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Plastic pellets litter the Kalamazoo River bank on Feb. 26. Several thousand pounds of industrial polystyrene pellets called “nurdles” 
spilled onto the side of I-196 during a truck crash near Saugatuck on Jan. 27.   Photos by Garret Ellison, MLive.com

Thousands of pounds 

of plastic pellets spilled 

alongside the Kalamazoo 

River, but researchers say 

the incident reflects a much 

larger microplastic problem.

Garret Ellison   gellison@mlive.com

SAUGAT UCK — The white plastic pellets 
that spilled into the Kalamazoo River are 
small enough to fit several on a fingernail.

They’re also part of a much larger prob-
lem.

The “nurdles” that scattered along 
Interstate 196 and into the river after a 
Jan. 27 semitractor-trailer crash are the 
same industrial pellets that researchers 
have been finding for years on Great Lakes 
beaches from Benton Harbor to the north-
ern shore of Lake Superior.

The pellets are microplastic — and they 
don’t do wildlife any favors.

“They certainly have the potential to be 
consumed by any kind of (bottom-feed-
ing) fish,” said Alan Steinman, a Grand 
Valley State University freshwater scien-
tist.

“Even if they’re not contaminated with 
biofilm that would absorb contaminants 
like we’ve seen elsewhere, just the physical 
obstruction in the gut of these animals is 

going to be problematic because they’re not 
nutritious,” Steinman said.

INCREASED TROUBLE
Unfortunately, there’s more plastic in the 

water now following a January crash that 
state agencies disclosed on Feb. 25, after 
pollution investigators say they were noti-
fied on Feb. 19.

According to the Michigan Department 
of Environment, Great Lakes and Energy, 
“several thousand pounds” of polysty-
rene pellets came out of a semitrailer that 
crashed during a blizzard and left a large 
pile on the side of the interstate, just a 
stone’s throw from the river.

The crash remains under investigation.
“The call came in once the scope of the 

spill became clear after there was some 

snowmelt,” said Josef Stephens, EGLE 
spokesperson.

The pellets are polystyrene feedstock 
used in manufacturing plastic products. 
They are about the size of a grain of cooked 
rice.

The Michigan Department of Transpor-
tation closed part of northbound I-196 on 
Feb. 26 to perform a cleanup.

NOT HARMLESS
It’s not clear exactly how much plastic 

entered the river, but nurdle pellets were 
visible in small clusters on the riverbed the 
afternoon of Feb. 26. The spill site is less 
than four miles upriver from Lake Mich-
igan.

And the pellets don’t just sit there harm-
lessly.

Steinman said such “virgin” feedstock 
likely wouldn’t have absorbed pollut-
ants in the water yet, but once the pellets 
sink into the sediment, retrieval becomes 
unlikely.

If large quantities settle in spawning 
areas, Steinman said, they can clog sub-
strate and interfere with fish reproduction.

 ‘NOT UNCOMMON’
First responders say highway plastic 

spills aren’t unheard of.
Saugatuck Township Fire Chief Greg 

Janik said he has handled “two or three” 
similar plastic pellet incidents on the high-
way during his career. The trucks typically 
carry dry plastic feedstock in bulk tankers 
that unload through chutes, he said.

PLASTIC POLLUTION

Michigan ‘nurdle’ spill underscores 
a chronic Great Lakes threat

A closeup look at the plastic pellets along 
I-196 next to the Kalamazoo River, seen on 
Feb. 26, a month after the crash.

SEE NURDLE SPILL, A3

TOBACCO USE

Retailer licenses 
proposed to curb 
youth sales
Michigan lawmakers say 

requiring licenses could help 

limit tobacco sales to minors.

Danielle James   djames@mlive.com

L A N SI NG — “Tobacco nation” is a title 
reserved for just 12 U.S. states, including 
Michigan.

The label is given to states where smok-
ing rates are higher than the rest of the 
country because of a variety of reasons, 
from lower cigarette taxes to weaker 
tobacco control policies. 

Approximately 13.4% of the state’s 
adults smoke, according to the Campaign 
for Tobacco Free Kids. And while the per-
centage of high school students who 
smoke is much lower — 2.1% — the per-
centage using e-cigarettes is higher, at 
15.4%.

State Rep. Jennifer Wortz, R-Quincy, 
said her daughter, a senior in high school, 
tells her if you go to the school bathroom 
and “lift up any ceiling tile, used vapes will 
roll out.”

Lawmakers are hoping to curb that use, 
specifically by young people. 

They say a new plan — requiring stores 
that sell nicotine products to obtain 
licenses from the state — could help limit 
the products’ sale to minors while shift-
ing penalties away from the underage pur-
chasers. 

