Results of Environmental Justice Questions to Phoenix District 8 City Council Candidates

Methods and Questions

All four candidates were asked the same opening questions and provided the same documents in advance. These documents were the Del Rio Landfill Flare and Fugitive Emissions analysis that was found in the permit file at the Maricopa County Air Quality Department and the two civil rights complaints filed by Don't Waste Arizona with the EPA Office of Civil Rights alleging misconduct on the part of the City of Phoenix Environmental Programs staff in withholding this emissions report and preventing any discussion about it and other air quality issues during the several meetings about the landfill/brown fields redevelopment. They were also provided a link to the Joint Air Toxics Assessment Plan results, which shows some areas of Phoenix have high levels of carcinogens in the air, particularly southwest and South Phoenix, which mostly consists of ethnic minority populations.

The candidates were first asked about the appropriateness of the City's push to develop the landfill into a park for South Phoenix, given the nature and amounts of these emissions.

The second question involved a related problem: When the same records about the Del Rio Landfill's emissions were requested pursuant to the Arizona public records law, ARS 39-121 et seq, from the City of Phoenix, this Del Rio Landfill Flare and Fugitive Emissions analysis was not presented, which means it was lost or intentionally withheld. Either is a violation of the Arizona public records statutes. The candidates were asked what their approach would be to handle that problem. 

The third question was what was the reaction they had to the allegations raised in the civil rights complaints. This focused on the current culture of the City Council and City staff, where the City staff seems to have inordinate influence on the decisions of the City Council, where the City Council listens to and relies on the City staff, even when the staff misrepresents or withholds information. The politicians come and go, but City staff stay around and set the agenda, an agenda that has caused two toxic fire disasters in South Phoenix within eight years, a concentration of toxic waste facilities and recycling facilities with a history of chronic, periodic fires, a seven story asphalt plant allowed to operate with impunity in a residential neighborhood with no zoning permits or approvals while having a lucrative contract to sell asphalt to the City, the county's highest asthma rates, persistent poor air quality along the Salt River bed, and a host of other atrocities.

The fourth question centered on their reaction to the data in the Joint Air Toxics Assessment Plan results.

After all of these questions were answered and discussed, there was an opportunity to discuss other issues that are more citywide, from electronic reporting of facility hazardous chemical storage data to the fire department to ease response times and inspections, to chlorine hazards and risks, and other issues.

Responses and Discussion

Lawrence Robinson and Warren Stewart met to discuss the issues within two weeks. Carolyn Lowery took longer because she was ill and unavailable until mid-April, about three weeks after she was well enough. Widland-Gallego was approached in late February, but did not meet until May 9th.

All three of the ethnic minority (African-American) candidates had almost exactly the same answers to the first question. They universally were appalled at the notion that the City would plan a park and recreation area next to a source of 4.5 tons of toxic emissions. They said they would not visit a park like this with their families and friends, and would not want to see this go forward. They each began to talk spontaneously at this point about the long-term environmental issues in South Phoenix, and all three were strongly opposed to more pollution, more contamination, more exposure, more incremental increases of pollution of any kind, and the callous policies of the City of Phoenix that seem to always add these environmental negatives to South Phoenix. Each of the three had good knowledge of these issues, and were able to expound on them.

The three also said they would report the missing or withheld records issue to the City Manager for investigation, and would monitor that process and weigh in if necessary.

Regarding the allegations in the civil rights complaints, the three all shared concerns and disappointment over the allegations, and pledged to always have an open door to hear any concerns about such abuses or allegations of misconduct. Similarly, all three expressed concerns about the results of the toxic air monitoring and the need to find the sources of the toxic pollution and ways to mitigate them. They also agreed that people in the communities that have the toxic air issues should be informed about the problem.

Each of the three used the opportunity to discuss other issues that are more citywide to listen and offer their own ideas and experiences. All three lived in District 8 for many years or all of their lives, and they were quite knowledgeable about the history of South Phoenix. This part of the discussion was about thirty minutes for each of the three candidates. Robinson's campaign even called afterwards and asked to meet for input about ideas and a brainstorming opportunity for his sustainability program.

There was a markedly different tone and approach by Widland-Gallego, who despite having married a man of Hispanic descent, is herself not of ethnic minority origin. The encounter with Widland-Gallego is a case study in why it is best to have people of color represent communities of color.

In response to the Del Rio Landfill Flare and Fugitive Emissions analysis, she said that she had "consulted experts at ASU," and had been told that "no standards were violated." She also asked if there was a "technology" to "filter" the chemicals out. For hazardous air pollutants, a class of certain dangerous chemicals, the "standard" before requiring a more restrictive permit that requires them to be filtered or scrubbed out is 25 tons of hazardous air pollutants from a single source. One can only wonder why she did not know this, considering her response about ASU experts, and her time she touts as being Chair of the City of Phoenix Environmental Quality Commission. 

