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Anthrax threat unfounded


Medical building closes for 3 hours
By Beth Gansmann
	


A day before the one-year anniversary of the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, D.C., Belleville firefighters responded Tuesday to a report of possible anthrax exposure at a downtown medical office.

The substance in a car parked in St. Elizabeth Medical Building parking lot at Third and Washington streets turned out not to be a biological agent, but likely powder from a fire extinguisher.

The medical building was closed for three hours, and 25 patients and 30 staff members were stranded on the third floor while firefighters and hazardous materials teams tested the material inside the gray Ford Escort.

The same substance had been reported by Airman Jerry Fowler, the car's owner, to a security forces member at Scott Air Force Base on Monday, said Maj. Kathryn Barnsley, a base spokesman.

Military police already were investigating vandalism in Fowler's neighborhood after finding burnt matches and dust from a fire extinguisher.

``The police had already gone out there to investigate the vandalism and found the extinguisher powder and the matches,'' Barnsley said. ``Knowing what they had already seen at the site and seeing his window was open in close proximity to the vandalism, they concluded it was powder from the extinguisher.''

At Scott, the security forces member recommended that Fowler make a report after he completed work to allow police to investigate further, but Fowler never returned, Barnsley said.

Firefighters were called to the Belleville medical building about 9:45 a.m. Tuesday when Fowler came into the family medical clinic for a routine medical exam and told a doctor he suspected anthrax was placed inside his car.

The doctor called the Belleville Fire Department, which then contacted St. Clair County Emergency Services and Disaster Agency to check whether the substance was actually anthrax.

The Escort in the parking lot, which is titled to Fowler, 34, of 34301 Indiana St. at Scott Air Force Base, contained a fine, white powder that was easily visible through the car's open window.

The parking lot is within a block of Cathedral Grade School, the Belleville post office and less than two blocks from the St. Clair County Building. Winds at noon Tuesday measured 9 mph, which could have caused big consequences if the substance was found to be anthrax, said Darryl Elbe, head of the St. Clair County emergency agency.

Patients and staff were evacuated from the first and second floors, but patients on the third floor were held there until police determined whether they received any exposure to a biohazard.

The building's air conditioning system was shut down to prevent the spread of possible contaminants.

``It got pretty hot up there, and we were feeding patients sodas and snack foods,'' said clinic worker Carrie Henry. ``In fact, we had just ordered pizza.''

Dave Hayden, a hazardous material specialist for emergency agency and an employee with Solutia, put on a protective suit at noon Tuesday when temperatures reached more than 90 degrees. He walked to the car and smeared some of the substance into a vial that was later fed into a small computer.

The computer, which was purchased with a state grant after the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, analyzes substances for biohazards.

After 15 minutes of tense waiting, the answer was in.

``The substance was free of biological agents,'' Elbe said.

Fowler had told officials in Belleville that he had reported the substance to officials at Scott.

Deborah Fowler, whose car was parked next to her husband's in the parking lot with window open, left the clinic about 12:30 p.m. with a young girl.

``We reported this at the base and they didn't do anything,'' Deborah Fowler said.

When asked why Jerry Fowler brought the car into Belleville, Deborah Fowler said they came to the clinic for a routine medical exam and her husband had some of the white powder on his pants when the doctor noticed it.

Jerry Fowler declined comment.

