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INTRODUCTION
This case study report focuses on “worst case” scenarios for release of toxic chemicals in

San Joaquin Valley County. The report addresses a series of ten questions (Fig. 2) that

draw out local details in a manner that encourages comparison with other places. The

research has been done quickly (within the constraints of a quarter-long undergraduate

class) so is limited to and points to the need for further research and community

engagement. The goal is to help build both a body of research on environmental injustice

and a network of researchers ready to help conceptualize and implement next-generation

environmental protections.

ENVIRONMENTAL INJUSTICE
CASE STUDY FRAMEWORK

1. What is the setting of this case?  What are its assets?

2. What environmental health threats (from explosions, everyday pollution, climate change, etc )
are there in this setting?

3. What intersecting factors -- social, cultural, political, technological, ecological -- contribute to
environmental health vulnerability and injustice in this setting?

4. Who are stakeholders, what are their characteristics, and what are their perceptions of the
problems?

5. What have different stakeholder groups done (or not done) in response to the problems in this
case?

6. How have environmental problems in this setting been reported by media, environmental groups,
companies and government agencies?

7. What local actions would reduce environmental vulnerability and injustice in this setting?

8. What extra-local actions (at state, national or international levels) would reduce environmental
vulnerability and injustice in this setting and similar settings?

9. What kinds of data and research would be useful in efforts to characterize and address
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environmental threats in this setting and similar settings?

10. What, in your view, is ethically wrong or unjust in this case?

Figure 1. This is the analytic framework that guided research for this case study.

In environmental policy, a “worst case scenario” refers to the potential for catastrophic,

fast, often explosive disaster at industrial facilities that handle more than a certain

(“threshold”) amount of extremely hazardous substances. Provisions of the US Clean Air

Act require companies to submit worst case scenarios for their facilities to the

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The information provided isn’t fully online

because of concerns that it could be useful to terrorists. This makes it particularly

important that researchers, residents, workers, media, local officials and emergency

managers work together to ensure that risks are understood, managed and continually

reduced.

In this research, “worse case scenarios” are considered “fast disasters” to contrast them

with the “slow disaster” of everyday pollution. It needs to be emphasized however, that

even though fast disasters erupt in a dramatic way – often with an explosion or gas cloud

that requires an emergency response -- this doesn’t mean that fast disasters occur

suddenly. Investigations have shown that all fast disasters have a deep backstory: they

were years in the making. These backstories need to be documented to understand where

things went wrong and where changes could prevent future disasters.

A 2014 report by the Center for Effective Government mapped the proximity of high-risk

chemical facilities in California to schools and found that 49 percent of P-12 students

attend a school within the vulnerability zone of a high risk chemical facility (Center for

Effective Government 2014).
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This report focuses on San Joaquin County, the native homelands of the Yokut Native

American Tribe.

Figure 2. One of the smaller counties in the area in California, it has a high population
density and is growing rapidly from it’s mainly Agricultural Economy.
Source: Wikipedia
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/San_Joaquin_County,_California#Economy Screenshot by
Raymond Tu 6/29/2021)
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Figure 3. Native Lands’ digital maps show San Joaquin’s City of Stockton on Miwok,
Yokuts, Waali homelands.
Source: https://native-land.ca/ Screenshot by Raymond Tu 6/29/2021
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1. COMMUNITY
ASSETS & SETTING

Significant Wealth Divide in Prosperous Agricultural
County

Raymond Tu

This case study takes place in San Joaquin County, which is a mainly agricultural county in

Central California, with nearly 920,000 acres of land area, making it the 7th largest

producer of Agriculture (San Joaquin Council of Governments, n.d.). Economically, the

County is reliant on Agriculture and Manufacturing. The network of rivers that runs

through the County supports both Agriculture and Manufacturing.

San Joaquin Valley contributes 7.1% of California's Total Direct Economic Output. It

generates more than 5 billion dollars in economic contribution and supports more than

33,000 jobs, which represents 9.0 percent of all County employment or about one out of

every eleven jobs (Pelican, Tim, and Kamal Bagri, 2020).

This is in contrast to San Joaquin County's relatively low average income. Currently, a San

Joaquin resident’s average earned income is $22,645 (per capita), $7,673 less than

California’s average. San Joaquin’s median household income is $53,274, behind the

state’s median income, $61,818 (San Joaquin Council of Governments, n.d.). Historically it

has been comparable to the U.S.’s median income, only being above or below by a couple
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thousand dollars. This implies that there is a significant wealth divide between the

wealthiest and average residents in San Joaquin County, since the 5 billion dollars in

economic contribution is not contributing to the economic prosperity of its average

residents.

The county is quite dry, with an average annual amount of rain ranging from 8 inches to 18

inches. The temperature of the county “ranges from average daily maximums of 94

degrees to average daily minimums of 59 degrees in June and from average daily

maximums of 53 degrees to average daily minimums of 36 degrees in January”

(“Overview” 2017, 7).

San Joaquin County has surrounding cities like Escalon, Lockeford, and Morada.

