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INTRODUCTION

Studies about environmental crime have grown exponentially within the past 20 years;
however, studies focusing on the impacts of crime as it relates to victimization receive little
attention within this context (Bisschop & Vande Walle, 2013; Hall, 2013). Environmental
victimization raises questions that the criminal legal system has not yet addressed (Hall, 2013).
Specifically, why are there high rates of cancer and other diseases among communities that live
near refineries and petrochemical plants and what are the financial impacts on these local
communities? The literature demonstrates an unequal geographic distribution of health hazards
and differential risks of exposure, causing minoritized communities to bear the brunt of their
impact (Bryant, 1995; Chakraborty & Zandbergen, 2007; Goldman, 1993; Linder et al., 2008).
Aside from direct exposure to potential environmental hazards, people living near industrial
complexes, such as oil and natural gas refineries, may suffer indirect or less noticeable
consequences like soil contamination, substandard housing, limited neighborhood amenities, and
reduced safety (Maantay, 2001; Sexton, 1997), as well as various adverse health outcomes, such
as different forms of cancer, low-birth, preterm, heart defects in infants, and other reproductive
consequences (Axelsson et al., 2010; Collins et al., 2016; Johnson et al., 2003; Lin et al., 2018;
Linos et al., 1991; Sans et al., 1995; Simonsen et al., 2010; Weng et al., 2008; Williams et al.,
2020; Wilkinson et al., 1999; Yu et al., 2006). These communities may have residents who are
not knowledgeable about the hazards that surround them or are socioeconomically
disadvantaged. This puts them at a greater risk for debilitating health outcomes as they lack
access to adequate resources to address direct and indirect effects of environmental hazards or
resistance to the placement of industrial corporations (O’Neill et al., 2003).

This study uses an environmental justice lens to explore environmental victimization
through the lived experiences of Black residents in areas near oil/gas and petrochemical plants.
[luminating factors, such as risk perception, perceptions of victimization, health, and economic
impact, are important to inform justice policy and the implementation of infrastructure that will
improve community outcomes near environmental hazards. The current study begins with a
review of prior research and provides a framework for the study centered on environmental
justice, environmental racism, and environmental victimization. This research spotlights the oil,
gas, and petrochemical industry in Texas and Louisiana, highlighting notable cases of
environmental harms, and the region of study. A description of the study’s methodology,
followed by an analysis of the data is presented. Finally, a discussion of results and policy
implications is provided.

Early research on environmental justice underscores that conditions, such as
environmental racism are a reason hazardous facilities are located in racial minority and
impoverished communities, with race being a significant factor (Bailey & Faupel, 1992; Berry et
al., 1977; Bullard, 1983, 1993; Comacho, 1998; Goldman & Fitton, 1994; LaDuke, 1993).
However, research that has examined social demographics and proximity to hazardous facilities
and environmental hazards have resulted in mixed conclusions (Ash & Fetter, 2004; Been, 1995;
Brown et al., 1997; Bullard et al., 2007; Downey, 2005; Glickman et al., 1995; Pastor et al.,



2006; Zahran et al., 2008). Regardless, the link between pollution, health, and financial impacts
is complex, as communities are exposed to different sources of pollution (Johnston & Cushing,
2020) and thus requires further examination. Moreover, the conceptualization of environmental
victimization, an emerging field within environmental justice, is important to explore.
Community members’ risk perception of nearby hazardous facilities influences corporate
decisions on facility placement and drives environmental community groups to advocate for
better local conditions.

Environmental Justice

Environmental movements are frequently associated with upper and middle-class white
Americans who possess high levels of education and economic resources (Bullard, 2020).
Despite the environmental movement hinting at pollution and environmental degradation in the
1950s and 1960s, environmental justice (EJ) began gaining traction in the 1970s and 1980s
(Maantay et al., 2010; Taylor, 2014; Walker, 2012). The 1980s catapulted the EJ] movement via
grassroots activism, notably the 1982 protests in Warren County, North Carolina, against a
hazardous landfill (Villarosa, 2020). The movement seeks to address and rectify the inequities in
environmental protection and resource distribution, ensuring communities have equal access to a
healthy environment. Further, as the environmental movement expands to encompass greater
racial and socioeconomic diversity, there is a growing recognition by scholars and activists that
marginalized groups are disproportionately subjected to environmental stressors such as
localized water and air pollution, toxic chemical leaks, and litter and solid waste pollution
(Bullard, 2020).

