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Gulf Coast Reconstruction

The Biggest “Brownfield”

by Lenny Siegel
October, 2005

Therecoveryof Gulf Coastareasdevastatedy hurricaneKatrinaandRita, in the
late summerof 2005, will be thelargestreconstructiorprojectin U.S. history. Evidence
thusfar showsthatmanyimpactedareas particularlyin New Orleans,are contaminated.
Pollutantsinclude industrial chemicals petroleumand other hazardoussubstancegrom
carsandothercommonproducts,andbiological wastes.Thus, the Louisiana-Mississippi
Gulf Coasthasbecomethenation’slargest'Brownfield.”

Revitalizing theseareasraisesmanyof the sameissuesthathavearisenat smaller
Brownfieldsitesacrosghecountry.
Health Risk and Public Involvement
Reckvelopment and Gentrification
Worker Training and Local Hiring
Debris Removal

Fortunatelyjf thosein positionsof authoritytakethetime to learnfrom the national
Brownfieldsexperiencethey cantakestepsto ensurethatthe recoverybenefitsthe entire
populationof theregion.In a senseBrownfieldsprogramshavebeena trial run for the
enormoussulf Coasteffort.

In this paper,| amnot goingto offer specificrecoveryplansor objectives.That's
not my role asan outsider.Rather,my goalis to offer somegeneralobservationsn the
hopethattheywill helpempowerenvironmentaland socialjustice organizationsas well as
thepopulationghattheyserve.

Keep up with Brownfields, Base Closure, and Military Environmental Issues.
Subscribe to CPEQO’s three Internet newsgroups:
Brownfields Internet Forum  (free of charge)
Installation Reuse Forum
Military Environmental Forum
See http://www.cpeo.org/newsarp.html for more information.



http://www.cpeo.org/newsgrp
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Wedon’t haveall thedatayet, butit appearshatsomedistrictsof New Orleansand
therural Gulf Coastescapetheworstof thedamageThatis, manytreescamedown and
utilities and servicesweredisrupted,but theywere not floodedwith a soup of toxic and
biologicalwades. Furthermoremanycontaminatedareaswere primarily residential Since
manydefinitions of Brownfieldsaddressonly industrial propertieswith real or perceived
toxic contaminationtheseareasdon’t necessarilyqualify for regulationor funding under
Brownfieldsprograms.

It doesn’tmatter.Therebirthof New Orleansand other Gulf Coastcommunities
requiresuniversahttentionto the environmentahazardsunleashedby the hurricanesJust
as conventional Brownfields are best addressedthrough neighlorhood-wide and
community-wide strategies, Gulf Coast recovery requires a regional view. The
reconstructiorof housing,infrastructureschools,andplacesof employmentrequiressafe
placedor workersto live. To makeit possiblefor mostof the displacel peopleto returnto
theregion,theyneedsourceof income.

Health Risk and Public Involvement

By OctoberU.S.EPA’sresponsé¢o KatrinaandRitawasin full gear.Theagency
is systematicallysamplingwater, testing air, and checkingon Superfundsites, sewage
treatmentfacilities, and other propertiesof environmentalconcern.It has preparedliers
and public service announcementsbut the community involvement effort remains
immature.It’'s time for environmentalagenciesto hold community meetings set up
advisoryboardsandorganizeelectronicbulletin boardsto invite feedback.

The peoplewho live or lived in thesecommunitiesdeserveto understandvhat is
goingon. Theyneedo understanthenumberghatsuggesthattheirhomes,workplaces,
or neighborhoodsare hazardousor safe. They may have knowledge about the local
environmentthat expertsfrom acrossthe country could use. And they probably have
valuableperspectiveaboutcleanupstrategiesand priorities. This is therole thatmembers
of affectedcommunitieglay everywhergovernmentgenciesakethetime to give thema
“seatat thetable” at Brownfields, Superfundsites, or federalfacilities. And it's the best
way to assureghatprogramsaddresgheirneeds.

To be sure,someGulf Coastresidentsare doing their bestjust to survive, and
others have left the area permanently.But many others appearto be in a holding
pattern—figurativelytreadingwateruntil they canreturnto theirhomesor jobs. Plentyof
people are willing and abk to participate in the environmental recovery of their
communities. For example, in mid-October 1600 displaced residentsorganized the
ACORNKatrinaSurvivor Associatiort‘to demandmnoreeffectiverelief efforts anda voice
in therebuildingprocess.”

With vastnumbersof peoplestill far from home, it may take more than posting
signson telephonegolesandstorewindows or placingadsin local newspaperso engage
thepublic. Officials may needto takethe show on theroadto centersvhereevacueesre
still concentratedTheyneedo work with organizationssuchas ACORN, thatarealready
creatingforumsfor displacedesidentsFor manyyears,the Gulf Coasthashada vibrant
environmentaljustice community. Thosepeopleare around, trying to be heard, if only
officials would taketime to listen.

Thereis ampleevidencethatEPA andstateregulatoryagenciesdo their jobs best
when the public is involved, early and often, and along the Gulf Coast momentous
environmentatecisionsarebeingmadenow. It is time to openup theprocess?
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Redevelopment and Gentrification

Soon governmentofficials will be making far-reachingdecisionsabout what to
rebuildandwhere.Someof thosedecisionsarealreadybeingmadenow. Thosedecisions
aretoo importantto be madesolely by peoplewho were electedor appointedbeforethe
storms,or by representativesf thefederalgovernmentThepeoplewho lived andworked
ontheGulf CoastbeforeKatrinaandRita havearightto beheard.