Communities located in the center of the county like Stockton, August, and French Camp

have a lower index Health Score. Low qualities of health are dispersed throughout the

county. Tracy is the only exception with a high Healthy Places Index score (The California

Healthy Places Index). The county has an estimated population of 762,148, with the

highest density of people living in the major cities: Stockton, Tracy, Manteca, Lodi, Escalon,

Ripon and Lathrop. The plurality of the population are Hispanic or Latino at 42.0%,

followed by Caucasian at 30.5%, and Asian at 17.4% (U.S. Census Bureau 2020).

There are also many community assets in San Joaquin County, including environmental

organizations, local news organizations, libraries, and parks.

For environmental organizations, an example is the Environmental Justice Project

Stockton. Established in 2005 through the Catholic Charities and the Diocese of Stockton,

this organization challenges environmental issues of Air Quality and global warming

issues through a religious voice. With an emphasis on community engagement, the focus is

to provide county residents proper information to combat these disparities

(Environmental Justice Project). With the limitations of the COVID-19 pandemic, folks

have been limited and unable to attend physical meetings. This affects the ability to

physically mobilize and take proper actions because of physical distancing. The majority of
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organizing is done online, which can pose problems in effectively mobilizing

(Environmental Justice Project).

For local news organizations, there is CBS Sacramento. CBS Sacramento is a news

organization providing local and community news throughout Northern California/the

Bay Area. Residents of San Joaquin County are able to receive all types of news relating to

politics, entertainment, and weather. This news organization is community-oriented,

where stories about residents or local information is constantly presented. This asset has

been affected by COVID mostly because news regarding the pandemic is at the forefront

of information. With the news station being entirely dedicated to the local community,

much of the attention is towards bringing credible and reliable information too. The

challenge is making sure this information is readily accessible and true to members in San

Joaquin County (CBS Sacramento, n.d.).

For libraries, there is the Stockton-San Joaquin County Public Library. The local library is

an open resource where folks can have access to open research databases and can

participate in community events. Because this source is open to the public, folks have

information on any type of item related to local events and environmental news

(Stockton-San Joaquin County Public Library, 2021). Because COVID has placed

limitations in accessing potential areas due to Social Distancing, areas like the library are

off limits. This means that folks can’t have regular daily access to certain educational or

online resources especially if they don’t have their own methods to technology

(Stockton-San Joaquin County Public Library, 2021).

For parks, there is the Micke Grove National Park. With this park having tons of green

areas and an open lake, this is a meeting place for all-types of recreational activities. Such

areas include the Micke Grove Zoo, a Fun Town at Micke Grove (Amusement Parks), and

the San Joaquin Historical Museum. The park is unable to hold many events due to Social

Distancing laws of COVID-19. Folks can still attend the park but must be mindful of the

COVID restrictions at place. Additionally, with certain events being cancelled because of

the pandemic, community involvement and organizational events limit the possibility for
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engagement (San Joaquin County Parks & Recreation, n.d.).

Figure 4. This is a freeway and agricultural overview of San Joaquin County. As the
county is intertwined with city and agricultural life, main forms of air pollution come
from these sources affecting the health wellbeing of residents of the county.
Source: Commons Wikimedia
(https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:San_Joaquin_River_Viaduct_aerial_2019.jpg)
Screenshot by Joseph William Garcia 06/29/2021
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Figure 5. This Wikipedia map shows that Kern County has a significant Democratic
majority. Given the pro-regulatory stance of most Democrats, this suggests that it may
not be difficult to create and enforce regulatory policies that help reduce environmental
hazards.
Source: Wikipedia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California_locations_by_voter_registration
Screenshot by Raymond Tu 6/29/2021
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2. FAST DISASTER &
OTHER
ENVIRONMENTAL
THREATS

Toxic Land, Toxic Food, Toxic People

Khue Tran

One of the most common fast disasters are natural disasters. They are powerful,

unpreventable, difficult to fight back, and people only have a limited amount of time to

react and evacuate. Earthquakes, for instance, can damage houses and buildings as well as

injuries to people from falling debris. San Joaquin County is in the Delta Sierra region

where many earthquakes happened. Notable faults zones in this county are Cleveland

Hills and Sierra Nevada. Moderate earthquakes have occurred in the high Sierra, the

foothills and in the Central Valley since they are on active faults through Lake Tahoe and in

Sacramento Valley. Although San Joaquin experiences occasional earthquakes, their

magnitudes are low (<4 magnitude). However, the county may experience large

earthquakes from large, distant faults such as the San Francisco Bay Area, which can cause

significant property damages, injuries, and deaths. Furthermore, earthquakes can leave

after-effects on lands and roads. Soils in lowland areas may be subject to liquefaction.

Liquefied soils can cause houses to move on slopes with small angles or landslides on steep

hillsides.
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Despite the diversity in landscape, San Joaquin County is heavily polluted by particles and

contaminants. Most of the contaminants come from fertilizers, pesticides, and cattles

manure, which commonly appears in agricultural industries. These contaminants seep into

the soil and groundwater, transfering harmful chemicals to the human body. Below are the

list of most common contaminants in San Joaquin groundwater:

Figure 4a: The list of contaminants in groundwater

While arsenic is naturally occurring, nitrate, on the other hand, builds up from synthetic

fertilizers. Nitrate-contaminated groundwater poses public-health risks for approximately

254,000 people living in San Joaquin Valley. It also has critical health impacts on infants.