Broadly speaking, EJ encompasses all aspects of society deemed unsustainable by
general health standards, including industrialization, pollution, overpopulation, energy
consumption, and resource depletion (Maantay et al., 2010). The fundamental principles of EJ
aim to ensure the right to protection from environmental hazards, prevent harm, shift the burden
of proof from the environment to criminogenic actors, avoid the requirement of proving intent,
and address existing inequities affecting underserved communities (Bullard, 2001). The framing
of EJ within the United States by environmental scholars exhibits several key characteristics.

e There is a notable emphasis on the politics of race, particularly the structure of grassroots
civil rights activism (Scholsberg, 1999; 2013; Taylor, 2000). The rise of grassroots
activism among communities and victims of environmental toxins is rooted in social
justice, challenging corporations’ practices of site distribution based on
sociodemographic factors, such as race, gender, and class, and addressing the power
imbalance between citizens and corporations (Capek, 1993).

e The movement differentiates itself from an ecological standpoint by focusing on justice
for the people, shifting attention from environmental harm against nature to the well-
being of communities (Agyeman et al., 2003).

e The initial narrow focus on environmental boundaries centers on pollution and waste,
highlighting the significance of toxic waste distribution and air pollution (Benford, 2005;
Mutz et al., 2002).

¢ Distributive justice emphasizes pursuing participatory justice, where individuals and
communities actively advocate for themselves in environmental justice dialogues
(Scholsberg, 2007; 2013; Wenz, 1988).

e Attention is directed towards blame and responsibility, specifically focusing on corporate
and industry actors, acknowledging the influential role of industrial power in establishing



corporations that inherently produce environmental toxins affecting various communities
(Gouldson, 2006).

e There is an expansion in the scales of analysis used in research within the movement. For
example, environmental issues are internationally conducted, and not just domestically.

e The role of the government and its agencies, such as the creation of the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), is pivotal in safeguarding and establishing regulations to
mitigate environmental harms (Block & Whitehead, 1999; Holifield, 2001; 2004).

Traditional perspectives on EJ center around the interplay among race, poverty, and the
placement of hazardous waste sites (Walker, 2012). The contemporary EJ movement
spearheaded by grassroot organizations and activists has elevated the importance of age,
indigenous people, gender, and individuals with disabilities (Capek, 1993; Faber, 2008; Kurtz,
2007; Taylor, 2000), shedding light on the significance of policies and regulations concerning
social inequities, and proximity to industrial corporations. This attention underscores the
disproportionate impact on minoritized communities (Banzhaf et al., 2019).

Early scholars scrutinized the framing of the Environmental Justice (EJ) movement in the
United States, particularly examining the community struggles over waste sites in minoritized
communities during the 1980s (Capek, 1993). Capek (1993) documented how these communities
mobilized against pollution and contamination threats, employing civil rights discourse to
advocate for their safety. Building on this foundation, subsequent research highlights how this
discourse underscores environmental racism, emphasizing citizens’ rights to a clean and healthy
environment (Benford, 2005).

Environmental Racism

Environmental racism is how society burdens minoritized communities with
environmental policies that impose harmful effects yet benefit others (Fisher, 1994).
Environmental racism is perceived as an element of racial capitalism—a system that relies on
mistreatment of racialized people for capitalist gain (Robinson, 2023). Additionally,
environmental racism is situated in long histories of oppression and deprivation of minoritized
communities through colonialism, slavery, and racial capitalism (Kojola & Pellow, 2021; Pulido
et al., 2016). Examples of such oppression include the creation of fence-line communities in
where minorities resided. Fence-line communities, or areas that are situated near hazardous or
toxic waste facilities, have predominantly Black residents—upwards of 75% compared to other
racial/ethnic groups (Fleischman & Franklin, 2017). Compared to white Americans, Black
Americans experience higher levels of air pollution irrespective of income (Mikati et al., 2018).
Black Americans are further exposed to pollutions from the burning of fossil fuels at a rate of 1.5
times more than other Americans. This is associated with negative health effects such as lung
and heart disease, as well as early death (Mikati et al., 2018; Villarosa, 2020).