Otherwise,redevelopmentould mean the wholesale,permanentdisplacemenbf
tensof thousandof disempoweredesidentsagainstheirwill. Already,the Washington
Post(Octoberl9, 2005)reportsthatmorepeopleareableto movebackinto predominantly
white, affluentareaghatwerefloodedthanthosewho canreturnto poor, overwhelmingly
black Ghettos. This not only hasdirect impacts;it could permanentlyshift the political
landscapendfurtherdisempowetower-incomenon-whiteresidents.

| don’t pretendo havearegionalredevéopmentplan. In fact, | haveno portfolio to
proposeone. Decision-makerswill have to balance public safety—particularlyin the
expectationof future killer storms—historicpreservationneighborhoodcohesion,and
economicsurvival in deciding which neichborhoodsto rebuild. Whether or not they
recognizehe“right of return”demandedy communityactivists theywill needto build or
find homesfor peoplewho wish to return. Theywill also havethe opportunityto locate
toxic factoriesawayfrom homesard othersensitiveuses.

In a sense New Orleansand many other Gulf Coastareaspresentclean slates.
Communitiescanbere-organizednot just rebuilt. But officials will be temptedto exclude
thepoorest,leastproductive”segmentsf thepopulation,making the areaappeaircleaner,
providing safer environsfor tourists, and reducingthe continuing demandfor social
services.Thiscouldmeangentrificationon ascaleunimaginecelsewhere.

To be sure, many displacedpeoplehaveno reasonor desireto reurn to New
Orleansor other devastateccommunities,but low-income and institutionalized residents
haveasmuchrightto go homeasanyoneelse. Governmenpolicy shouldclearly endorse
the“right of return,” andthe displacedpeoplethemselvesshould play a role in deciding
whatthatmeans.

Worker Training and Local Hiring

In theweeksafterthestorms,therehavebeennumerousews storieschargingthat
Gulf Coastbusinessesand workers have beenoverlookedin initial recovery efforts.
Instead outsideworkersarebeingbroughtin, oftenunderunsafe,exploitativeconditions.
Someholdersof largegovernmentontractorshavepledgedo offer subcontractandjobs
to peoplefrom thearea,andtheFederaEmergencyManagemenfgencyhasrespondedy
promisingto re-opents original contractsput progresshasbeenpainfully slow.

Therewill be alot of work, for sometime, cleaningup debrisand both chemical
and biological contaminationin New Orleans and smaller communitiesin Louisiana,
Mississippi, Texas, and Alabama. Therewill also be a greatdeal of work in both
demolition and construction,in conditions where workers will require environmental
trainingaswell asprotectivegear.

Fortunately the federalgovernmenthasa good dealof positive exgeriencein this
area. Both the National Institute of EnvironmentalHealth Sciences(NIEHS) and the
EnvironmentaProtectionAgencysupporttraining programs someof which arealreadyin
placein theregion, that combine constructiontraining with hazardos wasteoperations,
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leadabatementand asbestosbatementThey providethe supportservicesthat are often
necessaryo bring inexperienced|ow-income peopleinto the construction/environmental
workforce. While thereis probablya needto updatesomecuricula to addressunique,
post-stormconditions,theseprogramscould providethetraining necessaryo get critical
work doneat minimum risk, in a way thatwould contributesignificantly to the economic
recoveryof theregion.

But these programshave one significant shortcoming. Many of them cannot
promisejobs to their trained graduates Environmentaljob training programsend up
spinningtheirwheelsunlesstherearelegal requirementdor contractorswith government
agencie®r othermajorbuildersto hirelocally, or to hire programgraduatesGovernment-
sponsoredeconstructionprogramsmust be designedo hire locally, and to ensurethat
workersinexperiencedn thehazardousasksaheadoe properlytrainedto work efficiently
andsafely. Theseprogramsshouldbe directly linked to agenciesgontractorsandunions
thatcanensurehatthetraineesareemployed not just for two weeksor threemonths, but
long enoughto rebuildtheirlives, notjustsomeonelse’shomeor office.

Debris Removal

As hurricanerecoverymovesfrom openingroadsandrestoringvital services,the
removal of debris—beit trees, totaled cars, or uninhabitablestructures—musbe ap
proachedn a moresystematicenvironmentallysensitiveway. Cleaningup afterRita and
Katrinawill createanunprecedentedlgnormousdebrisremovalchallengejotaling several
hundrednillion cubicyardsof waste,muchof which mustbe consideredchazardousintil
provenotherwise Openburningall of the wastewould poseacutethreatsto public health
andtheenvironmentBurying it all in landfills—manyof which would haveto be created
for this specificpurpose—woulde environmentallydangerous thelong run.

Thetime is now to evaluatealternativeghatmaximizethe recoveryandrecycling of
metals and other materials,use combustiblesto generateenergy, and minimize both
residualwastesand hazardousreleases.This not only meansconsideringinnovative
technologies,but also developing scale options that might allow the deployment of
numerousrelativelysmallandtransportableinitsthatcanbe broughtto thewaste.

The Opportunity

Eachrecoveryobijective raisesits own technical challengesbut their effective
resolutionall reston a fundamentabpproach.The peoplewho lived and worked on the
Gulf Coastneedto be pluggedinto the processThey needto be informed. Their views
shouldbeheard.

Todaytherearemanyforms of two-way telecommunicationghatmakeit possible
to involve the affectedpublic. However,to get displacedpeope—many of whom felt
powerlesdar beforethehurricanesit—to participatein recovery,governmentgenciesat
all levels,as well as community,political, businessJabor, and faith-basedorganization
mustmakaeit clearthattheyarewanted.

If recoveryis baseduponsucha democraticstrategy,the nation’s largestnatural
tragedymaybetransformednto anunprecedentedpportunityfor collectiverebirth.
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