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Not many people are able to build their dream 
home twice. But when Derek King and his family 
were offered a buyout after the worst inland oil 
spill in the U.S. occurred just across the street 
from their home, they jumped at the opportunity, 
building a new house on the same road and on an 
empty lot they had looked at the first time around. 
 
"We waited and digested it for quite a long time," 
King said, "and after about a year, decided to sell. 
And they treated us like gold." 
 
"They" meaning Enbridge Inc., the company 
responsible for a corroded pipeline that spilled 
more than 1 million gallons of tar-sands oil into 
Talmadge Creek and the Kalamazoo River. 
 
The Canadian company's public relations went 
into full recovery mode while Enbridge bought 154 
properties near the river as part of a voluntary 
buyout program. It's been about two years since 
the program ended, and more than three years 
since the spill. 
 
And while the company grapples with a 
continuously increasing clean-up bill and 
additional dredging ordered by the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, it's also working 
to sell the properties it bought up after the spill. 
According to documents from the Calhoun County 
Equalization Department, Enbridge has sold 11 
properties in the area as of its board of review 
meeting in March. 
 
Company spokesperson Jason Manshum said the 
most recent data shows 14 properties have been 
sold, with three more pending and expected to be 
closed within the month. It has also donated three 
properties to the Haven of Rest Ministries in Battle 
Creek. 
Manshum said the round of buyouts is doing what 
it was intended to do. 
 

"What we didn't want to happen was, we didn't 
want to see an extreme amount of homes or 
properties go up for sale at the same time, due to 
people's fears or perceptions about the impact of 
the spill," he said. 
Still, old feelings die hard. The company that left a 
sour taste in the mouth of residents has also left 
unsold properties that some say should be on the 
market. The question of just what impact the spill 
had and will have on property values remains to 
be answered. 
 
"Marshall's our town," said realtor Matt Davis. "It's 
where we're from. Enbridge isn't from here. 
They've been here awhile but they're not from 
here. They don't have roots here. It's our town — 
of course we don't want our property values to be 
affected by what Enbridge has done." 
 
Riverside residents take buyouts 
When it began its Property Purchase Program, 
Enbridge said the purpose was "to uphold market 
values in the area." 
 
The company said it formed a committee of upper 
management to meet weekly and handle home 
purchase decisions — including when and how 
many houses were to be put on the market at a 
time. Qualifying homes had to be within 200 feet 
of the river. Some offers would be extended to 
those outside of the "red zone," company officials 
said in 2010, on a case-by-case basis and for 
special considerations only. 
 
Manshum stressed the 154 properties, mostly 
owned under the name Tri-State Holdings LLC, 
were not purchased because of any physical 
damage from the spill. 
 
Local appraisers were used and the purchases 
were based on the home's value the day before 
the spill. Eligible homeowners had exactly one 
year from the oil spill to decide whether to take a 
buyout, Manshum said. 



"We didn't truly begin the process of marketing 
homes to then resell until after that program 
expired," he said. 
 
Before this year, Manshum said, Enbridge had 
sold six properties and donated three others. His 
data reports a total of eight homes have been 
closed on this year. There are three more 
pending, he said, that are scheduled to close 
within the next month. 
 
Manshum said some of the properties house 
Enbridge employees who are staying in the area 
for long periods of time and others are rented out. 
 
"We have a team of folks within Enbridge who 
manages all of these properties in every aspect of 
the property routine maintenance and upkeep to 
renovations, to working with renters and serving 
sort of a landlord of property," he said. 
 
The two sides of Friendship Lane 
If you were outside of the 200-feet area? "You 
didn't get any relief. You didn't get any help," 
Davis said. 
 
Davis cited the Squaw Creek subdivision in 
Marshall Township, where only certain parts of the 
neighborhood were offered buyouts. There, he 
said, "they really did a disservice to the people 
that didn't buy out." 
 
"The ramifications of that 40 feet don't change 
from the house that's down from a river to a house 
that's not, from a value perspective," said Davis.  
 
"Unfortunately, those people just outside the 
buyout zone and didn't get bought out are really 
suffering under artificial lower property values — I 
say artificial because it was a man-made disaster 
that caused it." 
 
He added, "If you still live in those areas, your 
property has been negatively impacted. And I'd 

even go as far as to say stigmatized. If you didn't 
get any sort of compensation or assistance from 
Enbridge for that, then they've done a disservice 
to you." 
 
On Thursday afternoon, Marshall resident Mark 
Brotherton was helping one of his sons sort 
through what possessions he would bring as he 
headed off to Houston for college. 
 
Enbridge did not offer to buy Brotherton's home. 
The street he lives on, Friendship Lane, is the only 
thing that separates his house from those that 
qualified for the buyout. Those homes sit directly 
on the river. 
 
The first week after the spill, Brotherton said he 
could still smell oil in his house even after closing 
all windows. The noise of boats, helicopters and 
other operations for clean-up was also a bit of a 
nuisance, he said. But he was also concerned 
about his home value, as were some of his 
neighbors. 
 
"Until we sell or until someone is in a position to 
sell, they're not really going to be able to judge 
that," Brotherton said. "But we were hoping they 
were going to give us consideration or a 
guarantee that they weren't going to sell homes 
that they bought under value, which would 
devalue ours — or, turn around and sell them so 
quickly that if someone was trying to sell, then it 
would hurt from a competition standpoint. 
 
"But as far as I know, they have not done that." 
 
According to data from the equalization 
department, sale prices are mixed. Some of the 
homes Enbridge sold were bought for more than 
its assessed market value; others fell short. A 
home on 15 Mile Road in Marshall Township was 
sold for $192,000 last year; the equalization 
department assessed the property at slightly more 
than $186,000. Another home on Tau Road, 

however, was listed to be worth about $213,400. It 
sold for $175,000. 
 