Osceola County joins 

seven others under the 

declaration following the 

March 15-16 winter storm.

Melissa Frick   mfrick@mlive.com

L A N S I N G  —  Gov. Gretchen Whitmer 
has added an eighth county to an ongo-
ing state-of-emergency declaration 
after a historic blizzard and ice storm 
swept across Northern Michigan last 
week.

Osceola County was added Tuesday 
to the emergency declaration after the 
county requested additional resources to 
meet its emergency response needs fol-
lowing the March 15-16 storm, Whitmer’s 
office said. 

STORM AFTERMATH

State emergency 
expanded to 
eighth county

SEE TOBACCO USE, A5
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WITH STRONG STARTING PITCHING, THE 
DETROIT TIGERS ARE IN POSITION TO 
WIN THE AMERICAN LEAGUE CENTRAL 
DIVISION FOR THE FIRST TIME SINCE 2014. 
THEY OPEN THE SEASON TODAY.   C1

BASEBALL
IS BACK

Leafguard operates as Leafguard of Michigan in Michigan under license number 272000011  
and in Ohio under HIC03284 and HRC-21-00005.

Call now for your free estimate!
Financing available 313-986-4407

20% OFF TOTAL PURCHASE*
*This offer is valid for homeowners over 18 years of age. The following persons are not eligible for this offer: employees of 
Leafguard or affiliated companies or entities, their immediate family members, previous participants in a Company in-home 
consultation within the past 12 months and all current and former Company customers. Previous/future purchases are not 

eligible for a discount or sale price adjustment. Sales tax does not qualify for discount.  This offer cannot be combined with any 
other sale, promotion, discount, code, coupon and/or offer. This promotion has no cash value. Leafguard reserves the right to 

end any promotion at any time without notice. Offer ends 3/31/26.
No Money Down and No Monthly Interest within 18 months**

 **Plan 2531. Subject to credit approval. Interest rates range from 17.99% - 24.99%. Loan amount and rate will vary based on your 
income and creditworthiness. 18-month promotional period (“Promo Period”) during which interest is billed but will be waived 

if the amount financed is paid in full before Promo Period expires. Monthly payments are not required during the Promo Period. 
Any unpaid balance and amounts owed after Promo Period will be paid over 84 monthly payments. Offer expires 3/31/26.

Say goodbye to 
gutter cleaning  

for good
No clogging,  
No cleaning 
No leaking,  

No water damage 
No ladder accidents

www.leafguard.com

20% OFF
TOTAL PURCHASE*

Special Offers for Our Readers

Find out more about the revolutionary Leafguard  
system and how it can protect your home!

Seamless, one-piece system keeps out leaves, pine needles, and debris
 Eliminates the risk of falling off a ladder to clean clogged gutters 

 Durable, all-weather tested system not a flimsy attachment

SERVING THE STATE OF MICHIGAN 

www.leafguard.com

CALL NOW  
313-986-4407

 SAY GOOD-BYE   
TO YOUR OLD GUTTER PROBLEMS

*This offer is valid for homeowners over 18 years of age. The following persons are not 
eligible for this offer: employees of Leafguard or affiliated companies or entities, their 
immediate family members, previous participants in a Company in-home consultation 
within the past 12 months and all current and former Company customers. Previous/
future purchases are not eligible for a discount or sale price adjustment. Sales tax does 
not qualify for discount.  This offer cannot be combined with any other sale, promotion, 
discount, code, coupon and/or offer. This promotion has no cash value. Leafguard re-
serves the right to end any promotion at any time without notice. Offer ends 3/31/26.
No Money Down and No Monthly Interest within 18 months**
**Plan 2531. Subject to credit approval. Interest rates range from 17.99% - 24.99%. 
Loan amount and rate will vary based on your income and creditworthiness. 18-month 
promotional period (“Promo Period”) during which interest is billed but will be waived 
if the amount financed is paid in full before Promo Period expires. Monthly payments 
are not required during the Promo Period. Any unpaid balance and amounts owed after 
Promo Period will be paid over 84 monthly payments. Offer expires 3/31/26.

Leafguard® is guaranteed  
never to clog or 

WE’LL CLEAN 
IT FOR  

FREE*

www.leafguard.com

CALL NOW 
313-986-4407

Call today  
for your  

FREE ESTIMATE 
AND IN-HOME  

DEMONSTRATION.

*Guaranteed not to clog for as long as you own your home, or we’ll clean your gutters for free. Leafguard operates as Leafguard of Michigan in Michigan under license number 272000011 and in Ohio under HIC03284 and HRC-21-00005. 11068782-05