A review of the minutes and agendas from this commission reveals it is majorly focused on biking, a bit on recycling, and not much else. Interestingly enough, the City of Phoenix Environmental Programs did make a presentation about the Del Rio Landfill and Brownfields Redevelopment Project to Widland-Gallego while she chaired the Phoenix Environmental Quality Commission.  So she was asked if she questioned the City staff making the presentation about anything at that time and/or if she had contacted the same staff with any concerns after reading the civil rights complaints regarding their actions, and said she had not.

The City of Phoenix Environmental Quality Commission has certainly done nothing about toxics issues in west and South Phoenix. Nor has it ever done anything about the major chemical fire disasters, the unpermitted asphalt plant, asthma epidemic, or any of the related issues. In fact, the City of Phoenix Environmental Quality Commission has never once addressed environmental justice, despite the 1994 Executive Order on Environmental Justice by President Clinton. This all was pointed out to Widland-Gallego, along with the point that never, ever, has anyone concerned about environmental issues in South Phoenix been invited to speak before or even attend the Phoenix Environmental Quality Commission meetings, much less join the body. There are several of these environmental justice organizations in South Phoenix. She had nothing to say about any of this. Biking is nice, but it won't solve the air toxics issues in South Phoenix, or the history of environmental racism in the affected community. (Widland-Gallego touts her time on the Phoenix Environmental Quality Commission and PlanPHX on her campaign literature, which also raises issues.)

Widland-Gallego has left the Phoenix Environmental Quality Commission, but is now serving on PlanPHX, which appears to be a farce as well,  A review of the PlanPHX meeting materials obtained via public records requests shows fewer than 200 people participating at meetings held around the city over a period of weeks. Fewer than 200, out of a city of 1.469 million (2011). That translates to 1 person out of 7,345. And there are reasons for this. 

When a representative of Don't Waste Arizona attended one of these PlanPHX meetings, which was held on the fourth floor of the Burton-Barr Library at 3PM on a Wednesday, and tried to speak at the Call to the Public, item number two on the agenda, the chair of the meeting tried to skip that, until questioned about it. (Widland-Gallego did not attend the meeting). When the Del Rio Landfill Flare and Fugitive Emissions analysis and toxic air monitoring information was presented, he interrupted and asked what this had "to do with this committee." The response was that if this committee was going to make recommendations about land use in Phoenix, it ought to know this data before suggesting anything, especially a toxic park or industrial uses where there is already too much contamination. The message is clear: PlanPHX is not really interested in citizen input and participation; it is specifically designed and operated that way. It is just a sham, much like the current planning and zoning process is. 

South Phoenix has borne the brunt of environmental racism exhibited by the City of Phoenix for many years, between its agencies and its planning and zoning decisions. The City had to be sued by the state to make it even comply with the landfill regulations for the Del Rio Landfill, which is unlined and subject to inundation whenever there is water running in the Salt River bed. While other city zoning fights are usually about height restrictions, the fights in South Phoenix are too often about toxic pollution and risks that are placed there in the name of jobs, which local residents rarely seem to get, incidentally. South Phoenix just gets the pollution and more risks.

That brings up Widland-Gallego's reaction to the toxic air monitoring results. She expressed the concern that we "need more jobs along the river bed." What she never said was anything about reducing air toxics, searching for the sources, notifying affected residents and their families, or anything else. Sounds like the typical planning and zoning mantra that slams the toxic bombs into our communities and looks the other way when there are adverse consequences.

Widland-Gallego said she would report the missing or withheld records issue to the City Attorney for investigation.

When the time came up to discuss other issues that are more citywide in nature, Widland-Gallego was not at all interested or engaged. She is a new resident of District 8, and has never been involved in any environmental justice issue in South Phoenix, ever. She lives well above the Salt River bed (and the worst air pollution) in a gated community near South Mountain Park.

Other than more biking, she offered no new ideas. When the same list of ideas and issues were presented to her as had been to the other three candidates, she did not really respond. She did point out she helped develop Phoenix' renewable energy standard. (Have you ever heard of it?)

There is one safe conclusion. No matter whether she is cognizant of it or not, an environmental racist is running for Phoenix City Council District 8. Environmental Racism is when white people who don’t live in or near an area decide it’s ok to expose low-income and minority people living there to toxic chemicals and not tell them. 
Environmental Racists think a little more pollution for a community that has more than its share of toxic pollution is fine, since they don’t live near enough for it to affect them. 

They often hide behind the promise of jobs.
Be forewarned.

PAGE  
4