Figure 1. Environmental Harms
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Examples of past environmental harms towards Black communities during the early
stages of the EJ movement include a) the Ward Transformer Company dumping gallons of oil
with polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in Warren County, North Carolina (Villarosa, 2020); b)
the U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO) finding that 75% of communities near Warren
County, North Carolina where off-site waste landfills are found consisted of predominantly
Black neighborhoods (U.S. GAO, 1983); ¢) the siting patterns of waste dumps in Houston, Texas
are placed in predominantly Black neighborhoods and near schools; d) racial disparities existing
in the siting of hazardous waste in New Jersey (Greenberg & Anderson, 1984).; and e) the
United Church of Christ’s Commission for Racial Justice revealing that race is a significant
predictor of hazardous waste facility locations in the U.S. compared to other factors, such as
income, home value, and amount of waste generated (United Church of Christ, 1987; see Figure
1).

After the Congressional Black Caucus pressured the EPA officials to address the
disparate impact of pollution on minoritized communities in 1994, the EPA created the Office of
Environmental Justice (formerly Office of Environmental Equity) (Villarosa, 2020). President
Bill Clinton issued an executive order to address the health and environmental conditions of
these communities. The government established a grant program to support grassroots
organizations dedicated to EJ issues (Villarosa, 2020). The EPA created environmental statutes
to protect U.S. citizens from exposure to high levels of toxins both in air and water (Keehan,
2018). Despite the designation of these federal laws by Congress to protect citizens, the EPA and
state environmental agencies’ unequal enforcement of these laws perpetuated environmental
racism in certain areas (Keehan, 2018).

Racists create disparities by bestowing advantages upon a particular racial or ethnic
group, often to the detriment of others (Kaufman & Hajat, 2021). The distribution of power and
privilege is not uniform across locations and time periods, as the features of the human
environment change (Kaufman & Hajat, 2021). This uneven distribution allows for racist



individuals to influence structures and institutions in order to shape the environments where
individuals reside, engage in recreational activities, and work. Environmental racism stands as a
crucial element within this overarching system of oppression (Kaufman & Hajat, 2021).

Environmental Victimization

The intentional placement of zoning and siting practices to target minoritized
communities challenges the understanding of environmental victimization (Natali, 2015). Three
components encompass environmental victimization, directly conflicting with traditional
criminological perspectives (Natali, 2015). First, harm is not individualistic but can involve
groups of people or communities of victims. Second, environmental offenders are often
corporations or the State. Finally, establishing causality is complex, which leads to the notion
that these crimes are ‘victimless’ (Bisschop & Vande Walle, 2013).

Techniques of denying environmental crimes and the lack of accountability hinder efforts
to establish causality and assign responsibility to offending parties in the victim-offender
relationship (Natali, 2015). Neutralization strategies include denial that there is a problem and
blaming or causing confusion among victims, thus hindering any progress towards the
establishment of environmental victimization (Cohen, 2001; Natalia, 2015; Williams, 1996).
Moreover, even if a clear causal relationship between environmental offenders and victims
cannot be established, particularly concerning adverse health outcomes, neutralization techniques
used by these corporations may still exacerbate the health and financial consequences for
residents. These corporations are not held criminally responsible, further worsening the situation
(Brown, 2013; Lynch & Barrett, 2015). For example, after the catastrophic oil spill from the
British Petroleum-owned Deepwater Horizon oil rig in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010, BP
distributed a massive public relations campaign to rehabilitate its reputation. This campaign
involved Dawn dish soap, and the cleaning of ducks covered in oil by the soap. Television
commercials showed volunteers cleaning up the beaches and water where the oil spill occurred.
Volunteers cleaned ducks who suffered from oil getting in their feathers, with Dawn dish soap.
The advertisement is about Dawn dish soap but was backed by BP oil company. Years after, the
oil spill is better associated with the use Dawn dish soap than the fact that the BP company had
faulty foundation for the oil rig causing the massive spillage and economic suffering of those
along the Gulf Coast region. The use of the Dawn detergent campaign “neutralized” the
company of wrongdoing by shifting the focus of attention. Therefore, it is important to explore
the concept of environmental victimization as an active social process involving power
dynamics, control, and resistance (Natali, 2013; White, 2011).