Nitrate limits the oxygen into the blood, causing methemoglobinemia or "blue baby

syndrome." Infants with this condition express symptoms such as dizziness, lethargic, and
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some can even lead to death. Among California’s list of water systems that violate health

standards in 2015, 63% of them originate in the San Joaquin Valley. When asking local

citizens, many express concerns about drinking water quality and its potential hazard. In a

survey conducted in Beverly Grand, researchers reported “two-out-of-five households

expressed dissatisfaction with the degree to which government agencies were protecting

the water in the community. A third of homeowners and a quarter of renters feel that

drinking water problems have reduced the value of their property. Finally, nearly half of

households feel that drinking water quality has become worse over the last five years”

(Moore).

Figure 4b: Community survey of water quality in Beverly Grand

Nitrate contamination is currently a major problem in San Joaquin. Unfortunately, it is

hard to fully filter the contaminants within both the soil and groundwater due to the

complex water network in farmlands across the county.

Aside from the water contamination, San Joaquin County also suffers from fire caused by

power plant facilities. San Joaquin County is closer in proximity to RMP facilities than 98%

of the population in the US. There are various RMP facilities that could bring about fire

disasters, such as the AltaGas Ripon Natural Gas Facility. These facilities could cause

Residential fires. There are also numerous wildfires in the region, such as the currently

ongoing Blue Fire (6/30/2021), which may cause damage to homes and cities and cause

massive amounts of air pollution. RMP facilities that are closed to schools and hospitals
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can cause disasters and major health hazards to vulnerable people. For example, the

AltaGas Ripon facility in Ripon had two accidents during the past five years. The accidents

were both related to ammonia and caused by equipment failure, resulting in the

evacuation of 125 people in total. Although ammonia’s flammability is low, the exposure,

whether through direct contact or inhalation, can cause irritation and burn. High exposure

of ammonia can damage the lung and lead to death.

RMP FACILITIES IN SAN JOAQUIN COUNTY

Facility City Zip Schools and
hospitals within a
mile-radius

AltaGas Ripon
Energy Inc.

Ripon 95366 Ripon Elementary
School (1.2 mi)
Ripon High School
(1.4 mi)
Harvest High
School (1.4 mi)
And more

John Taylor
Fertilizers
Company, Inc -
Stockton

Stockton 95206 Gretchen Higgins
Elementary (1.0 mi)
Dixon Community
Day School (1.2 mi)
Linford L Anderson
Elementary (1.3 mi)
And more

Pacific Ethanol
Stockton, LLC

Stockton 95206 No

Swiss American
Sausage Company

Lathrop 95330 No

City of Tracy Waste
Water Treatment
Plant

Tracy 95304 North Elementary
School (0.8 mi)
Millennium Charter
School (1.7 mi)
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Figure 6. RMP Facilities in SanJoaquin County, CA. 78 facilities listed in the RMP
database.
Image source: Houston Chronicle; The Right-to-Know Network
(https://rtk.rjifuture.org/rmp/location_search/search_by_location/?city=&county=San+Joaquin+
&state=CA)
Screenshot by Joseph William Garcia 06/29/2021
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Figure 7. Locations listed for RMP in the Fast Disasters
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Figure 8. This chart compares environmental indicators against the population percentile in
San Joaquin County. It shows that San Joaquin County is closer in proximity to RMP facilities
than 98% of the population in the US.
Image source: https://www.epa.gov/ejscreen (Screenshot by May Weng on June 29, 2020)

Figure 9.
This visualization uses two EJScreen maps to compare RMP proximity (left) and
households below poverty level (right) in San Joaquin Valley. The comparison indicates
that areas with higher rates of households that are below poverty level are located close
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to RMP facilities.

Image source: https://www.epa.gov/ejscreen (Screenshot by May Weng, June 2021. EPA
EjScreen, retrieved June 29, 2020).

Figure 10. Sierra Chemical Company located in Stockton is a water purification chemical
industry. This facility contains chlorine and sulfur dioxide. Last RMP submission as well as
safety inspection was made in 2015. Multiple high school and elementary schools are located
within a two-mile radius from the facility. RMP source:
https://rtk.rjifuture.org/rmp/facility/100000133991
Image source: Google Maps
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Figure 11. Pacific Ethanol facility located in Stockton. Processes ethyl alcohol that contains
ammonia and flammable mixtures. Last RMP submission was made in 2013 while the last
safety inspection date was in 2012. San Joaquin Elementary School is located 1.6 miles
away. RMP source: https://rtk.rjifuture.org/rmp/facility/100000203665
Image source:
https://www.pacificethanol.com/images/locations/stockton/stockton-facility-02.jpg
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Figure 12. This figure shows the earthquake risk in San Joaquin County. The county is in the
Delta Sierra region where many earthquakes happened. Moderate earthquakes have
occurred in the high Sierra, the foothills and in the Central Valley. Soils in lowland areas
may be subject to liquefaction. Landslides are possible on steep hillsides.
Image source: California Earthquake Map - Fault Lines, Zones & Risks by County | CEA
(earthquakeauthority.com)
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3. COMPOUND
VULNERABILITIES

Economic and Racial Factors Intensify
Environmental Injustices

Ju Yeon Kim

San Joaquin County is a significant agricultural and oil drilling site for the U.S. At first

glance, the county looks exceptionally fertile, rich in resources; especially places like San

Joaquin Valley full of fruits, nuts, and vegetables reinforce this impression. Yet, numerous

sources unveil that the county’s people are vulnerable to environmental hazards and

injustices due to different reasons.