Brotherton, who has lived in his house for 15 
years, doesn't seem to have any bitter feelings 
toward Enbridge. He said he believes Enbridge 
"stepped up and did what they should have done." 
The company also does a good job at keeping up 
the empty homes they own in the neighborhood, 
he said. 
 
"They have lawn service and people that come 
out," he said. "They went through the trouble 
around Christmas time putting lights around the 
home and everything else." 
 
Brotherton pointed to two trees planted in his yard; 
they had been paid for by the company, he said. A 
house once stood on the empty lot across the 
street, Brotherton said, but the prefabricated home 
was eventually torn down by Enbridge after the 
spill. 
 
And that road that separates his home from his 
neighbors who qualified? Enbridge repaved it, he 
said. 
 
"We feel like they did step up and took care of it," 
said Brotherton. "So, we're not dissatisfied." 
 
'Quite frankly, they didn't have to do it' 
Wayne and Sue Groth also took a buyout for their 
home on 15 1/2 Mile Road. They now live in 
Newton Township and were able to pay off a 
mortgage because of the program. 
 
"I just hope people will consider the fact that 
Enbridge could have been an irresponsible 
corporation and left us with a tremendous mess," 
Wayne Groth said. "I wish there were more people 
that would recognize the fact that. OK, it's a bad 
situation that happened. The spill is a bad thing. 
But if a bad thing has to happen, I am so glad that 
a responsible corporation with the resources to do 



as good of a job as they have done and continue 
to do — I'm so happy they're the ones that it 
happened to because we would be in a world of 
hurt if it was a less responsible corporation." 
 
Groth said he understands why people who didn't 
qualify for the program may be upset. And 
decades from now, he said, residents will still 
likely be divided on the issue. But Groth also had 
a simple response: life isn't fair. 
 
Others were also upset by what Enbridge offered 
for their property, he said. 
 
"The ones screaming the loudest are probably the 
greediest," Groth said, "and they're looking to 
cash in. They remind me of damn trial lawyers that 
want to sue for money and put the company out of 
business." 
 
King, who owns a jewelry shop in Battle Creek 
and also serves as a county commissioner, said 
he didn't expect to be offered a buyout from the 
company. 
 
"Quite frankly, they didn't have to do that," King 
said. "I thought it was just one of their many olive 
branches, if you will, saying, 'We screwed up. And 
we're here to make it right.'" 
 
He added, "You know, it was unfortunate. It was a 
horrible mess; but I was confident with the 
regulations and such that it was going to have to 
be cleaned up as good or better than it was 
before. We originally had no thoughts that they 
would ever be coming through." 
 
King said Enbridge paid $600,000 for his home in 
Ceresco, covered moving expenses and offered 
money for noise nuisance. His old house was for 
sale at one point, he said, but was taken off the 
market and is now being leased. 
 

He said he's satisfied with the amount Enbridge 
paid for his home, especially during a time when 
the real estate market was suffering. 
 
Some neighbors also took buyouts, King said, but 
others declined — leaving some "hard feelings" 
among folks whose homes fell outside of the 200 
feet range or those who did not receive 
compensation for noise nuisance. 
 
"It's unfortunate that not everyone who was 
affected necessarily has a positive feeling about 
it," King said. "On the other hand, you kind of have 
to look at it from a business standpoint and they're 
a business. They had to draw a line in the sand 
and the line was 200 feet." 
 
Communication with real estate community 
"The program created a really good sellers' market 
from all the people who were selling their property 
to Enbridge and buying something," Davis said. 
"So there was a boost in areas other than where 
the properties are bought." 
 
And though some people will choose to never live 
near the river because of the spill, Davis said he 
believes there are buyers who are looking to 
purchase homes owned by Enbridge — but a lack 
of communication between the company and real 
estate professionals isn't helping. 
 
"If they would talk to the real estate community, at 
least what they would hear from me is, 'Let us see 
your inventory and let us see your prices. And if 
we've got buyers, we'll come directly to you,'" he 
said. 
 
Manshum said the company does talk to those 
involved in the local real estate industry. 
 
"In general, we are working with a great group of 
local professionals here," he said. "Obviously 
there are not a lot of homes on the market, but 
again, that is not at our discretion. That is again, 

the market's discretion. We are working within 
those parameters and what those conditions are 
in Calhoun and even Kalamazoo County." 
 
Davis said "they probably communicate with the 
people they need to communicate with." They've 
never brought the whole real estate community 
together, he said. 
 
"We believe Enbridge doesn't want to hold these 
houses in inventory," Davis said. "That's what 
we've been led to believe through their public 
statements. If that's the case and we have buyers, 
by not giving everybody access to their entire 
property database, essentially, some buyers are 
being shut out of being able to purchase homes 
that might be available to purchase. We have a 
low inventory in the area." 
 
Manshum said fives homes owned by Enbridge 
are listed on the market, with another 10 or 12 that 
could be put up for sale by the end of fall. 
 
"There may be people out there who would love to 
see more homes on the market," he said. "But we 
are following through our commitment to do this 
very thoughtful and strategic approach to not 
further the negative impact on these 
neighborhoods." 
 
Eventually, all 154 properties originally acquired 
by Enbridge will no longer by owned by the 
company, Manshum said. 
 
"The program was not developed as an income 
generator," he said. "We're not in real estate. 
We're in energy transportation. That's what we 
specialize in. So those homes will be released to 
the market as the market will allow. And the price 
that they end up selling for will be based on 
market conditions." 
 


