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Water, fuel, wages go beyond budget
By DOUGLAS MELVOLD

During the height of Maquoketa’s South Main 
Street fire nearly two years ago, fire equip-
ment was pumping almost the equivalent of the 
amount of water in the YMCA indoor swimming 
pool every hour.

Those were among a variety of facts and 
figures about the fire told by Maquoketa Mayor 
Tom Messerli at the annual firemen appreciation 
dinner hosted by the Maquoketa Optimist Club.

The event was held Wednesday night, Oct. 14, 
at the Eagles Club in Maquoketa.

He said the fire departments battling the fire 
were pumping 112,000 gallons of water per hour 
on the blaze. The indoor swimming pool at the 
Maquoketa Area YMCA holds 129,000 gallons, 
so departments were pumping nearly the equiva-
lent of that pool each hour.

On the Saturday of the fire, the departments 
fighting the blaze poured some 1.3 million gal-
lons on the site. On Sunday, another 1.4 million 
gallons were consumed.

Those figures are nearly double the city’s 
water consumption of 724,475 gallons on a 
normal day.

He said that figure includes only water that 
was pumped from the city’s water system and 
doesn’t include water that was hauled from the 
Maquoketa River.

During the fire, the water level in the city’s 
water towers dropped by 15 feet to dangerously 
low levels. As a result, firefighters formed a 
caravan of tanker trucks that hauled water from 
the Maquoketa River to a portable tank set up at 
the Main Street site.

The fire, which broke out in a second-floor 
apartment in the early morning hours of Jan. 
19, 2008, destroyed buildings occupied by three 
businesses and damaged two other buildings.

The city also incurred expenses for which it 
had not budgeted. Included are $10,020 in pay 
for firefighters and $2,725 for police.

The city also spent $2,500 for additional labor 
and overtime and Maquoketa Municipal Electric 
Utility spent $5,175.

Repairs to equipment amounted to $30,697, 
which doesn’t include $14,020 to repair the 
pump and other components of the city’s aerial 
truck.

A figure that Messerli said surprised him 
was $8,084 in fuel costs to operate the trucks 
and other equipment to fight the fire. Fuel costs 
amounted to $449 per hour.

A total of $4,210 was spent at the city’s fuel 
pumps and local service stations while the city 
reimbursed other departments $3,875 for their 
fuel consumed.

The city has received $54,588 in cash pro-
ceeds to help offset the costs of fighting the fire 
and of cleaning up the site, in addition to three 
grants.

Included is $25,000 in donations from Wal-
Mart Stores Inc. and from Alliance Pipeline.

Messerli also noted that a safe belonging to 
Breitbach’s Floor Covering store had fallen to 
the basement during the fire and was not imme-
diately recovered.

During the site work to repair the Smiles on 
Main building, Maquoketa excavating contractor 
Steve Klocke recovered the safe.

The handle and the dial on the lock mecha-
nism had come off, but contractors at the site 
pried the door open. Inside, financial records, 
insurance policies and records stored on com-
puter discs were found intact, with only minor 
smoke damage.

The computer discs also worked, Messerli 
said.

The mayor noted that many residents have 
suggested that the city arrange to have the debris 
hauled away without regard to special handling 
for the asbestos present and meeting other envi-
ronmental regulations.

Messerli said they posed that theory to Marion 
Burnside, the Iowa Department of Natural 
Resources’ specialist on asbestos disposal.

He said Burnside told him the fine from the 
DNR would be $40,000 and the fine from the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency would be 
a bit stiffer at $750,000.

A total fine of $3.75 million would be pos-
sible, depending on circumstances, for the illegal 
disposal.

In addition to the fines would be lawsuits to 
the city from mesothelioma cancer patients, rep-
resented by aggressive lawyers.

The average claim of one of those cases is 
$1.2 million, the mayor said.

Meanwhile, the process of preparing to seek 
bids for the clean-up is continuing as the debris 
pile entered its 22nd month since the fire.

The city has contracted with the Howard 
R. Green engineering firm of Cedar Rapids to 
handle the bid process and oversee the project.

The clean-up work could begin in November 
and is expected to take about three weeks, city 
officials have said.

The City Council on Monday night, Oct. 
19, scheduled a public hearing for its Nov. 16 
meeting to hear comments on the bidding and 
clean-up process. The hearing is a requirement 
for the city to receive a $400,000 Environmental 
Protection Agency grant.

The future use of the site won’t be discussed 
at the public hearing, Messerli said.

Nearly 200 walkers from five community churches walked in the 40th annual National CROP (Communities Responding to Overcome 
Poverty) Walk, held Oct. 4 in Maquoketa.  Participants raised more than $3,000 for local, national and global poverty relief, attempting 
to help feed those who cannot feed themselves.  Participating churches included First Lutheran Church, First Baptist Church, First 
United Methodist Church, United Church of Christ and Sacred Hearth Catholic Church.

Participation in annual CROP Walk reaches 200
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