Being an agricultural and oil drilling site means contaminated water, gas emissions,

chemical hazards, and more. In San Joaquin County, residents not only live in polluted

environments but also live too close to high-risk industrial facilities. In fact, the county is

closer in proximity to RMP facilities than 98% of the population in the US (EPA). However,

residents remain vulnerable to the hazards due to economic reasons. The poverty rate of

people living in the county is 30.6% (City Data). Household income as a whole is also lower

than other counties; the median household income of San Joaquin County in 2019 is

$36,690, while California’s median household income in 2019 is $80,440. (City Data)

Additionally, California Healthy Places Index Map represents that in San Joaquin County,

26.13% of low-income people pay more than 50% of their wages for housing. All these
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economic factors make it hard for people to relocate, despite the serious environmental

hazards they are facing daily. Community members who are working at farms or oil

refineries have no choice but to work there to support their families.

Economic hardships are often linked with educational levels, since earning a degree

requires money. According to the San Joaquin Council of Governments website, San

Joaquin County ranks 46th out of 58 California counties with its 78% high school

graduation rate. Only 18.2% of people have a bachelor's degree or higher.

Also, historically disadvantaged populations take up a large percentage of the population

in the county, especially Hispanic and Latinx groups. Since many of them are non-US

citizens and Undocumented, they cannot file complaints about their poor working

conditions and low wage, not to mention longer working hours. Furthermore, many people

are more likely to have linguistic barriers.

Both low educational attainment and linguistic isolation prevent people in San Joaquin

Community to access the information they need to address the environmental health

hazards, causing them to think that environmental health hazards can’t be reduced.

Compound vulnerabilities including poverty, low educational attainment, and race are

closely related to each other. All these factors contribute to health disparities and

disproportionate environmental injustices among San Joaquin County, excluding the

community members from clean air, clean soil, and clean water.
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Figure 13. The figure represents the California Healthy Places Index. When looking at
poverty levels a great majority of San Joaquin County is in the bottom 50 percentile for
people employed, and in poverty as well. When looking at the Clean air - Ozone
Indicator and the P.M. 2.5 levels they again rank in the bottom 50 percentile range for a
large majority of the county.

Figure 14a. According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s population estimates in 2019, San
Joaquin County’s largest population group is white alone. The second largest population
group is Hispanic or Latino, and the third largest population group is white alone, not
Hispanic or Latino. Screenshot taken by Ju Yeon Kim.
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Figure 14b. The data visualization shows the percentage of African Americans, Latinos,
and Native Americans in California counties. In 2020, the percentage of African
Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans in San Joaquin county is 47.7%. Screenshot
taken by Ju Yeon Kim.
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Figure 15. The data visualization shows the percentage of non-citizens in California
counties. In San Joaquin county, the percentage is 12.5%. Screenshot taken by Ju Yeon
Kim.
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Figure 16. The data visualization shows the percentage of people without high speed
Internet connections in California counties. In San Joaquin county, the average number
of high-speed internet connections per 1,000 households, across tracts, is 600-800.
Screenshot taken by Ju Yeon Kim.
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4. STAKEHOLDER
ANALYSIS

Stakeholder’s Motivating and Undermining Factors

Raymond Tu

There are various stakeholders, such as Agricultural Companies or poor farm workers, in

San Joaquin County, of which many have contrasting views regarding fast disasters and

environmental impact.

Poor farm workers want better working conditions, so that they do not get sick, and want

higher wages, since the average median income is significantly below California's median.

They are influenced by their knowledge about working conditions and poor wages, and

are impeded by their lack of money, political power, and their lack of organization (Carroll

Rory, May 13, 2016).

Large Agricultural Corps want to keep the current status quo, low wages for workers and

generate a lot of revenue without having to care about environmental impact. They are

motivated by their immense revenue, economic importance, substantial political power,

and the lack of significant environmental protection restrictions. They are undermined by

stronger Environmental Protection Laws, global warming and droughts, and new findings

about the health risk of chemicals.

31



Crop Consumers want good quality and cheap agricultural products, and also limited

negative effects on their health due to chemical use. They are motivated by their

awareness about the harmful effects of chemicals and the cheap prices of crops. They

suffer from the lack of proper organization, lack of money and political power, and the lack

of concrete data proving the negative effects of chemicals.