HISTORY OF THE OIL/GAS AND PETROCHEMICAL INDUSTRY IN TEXAS AND
LOUISIANA

The oil refinery industry is a core component of global economics, with oil fluctuations
contributing to economic success and failure of countries (Carpenter & Wagner, 2019). In
addition, the fossil fuel industry is associated with exerting a disproportionate influence on U.S.
foreign policy (Coll, 2012). Oil has been associated with 25 to 50% of interstate conflicts since
1973 (Colgan, 2013). Texas and Louisiana are the largest oil producers in the United States.
Louisiana has 15 operating refineries producing approximately 3 million barrels per day (bpd),
while Texas has and 32 operating refineries in Texas producing approximately 6 million bpd
(U.S. Energy Information Administration, 2021). The advancements in fracturing techniques
have significantly increased oil and natural gas production within the past decade (U.S. Energy



Information Administration, 2021). The chemicals released during the fracturing process include
carcinogens, reproductive toxins, and mutagens which can infiltrate nearby environments
through spills, leaks, and wastewater disposal (Colborn et al., 2011; Kassotis et al., 2016;
Stringfellow et al., 2017). An estimated 17 million people (roughly the population of state of
New York) who live in primarily rural neighborhoods near areas containing oil and gas
extractions are at a constant risk of exposure to hazardous spills (Czolowski et al., 2017;
Maloney et al., 2017). A consequence of living in rural locations is that these areas commonly
rely on unrestricted groundwater resources leading to possible exposure to contaminated
drinking water (Elliott et al., 2018).

Health and Economic Impacts: Notable Cases

The environmental risks for residential areas near industrial refineries include soil
pollution, water and air pollution, and hazardous waste that can cause detrimental health and
financial impacts. Whereas government officials and petrochemical experts understand the risks
imposed by the placement of these facilities, these risks are often not properly communicated to
residents. As a result, residents are left out of conversations surrounding policy decisions
(Janmaiimool & Watanabe, 2014). The nuanced understanding of environmental risks from
refineries impacts risk-related decision-making and perceptions of risks. Risk perception of
residents is important to understand environmental victimization, especially when residents are
confronted with harmful situations and consideration of economic benefits (Pack & Hove, 2017).
For example, a survey demonstrates that 56.3% of community members were willing to accept
health risks associated with an industrial facility if it meant better job opportunities (Bullard,
2020). However, job availability or security is not guaranteed and does not always increase based
on a facility being built and opened (Bullard, 2020). Therefore, understanding the risks and
benefits of placing hazardous facilities in residential communities is important. Moreover,
acknowledging the disproportionate placement of these facilities in minoritized communities is
crucial to improving the health and economic outcomes of environmental victims.

Cancer Alley

Cancer Alley, an area along the Mississippi River from Baton Rouge to New Orleans,
Louisiana, has over 150 petrochemical plants and refineries (Keehan, 2018). Within this region,
approximately 46 per 1,000,000 individuals are at risk for cancer, with the national average
around 30 per 1,000,000, a rate almost 1.5 times higher (Keehan, 2018). Since Louisiana, like
Texas, has large concentrations of oil and natural gas, like Texas, the state also has the most
petrochemical plants. Consequently, this area of the United States has the sixth-highest cancer
mortality rate (Keehan, 2018).

