985).

Much of the environmental remediation undertaken to 
date in the Old Lead Belt has focused on curtailing the input 
of tailings to the Big River and its tributaries, and additional 
remediation is being considered (USEPA 2016). One objec-
tive of remediation is to reduce lead concentrations in fish 
and rescind the consumption advisory, which cannot be 
accomplished without clear evidence that the fish are safe 
to eat. Lead occurs in animals as a trace contaminant of 
calcium; it can replace calcium and accumulate in calcium 
rich tissues such as bone and scale. Lead concentrations in 
muscle are low; however, measured concentrations of lead 
in fish fillets can vary widely depending on the amount of 
calcium-rich tissues (i.e., scale and bone) in the samples 
and external contamination by mucus, both of which can 
reflect differing preparation methods (Schmitt and Finger 
1987; Schmitt et al. 2007). Consequently, ascertaining the 
extent to which concentrations in fish from the Big River 
have declined (or not) in response to remediation was chal-
lenging question for Schmitt and Mckee to address.

In the current article by Schmitt and McKee (2016), a 
method for normalizing fillet lead concentrations to fillet 
calcium as a means of controlling for extraneous variation 
related to sampling technique was developed. Comparisons 
of concentrations in samples collected during 2005‒12 
with those from previous surveys (including Czarnezki 

With only a couple of months remaining in 2016, I am very 
pleased with all of the contributions made to BECT to help 
celebrate its 50th Anniversary, and would like to once again 
thank all of the contributors and editors. In this issue, Dr. 
Gary Heinz provides an interesting retrospective on his 
1974 publication, “Effects of Low Dietary Levels of Methyl 
Mercury on Mallard Reproduction” (Heinz 2016). Also in 
this issue, Schmitt and McKee (2016) provide a detailed 
look at the current status of the Big River, Missouri, Super-
fund site with respect to human consumption advisories for 
lead in fish relative to ongoing remediation efforts. One of 
the original monitoring datasets for the Big River, which 
focused public attention on the issue of lead mining tailings, 
was published in BECT (Czarnezki 1985). I have provided 
a summary of the Schmitt and McKee paper below. Finally, 
please take the time to review the Table of Contents for this 
issue so that you can further explore the range of interesting 
topics that BECT offers its readers.

Briefly, the Big River drains the Old Lead Belt Sub-dis-
trict of the Southeast Missouri Lead Mining District, which 
hosts the world’s largest known deposits of lead–zinc ore 
and where mining has occurred since the early 1800s (Wix-
son 1977). The last mine in the Old Lead Belt ceased opera-
tion in 1972. In 1977, an unmaintained tailings dam in the 
Old Lead Belt collapsed, which resulted in the release of 
some 38,000 m3 of contaminated material to the Big River 
(Novak and Hasselwander 1980). Continuing erosion from 
this site and other sites resulted in contamination of the 
entire river downstream of the Old Lead Belt, which was 
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1985) were analyzed. The authors proposed that 2005‒12 
concentrations prepared and analyzed according to the pro-
cedures in this paper be considered as a benchmark for eval-
uating future environmental remediation in the Big River 
watershed.
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