Environmental Activist Groups, such as the Environmental Justice Project (Stockton) want

less pollution and less negative impacts on the health of workers, local residents, and

consumers. They are motivated by their organization, care towards residents, substantial

research about the harmful effects of chemicals, honorable reputation, and somewhat

significant political influence. They are undermined by their relative lack of money

compared to large Agriculture and Manufacturing companies, collective action problems

such as free riding, and lack of concrete data proving the negative effects of chemicals.

Manufacturing and Chemical Companies, such as the AltaGas Natural Gas Facility in

Ripon, want to keep the current status quo, low wages for workers and generate a lot of

revenue without having to care about environmental impact. They are motivated by the

money they generate, their economic importance, their substantial political power, the

lack of concrete data proving the negative effects of chemicals, and the lack of significant

environmental protection restrictions. They are undermined by Environmental Protection

Laws and Restrictions, new findings about the health risk of chemicals, and laws requiring

Chemical and Manufacturing Companies to find and address health risk of their

chemicals/processes. (Cheuse, Emma, and James Pew, January 30, 2020).

Residents living in vulnerability zones of Factories/Chemical use/storage Facilities want to

live in a safe and clean environment free from health risk resulting from exposure to

pollutants and chemicals. They are motivated by community knowledge about the

negative effects of chemicals and by various environmental activist groups. They are

undermined by their lack of money and political power, their lack of proper organization,
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and the lack of concrete data proving the negative effects of chemicals (Cheuse, Emma,

and James Pew, January 30, 2020).

Small Farmers who own and farm their own land want high demand for their crops and

high crop productivity. They are motivated by knowledge about farming and what

chemicals (pesticides) are used, knowledge about market demand, knowledge about

working conditions, and the well-being of the economy. They are undermined by their lack

of money, lack of organization, and Environmental Protection Laws and Restrictions.
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5. STAKEHOLDER
ACTIONS

For Profit or for the People

Stakeholders in San Joaquin County are divided by for-profit businesses or companies and

the community that is forced to persevere through the living conditions cast upon them.

These stakeholders can be farm workers, residents, families, small businesses to big

companies causing most of the pollution.

In agricultural communities, farm workers are the most essential stakeholders. They are

also one of the most vulnerable communities. When one migrant worker was asked about

possible solutions to the conditions they are working in, they responded by asking about

equipment that could help rather than a way to reduce pollution itself (Carroll Rory,

2016).

The truth is, the effects of pollution have always been downplayed by big companies and

leaders that are in control. This is due to many industrial companies such as Pacific

Ethanol in Stockton or AltaGas in Ripon that cut corners leading to low costs and

maximum profit while allowing pollutants to proliferate across San Joaquin County. What

allows this to happen are companies like the San Joaquin valley air pollution control

district that enforce policies that have little benefit to preventing pollution. For example,

the Clean Air Act modernisation bill is one of the ways standards and protections against

pollution are being reduced. This bill is being backed by the San Joaquin valley air pollution

control district (Carroll Rory, 2016).

34



In 1999, one big stakeholder was Mayor Podesto of Stockton. As one person holding much

influential and political power over this city, one action that heavily impacted

environmental injustices was the attempt to privatize access to water through

OMI-Thames, Inc (also known as the worst polluter in England and Wales at the time)

instead of leaving this power to the municipal utility, or the city, to regulate water usage .

Mayor Podesto argued it would benefit the city by reducing costs and allowing another

company to follow environmental and health regulations. In fact, at the time, it was shown

that privatization led to the opposite as well as more accidents and poor services (Grafton,

Bernadette, and Paul Mohai, 2015).

Some of the most important stakeholders in Stockton, the community and citizens it

serves, responded negatively to this. At this point, the community had to take action. In

2002, Concerned Citizens Coalition of Stockton (CCCoS) and Public Citizen sought to

allow the community to allow the privatization of water in a special election that was

declared “moot” or already resolved due to the fact that the city council had already

passed the contract 13 days before. CCCoS also collected 18,000 signatures in an attempt

to do away with this contract but was not enough. “Citizen watchdog groups reported

cutbacks in preventative maintenance, noxious odors drifting from the sewage treatment

plant, increased leakage from underground pipes, sewage spills and fish kills. OMI-Thames

also refused to provide information about operations, profits and staffing” (Grafton,

Bernadette, and Paul Mohai, 2015).

After three years of privatization, Mayor Podesto would listen to the public and return

ownership of the water supply to the Stockton Municipal Utility Department as they

would help benefit the community and keep costs low. After this incident, essentials such

as access to food or water is a fundamental human right and should not be privatized and

shows that the voices of the community needs to be heard and taken seriously.
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The biggest drive for environmental justice is through the community it serves. While

stakeholders in positions of power or wealth downplay the effects of pollution and

consequences of their actions and inactions, profit over people is what will make

everything worse in the long run. The community cares about the environment they live in

and strives to make a positive change on current standards and all it takes is to be heard

and taken seriously.
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6. ROLE OF MEDIA
AND BIG
ENVIRONMENTAL
ORGANIZATIONS

The More the Merrier

May Weng

There is some coverage and action taken by environmental organizations on the issues in

San Joaquin County, however, there is still a lack of coverage in big media. There have

been reports on the nitrate contamination in the water, reports on the San Joaquin River,

and the air pollution experienced in this area. Residents of San Joaquin have also been

outspoken about these issues, such as Jose Gurrola who discusses his experience with

asthma from air pollution: “‘In this city,’ Gurrola explains, ‘if you ask people to raise their

hand if they have struggled with asthma, almost every hand goes up’” (Statler 2018).