The siting of petrochemical plants in Cancer Alley traces back to Louisiana’s historical
practices of redlining, which further exposed Black residents to hazards that exacerbated their
health through the present day (Mizutani, 2019). Redlining and residential segregation became
widespread during the industrialization of the South (Mizutani, 2019). Redlining occurs when
institutions discriminate against certain areas or residents by refusing to extend loans or
insurance to properties in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods. (Castellon, 2021). During
Jim Crow in Louisiana, redlining was a defining policy of the time. In LA, White people forced
Black people to move to poorly drained areas in New Orleans in the mid-1800s. The
continuation of restrictive policies concerning residential areas and building permits in white
neighborhoods caused Black people to reside in ill-fated to poorly constructed areas (Mizutani,



2019; Pastor et al., 2006). These policies and practices led to a geographical makeup of this area
in Louisiana, where whites lived above sea level on elevated grounds, and Blacks lived in
swampy areas. Further, living in swamp-like areas led Black people to contract diseases, such as
typhoid and malaria, increasing deaths (Mizutani, 2019). This displacement of Blacks in this area
continued past Jim Crow into modern day.?

Most residents in Cancer Alley are socioeconomically disadvantaged Black individuals,
comprising approximately 40% of the population, which is not a coincidence (James et al., 2012;
Mizutani, 2019). The use of Jim Crow laws, discriminatory zoning and siting processes, and the
unequal enforcement of environmental laws by the EPA allows for areas such as Cancer Alley to
exist (Mizutani, 2019). Moreover, white flight has affected where petrochemical companies
placed their refineries (Saha & Mohai, 2005). White citizens successfully advocated against
petrochemical companies away from their communities; as a result, these facilities were
relocated to minoritized communities. Their successfulness is attributed to their wealth and
influence. Individuals in these minority communities are more likely to need jobs and are
vulnerable due to the lack of support and limited resources from local governments (Mizutani,
2019). This systemic inequity highlights the urgent need for policy reforms and stronger
advocacy to protect the health and well-being of residents in these marginalized areas.

When wealthy, predominantly white communities increase resistance against nearby
facility siting, the petrochemical industry change strategies on the distribution of environmental
hazards (Schelly & Stretesky, 2009). These companies relocate because wealthy communities
have the financial and political influence to divert unwanted businesses from their areas.
(Bullard, 1992). As a result, petrochemical corporations place their facilities near poor Black
neighborhoods to avoid delays or expenses related to attempting to place the facilities in an
affluent neighborhood (Mizutani, 2019).

Cancer Alley mainly consists of unincorporated towns, in which there is a lack of
governance, such as municipal corporations (Mizutani, 2019). Instead, these areas are governed
by parishes (e.g., a county). Whenever a petrochemical company wants to add a new plant or
refinery, parish officials are receptive to this. This often comes at the detriment of predominantly
Black local communities, who have little input in the decision-making process — I think you need
to explain here why Black residents aren’t usually parish officials... (Mizutani, 2019). For
example, in St. John the Baptist Parish, which has a primarily white council, the parish council
allowed for the rezoning of an unincorporated town, Wallace (95% Black), to allow for Formosa
Plastics to build a new plant in 1990(Mizutani, 2019). However, the citizens of Wallace created a
grassroots movement and succeeded in preventing the plant from being built, although rare, this
shows the need for citizen input to stop environmental racism (Bullard, 2020). Not all small
towns can successfully prevent the siting of such facilities. Morrisonville, Louisiana, a small
town founded by formerly enslaved people, is one such example, and was displaced by Dow
Chemical in the 1960s (Kelsey, 2022).