Action has also been taken and reported by the Sierra Club; California has invested $50

million in clean energy electrification and the Sierra Club has a regional unit called the

Delta-Sierra Group allocated for raising awareness of environmental issues in San Joaquin

County (“Delta-Sierra Group”). As for big media, there is still a lack of coverage on

environmental issues specifically in San Joaquin County. However, the Los Angeles Times

has written a few articles addressing the sinking of San Joaquin Valley as a consequence of

groundwater pumping. Furthermore, there are no other mentions of environmental
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problems apart from the Tracy tire fire on the Wikipedia page for San Joaquin County.

“Allowing the fire to burn was considered to be a better way to avoid groundwater

contamination than putting it out. The cleanup cost $16.2 million and wound up

contaminating local groundwater anyway” (“San Joaquin County, California”).
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7. RECOMMENDED
LOCAL ACTIONS

Community-Based Participatory Education

Joseph William Garcia

Given the extremities of environmental and agricultural pollution throughout San Joaquin

County, a multitude of issues exist in community wellbeing, fears of being exposed to

hazardous materials, and overall RMP facility safety (San Joaquin County 2016 Health

Needs Assessment) . As with the many residents of the county, the utmost importance lies

in knowing updated information regarding material properties and RMP safety protocols.

The status of San Joaquin Valley is well-known for its agricultural chemical production

economy. But it should also be well-known for its residential concerns and overall safety.

With the discrepancies between local organizations and federal policies, the fight towards

environmental justice is difficult. Members of the San Joaquin County report education

levels of almost 100% completing high school while less than 50% attaining a Bachelor’s

Degree (towncharts.com). With a focus on community-based educational and information

programs, residents will have the knowledge to utilize these resources for the

environmental wellbeing of themselves. The emphasis towards providing accessible and

understandable information is needed immensely.

These educational resources and abilities cannot utilize a universal model to any

population or social group. For residents living near high-risk industrial facilities,
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community organizers can utilize recreational areas or churches to teach residents how to

properly buy out their homes. Additionally, with community members thinking these

environmental hazards can’t be reduced, the emphasis will be on providing attainable

reports and case studies to empower residents. Knowledge, power, and environmental

justice coexist but must be ready and equitably available for all folks at any time. With a

focus on community engagement to provide forms of accessible environmental and

policy-related information, this can greatly impact an individual’s ability to effectively

mobilize against these environmental injustices.

Given the social and political environment of community members within San Joaquin

County, many members think that these environmental hazards can’t be reduced. The

county can utilize online news-information sessions like Stockton Record or Stockton News

of ABC to push updated environmental information to the community. To effectively

challenge and shape community perceptions, types of environmental information must be

presented locally, credibly, and impactfully.

Actions from authorities are needed to improve local citizens' health and safety. For

residents who live very near high risk industrial facilities, anyone who’s currently

homeless, community resources and plans should teach folks how to manage their houses

and be environmentally aware. The county can also create community centered weekly

events on how to properly and effectively buy out homes for relocation. Questions about

the event and relocation can be about the appropriate location and possible resources to

help them get a home.

Being an agricultural-first production county, community members worry about air

pollution as a result. Here, community organizations can promote ways of reducing

emissions from vehicles through different alternatives of walking or biking. Additionally,

community-organizations can take a stand towards teaching its community members the

importance of regulating fertilizers and pesticides to environmentally improve their
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conditions.

To understand more about local power plant facilities, their procedures, chemicals used,

and potential risk, sites like EPA EjScreen should be widely known to the public so they

can check facilities and air qualities around them. Moreover, companies and communities

can provide people, especially those who are within the fenceline zone, safety knowledge

on how to properly be safe while preventing risk of immediate/long-term injuries. They

should address it in simple terms but still be able to convey important information.

Knowing the possibility of RMP facilities causing potential fires, community organizations

can partner with organizations at the local level to mobilize and collaborate. Collaborating

with the Certified Unified Program Agencies (CUPA) can teach folks how to determine the

level of detail in RMP facilities, review RMPs, and provide public access to community

members (CUPA).

Improving water quality is the most important mission for the people in San Joaquin

County. Although this will be a long-term process, companies can establish water

treatment systems in their facilities. Questions to consider are the radius of the filter to

completely block particles and toxic chemicals into the water, as well as how to distribute

the filtered water to small communities that are affected by the contamination the most.

Additionally, authorities should ban or restrict harmful pesticides and regulate the use of

fertilizers. Also, farmers can consider using animals as an alternative for pesticides. They

are environmentally friendly and more profitable. To maintain water sanitation, animals

and their habitats should not be near water sources.
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8.     RECOMMENDED
EXTRA-LOCAL ACTIONS

There’s More To Do

May Weng, Tetsuya Vlaming

There are several environmental problems that need to be addressed on a larger scale,

this includes hazards of local oil and gas production and processing facilities, schools and

residents being near high risk industrial facilities, serious air pollution, RMP facilities that

might cause fire, and water contamination. The Paris Climate Accord’s goal is used to

address gas production by reducing greenhouse gas emissions internationally; California

Resources Corporation (CRC) is aligning its sustainability goals for 2030 with the Paris

Climate Accord (“Elk Hills Field”). The CRC plans to increase water recycling, integrate

renewable power, and reduce carbon and methane emissions. To address the close

proximity of schools and residents to high risk industrial facilities, proposals have been

frequently made to demand a new state bill which extends the minimum setback distance

between oil and gas wells to sensitive sites (Ferrar 2019). However, these bills need to be

passed and must be regulated in order for this issue to be properly addressed.

The Clean Air Act, which is a federal law created to regulate air emissions from stationary

and mobile sources, has been used to tackle the issue of air pollution. “Among other things,

this law authorizes EPA to establish National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) to

protect public health and public welfare and to regulate emissions of hazardous air

pollutants” (“Summary of the Clean Air Act”). Nonetheless, there still needs to be
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compliance from the district for this act to be effective. Furthermore, the California

Accidental Release Prevention (CalARP) Program has been used to address RMP facilities

that might cause fire. It serves the purpose of “preventing accidental releases of

substances that can cause serious harm to the public and the environment, to minimize

the damage if releases do occur, and to satisfy community right-to-know laws” (“California

Accidental Release Prevention”).

Lastly, water contamination is currently being addressed by the State Water Resources

Control Board, who unanimously voted to adopt a “drinking water standard for regulating

TCP.. the [new] maximum contaminant level... [was updated] to 5 parts per trillion (Lohan

2017). While this is a step in the right direction, further actions could be taken. Water

agencies could start testing for TCP in water while facilities are also forced to install water

treatment systems.
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9. RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH

Digging Deeper

Tetsuya Vlaming

Information and data are essential to bringing about change; to further support San

Joaquin residents we need more research. There is a large need for more information

about fast disasters in San Joaquin. We recognize factors such as fire, nuclear,

transportation disaster, earthquake and disasters that could occur at neighboring

chemical companies which would directly and negatively affect the residents of San

Joaquin, but we do not have data that demonstrate any red flags. There was also no public

information that we could find about fatalities related to respiratory issues. While we are

aware of the heightened number of those with asthma and lung-related diseases in this

county it is not mentioned anywhere how this affects those living there (Healthier San

Joaquin).

There was also a lack of reports about water and air treatment implementation: very few

methods, hypothetical effects, nor results demonstrating before and after treatment were

highlighted while researching. This is deeply concerning as the United States has been

aware of the horrid air conditions in San Joaquin for quite some time. Water and air

pollution are both difficult to analyze and require more research. While we now know
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where the main sources of this contamination are coming from, what actions could be

taken must be researched.

The most urgently needed research when concerning pollution in San Joaquin County

would be to find the most effective ways to reduce P.M. 2.5 particles and water

contamination. These P.M. 2.5 particles put residents with respiratory issues at a high risk

of worsening their conditions to even premature death. It would also be beneficial to

study the adverse health effects of the various chemicals and pollutants along with ways

to mitigate and possibly cure their effects.

Our recommendation for a qualitative study: Dusty and Contaminated: Environmental

Pollution in San Joaquin would inquire, how residents of San Joaquin County make sense

of the environmental hazards they are faced with and contribute to on a daily basis? This

research would interact with low-income farmers, low-income agricultural/ industrial

workers, industrial workers’ families, and nurses or hospital staff that understand the

health problems experienced by residents in the county. If conducted as an observational

study of participants, researchers would follow the social groups we mentioned above and

perform a routine fieldwork observation, focusing on how these residents take

precautions for their families. We would inquire what their worries/ fears of their work

include. For nurses and healthcare workers, we would focus on the clinical level,

evaluating what nurses care about the most and why they are more concerned with

certain cases.

This kind of research would be useful to lawmakers and activist groups who would be able

to then accurately assess the risk that chemicals have and enable them to have an easier

time proposing restrictions. This would also help to have evidence that proves that

environmental changes are occurring to combat people such as, “Republican congressman

Devin Nunes, a longtime global warming denier and foe of environmental regulation”

(Borrell December 3, 2018). Residents in vulnerable areas of various companies would
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find research about the harmful effects useful in determining whether to stay or take

action against such plants. The research would also assist environmental organizations

and researchers wanting to tackle issues of air quality and pollution while focusing on the

socio/ political needs of people.
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10. INJUSTICE ANALYSIS

Injustices Affecting San Joaquin County

Raymond Tu

Residents in San Joaquin County, like residents in all counties, are subject to all of these

intersecting injustices. Residents in vulnerability zones of manufacturing companies,

chemical plant workers, and poor farmers suffer from data injustice. They lack proper

research about the harmful effects of chemicals used by large manufacturing, chemical, or

agricultural companies, leading to the Government doing very little about some

pollutants, and contributing to environmental injustice. A way that this inequality is

through laws that make Companies investigate their own chemicals and report about the

harmful effects of them (Cheuse, Emma, and James Pew, January 30, 2020).