Mossville, Louisiana

Similarly to Cancer Alley, Mossville, Louisiana is a historic, small, Black, unincorporated
town located near Lake Charles, Louisiana. The health effects of living near toxic waste sites in
Mossville have been documented by scientists and scholars for over 20 years. In 1997, blood
samples were collected by scientists from Mossville residents for a class action lawsuit to show



proof of high dioxin levels. Mossville residents reported high rates of illness and health
problems, which they believe were associated with the toxic emissions from the nearby industrial
plants. These blood samples were sent to the EPA who then asked the Agency for Toxic
Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) to start an investigation (Hines, 2015). The
investigation began in 1998 with results showcasing that Mossville residents carried PCBs in
their blood with an average of 2.8 times the total concentration average levels (Costner, 2000).
Soil samples revealed that dioxin levels were 17 times higher than a control group and that
mothers had elevated levels of dioxins and PCBs in their breastmilk and blood (Costner, 2000).
After the ATSDR study concluded, no government assistance was offered, such as waste clean-
up or pollution control efforts, despite Mossville residents suffering detrimental health effects
(Cahill-Jackson, 2012).

In 1999, the residents of Mossville organized and incorporated a new nonprofit org, the
Mossville Environmental Action Now (MEAN). (Kelsey, 2022). MEAN performed air tests in
Calcasieu Parish and revealed that more than 50% of blood samples in the ATSDR investigation
were 2 to 230 times the standard dioxin levels set by the EPA (Cahill-Jackson, 2012). Studies
throughout the years demonstrate the negative environmental and health effects of nearby
industrial facilities, with results revealing higher PCB levels of in the blood of Black residents
compared to white residents (Wong et al., 2015); reports of contaminated tap water, skin peeling
and behavioral disorders in children, heart disease, and reproductive health issues (Singer, 2011);
and high levels of metal contamination in soil (Bussan et al., 2019).The presence of high dioxin
levels and metals within this area is high enough to pollute water, soil, fish, and food, which may
associated with health problems (Johnson, 2019). Further, the health effects of dioxin
contamination include cancer, reproductive issues, immune system deterioration, neuro-
behavioral development changes, and the passage of dioxin to infants via breastfeeding (Cahill-
Jackson, 2012). Prior studies highlight the health disparities experienced by Mossville residents,
but community members have found it difficult to successfully receive government assistance
(Kelsey, 2022).

In 2008, a petition was filed with the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights to
draw attention to environmental racism occurring in Calcasieu Parish and to the lack of effective
state and national policies for protection. This resulted in the supreme court case Mossville
Environmental Action Now v. United States (Cahill-Jackson, 2012; Roberts, 2011). The case
ends, after Mossville residents allowed a chemical company to build a $21 billion industrial plant
and buy the residents’ properties causing 500 residents to leave generations of living in the town
behind (Kelsey, 2022; Rogers, 2015).

CAPSTONE SPOTLIGHT: PORT ARTHUR, TEXAS/ SOUTHEAST TEXAS
History

Port Arthur, part of the coastal Southeast region of Texas, is a small, predominantly Black
city that sits near the border of Louisiana, a key area for the energy system in the U.S. (Energy
Information Administration, 2021; U.S. Census, 2020). oil and gas refineries have operated in
this city Since the beginning of the Texas oil boom in 1901. It is now home to the largest refinery
in the nation, Motiva Refinery, and six other petrochemical plants (Bruno & Jepson, 2018).
Currently, Port Arthur residents are engaged in community action to improve their
environmental quality and quality of life (Bruno & Jepson, 2018) with community advocates
demanding better regulation, infrastructure, and buffer zones between communities and polluting
facilities (Bruno & Jepson, 2018).



Before the oil industry, Port Arthur was home to plantations and ranches that exported
agricultural goods and was one the first places of legal slavery during Mexico’s reign of the area
(Bruno, 2021; Campbell et al., 2010; Jefferson County, 2015). Historically, the west side of Port
Arthur is deemed the Black side of town, in which the first refinery, Guffey Refinery, was built
by J. M. Guffey Petroleum. This refinery employed Black laborers, who at the time dealt with
segregation (Bruno, 2021). When the Black population grew along the Westside, they could not
live past a street, aptly named Houston Ave. Racism and white supremacist ideology have
facilitated the segregation between the white and Black communities, contributing to the current
state of environmental injustice affecting Port Arthur (Bruno, 2021). After the end of legal
segregation and the migration of Blacks to the east side of the town, whites moved further away,
causing an economic downturn resulting in poverty and new unemployment patterns (Bruno,
2021). Despite Port Arthur’s petrochemical plants and refineries, which generate wealth for the
city, the Black community is not receiving that wealth (Bruno, 2021). For instance, refinery
workers often come from other areas in and outside of Port Arthur.