Residents in vulnerability zones of manufacturing companies, mainly low-income minority

communities, chemical plant workers, and poor farmers also suffer from economic

injustice. Farm Workers make minimum wage with poor work conditions, while the

economy and large companies are generating Billions of dollars in revenue (San Joaquin

Council of Governments, n.d.). Big cities emit a lot of pollution that drifts towards San

Joaquin. These larger cities often face little repercussions, as they have a lot more money

to protest these industries. This leads to the continuity of environmental injustice in lower

income communities who cannot fight against large companies. A way that this inequality

can be mitigated is through better environmental protection laws and enforcement,

better work conditions laws, and better studies on the effects of contaminants in water.

For epistemic injustice, Community studies and some scientific studies are discounted by

Law Makers and Chemicals Companies because they aren’t “true experiments” that can

47



prove the negative harmful effects of chemicals on humans. This leads to the continuity of

pollutants in the environment, and the subsequent continuity of environmental injustice.

A way to mitigate this is through laws and legislations that make it easier for community

research and scientific studies to be accepted as true as long as the procedure of

conducting such research is valid.

For gender injustice, Gendered job aspects dictate how men and women are

environmentally impacted. Following the stereotypical gendered-work division, men have

potential control in dictating who works and who doesn’t. Occupational hazards in the

long-run majorly impact men and women. The emphasis is understanding who works more

(outside and in the home) to understand these injustices. This could potentially lead to the

lack of understanding of the threats of chemicals, and a further increase in economic

injustice between men and women, contributing to residents having less power to fight

polluting companies. A way to mitigate this is to have stricter laws that prevent gender

discrimination in the workplace. Have LGBTQ+ and Women’s Centers be readily available

to discuss ways of being environmentally safe and challenging the gendered body-politic

(Bell, Karen, October 12, 2016).

For health injustice, in the vulnerability zones of Oil Refineries in San Joaquin County,

babies and low-income people of color suffer higher risk of cancer and other diseases. This

leads to weaker resistance to environmental injustice since people have to spend money

to address these diseases instead of fighting chemical companies. Methods of addressing

this injustice are new monitoring and operating requirements to minimize pollution from

the harmful burning of waste gas, called flaring and tighter control requirements on

emissions from various parts of refineries like delayed coker units and storage tanks

(Cheuse, Emma, and James Pew, January 30, 2020).

For infrastructure injustice, there is the repeated use of un-nutrient soil and synthetic

fertilizers containing harmful chemicals to compensate and the lack of water treatment

system in farmlands and facilities. Solutions for this injustice are using alternative

methods for fertilizers or letting the soil rest to recover its nutrition. Additionally,
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installing water treatment systems and performing periodical checks can help improve

drinking water quality, giving the community health safety and reassurance (Meadows,

Robin, July 7, 2017).

For intergenerational injustice, the percentage of children, age 1 - 17, reported to have

asthma is 34.3% in San Joaquin County, which is more than double California’s percentage

of 14% (Healthier San Joaquin). This contributes to the continuity of environmental

injustice as it now makes environmental injustice have an even more intergenerational

impact. This can be addressed by better environmental protection laws that restrict

emissions and by new monitoring and operating requirements to minimize pollution from

the harmful burning of waste gas, called flaring.

For media injustice, there is some coverage of the environmental hazards in San Joaquin

County from environmental organizations. These enviro-orgs convey the perspectives of

residents who live in San Joaquin County/Valley, but there still is not enough attention to

pollution. This contributes to environmental injustice as it does not help bring this

injustice to light in media attention, and thus prevents it from being well known and

addressed. This can be addressed by having more media coverage in big media, possibly

through incentives, and having more real action instead of plans and ideas for solutions.

For procedural injustice, those with a higher socioeconomic status have the ability to live

far away from plants as opposed to those with low socioeconomic statuses. Those living in

these unfavorable conditions are permitted from having access to government support

due to high costs and inability to find certain resources. This results in those having real

political impact not having to face the consequences of environmental injustice, and thus

not addressing it as it isn't an issue for them. This injustice can be addressed by having

proper research towards understanding literacy rates and educational attainment; and

community-based participatory action towards making a home near plants

environmentally sound and safe.

For racial injustice, high levels of contaminants in water are mostly found in small
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communities whose majority of the population are Latinx. This can be addressed through

better environmental protection laws and stricter enforcement of these laws on a national

and local level (Cheuse, Emma, and James Pew, January 30, 2020).

For reproductive injustice, given the unhealthy air quality dispersed throughout San

Joaquin County, parents have the concern of their children developing upper respiratory

problems and asthma, as the rates of children developing asthma in San Joaquin County is

significantly higher compared to the average rates in California (Healthier San Joaquin).

This injustice can be addressed through providing community-based information of local

clinics to measure children's health and wellbeing, and educating kids and family members

to identify their own health risks and provide ways of attaining equitable resources.
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