Oil and Gas Today

Motiva Refinery expanded in 2012, doubling barrel capacity of oil refined per day to
605,000 bpd (Seba, 2019). Other refineries with expansion plans include Total, one the largest
emitters of benzene in the U.S., and Valero, one of the oldest refineries, which has begun
extending its operations in the city and is buying properties in the historic Black side of town,
West Port Arthur (Bruno, 2021; Eslinger, 2020). The buyout prices of these homes are not fair to
residents as their property value decreases because of the refineries. Essentially, the residents are
cheated by the companies, impacting the wealth that could be accumulated through the sale of
their homes (Bruno, 2021).

In recent years, oil/gas refineries and petrochemical plants in the Port Arthur area have
succumbed to numerous lawsuits over harmful pollutants in the air and instances of dangerous
work conditions for refinery workers. For example, many oil refinery workers were exposed to
asbestos, insulation material that has been linked to cancers, such as mesothelioma and other
diseases (Whitmire, 2023). Another instance of hazardous working conditions includes death. A
refinery worker drowned in a scalding petroleum coke pit at a Total Port Arthur Refinery due to
the company’s lack of urgency in repairing crane equipment. The workers used a bulldozer and a
backhoe to maintain the pit due to damage to crane equipment (Besson, 2015). This bulldozer
slid down the embankment causing the worker to drown. Moreover, in 2019, the National
Environmental Law Center (NELC), along with Texas Attorney General and Commission on
Environmental Quality, filed lawsuits against the Valero Port Arthur oil refinery alleging more
than 600 violations of Valero’s Clean Air Act permit from 2014 to 2019, causing almost 2
million pounds of unauthorized pollution to be released by the refinery in heavy polluted areas
(NELC, 2019). Within a three-mile radius of this refinery sit five schools and 20 churches
impacting over 36,000 people, with many residents fearing exposure to harmful pollutants, such
as fine particulate matter and sulfur dioxide as the frequency in which Valero pushed pollutants
into the air exceeds federal limits (NELC, 2019).

The Texas Attorney General announced a $1.4 million settlement in an environmental
enforcement action against TotalEnergies Petrochemical and Refineries, Inc. for violating the
Texas Clean Air Act. In the settlement, the Texas Attorney General cited that the refinery had
experienced multiple, recurring instances of illegal emissions and permit violations caused by
operator errors, equipment failures, and poor upkeep practices (Attorney General of Texas,
2023). Under the settlement, TotalEnergies agreed to pay $1.3 million in civil penalties and



$100,000 in attorney’s fees. Additionally, TotalEnergies must implement a series of remedial
actions to prevent further unauthorized pollution (Attorney General of Texas, 2023).
Highlighting the past and ongoing lawsuits against petrochemical companies and the hazards of
working in these industrial plants raises awareness of the environmental victimization and harm
faced by affected communities. Additionally, it emphasizes that employees who depend on these
companies for financial stability are also significantly impacted.

Methods

Social and cultural perspectives are important to problematize and determine
environmental victimization (Hall, 2013). To do this, understanding the perspectives of those
affected by an environmental crime is important, as acknowledging how victims see, interpret,
and assign meaning to their situation can provide crucial information for scholars, activists, and
policymakers (White, 2011). The following study questions are asked: How do people who live
near polluted areas, such as refineries and petrochemical plants, make sense of their experiences
living in these areas? How are refinery workers impacted by the companies they serve(d)? How
do citizens perceive health and economic impact as it relates to the presence of refineries?

This study explores the lived experiences of Black residents and refinery employees in
Port Arthur, Texas and Southeast Texas via narratives from administered surveys and semi-
structured interviews conducted between December 28, 2023, and January 20, 2024. Two
anonymous surveys were created by the researcher as they relate to both community members
and current or former refinery workers. Recruitment was through direct contact with residents
and through snowball recruitment, in which the researcher gathered more participants from
recommendations from residents and refinery workers. To qualify for this study, potential
participants had to be (1) 18 years of age and older at the time of completion of survey; (2)
identify as Black; and (3) have resided near or worked for a refinery in the area of study. For
participants who completed the anonymous survey, an option to be interviewed was given.
Interviews ranged from 10 to 30 minutes and were conducted via phone or Microsoft Teams. All
participants gave verbal consent to be interviewed and recorded. All personal information has
been de-identified to protect confidentiality. A total of 20 surveys were administered, and four
interviews were conducted.

Data Analysis

Data analysis began with the transcription of interviews, transcribed within 24 hours of
the scheduled interview, with full coding of interviews completed within 48 hours. The coding of
open-ended survey questions was completed within 48 hours of a survey submission. The coding
and analysis were driven by a six-step process: familiarization with data, coding, generation of
initial themes, development and review of themes, refinement and naming of themes, and writing
up results (Braun & Clark, 2006; 2022).

Each interview or survey was coded individually by hand using Microsoft Word and
Excel. A line-by-line reading of the transcripts and answers was used to generate initial codes,
and these codes were then refined, and new codes were added as needed. Broader patterns
emerged throughout the coding process with the aim that such coding reflects that of the research
questions posed. Given that the study's focus was to examine lived experiences of individuals
within the region relating to environmental victimization, themes were developed with this in
mind. To ensure that the contextualization of the themes generated were accurate, quotations
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used in the analysis were re-read to guarantee credible interpretation of words (Braun & Clark,
2013;2022).

Results

Twenty surveys and four semi-structured interviews with Black residents and refinery
employees in Port Arthur, Texas were included in the final analysis. To address the study’s
research questions, narrative themes are presented as they pertain to environmental victimization
and racism, health and financial impacts, and experiences working and living within a
refinery/petrochemical industrial complex. Selected quotes along with pseudonyms for survey
and interview participants (see Appendix) are used to highlight common themes shared among
Black residents and their lived experiences.

Participant Characteristics

Approximately 75% of the study participants were between the ages of 65 and 74 and
60% identified as male. Most participants were retired at the time of the study (80%) with 85%
having some college to graduate education. The average time worked for participants at a
refinery was 34 years. Approximately 65% of participants’ annual income was $75,000 or more
in salary with 75% of participants being current or former refinery employees (see Table 1).
Additionally, community residents lived in Port Arthur for over 30 years.

Table 1. Participant Descriptives

. . Employment Educational Worked for
Participant Age Group Gender Status Attainment Income Refinery
1 65-74 Male Retired Bachelor’s  $50k-74.9k Y
2 35-44 Female Employed Bachelor’s $75k-99.9k Y
. More than
3 65-74 Male Retired Graduate $100k Y
4 65-74 Male Retired Bachelor’s  $75k-99.9k Y
5 65-74 Male Retired  High school $75k-99.9k Y
6 65-74 Male  Retied S0 §75k990k Y
college
o More than
7 54-64 Male Employed Associate’s $100k Y
8 65-74 Female Retired Some $75k-99.9k Y
college
9 75+ Male Retired Some Prefer not to Y
college answer
10 65-74 Male Employed High school $50k-74.9k Y
11 65-74 Male Retired ~ High school $75k-99.9k Y
Some More than
12 54-64 Male Employed college $100k Y
. , More than
13 65-74 Female Retired Bachelor’s $100k Y
14 75+ Female  Retied 0™ §35k499k N
college
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Some Prefer not to

15 65-74 Female Retired N
college answer

16 65-74 Male Retired Bachelor’s $75k-99.9k N

17 65-74 Female  Retired Some o5 990k N
college

18 65-74 Female  Retired Some g5 490k N
college

19 65-74 Male Retired Some - g501 74 0k Y
college

. Some More than
20 65-74 Female Retired college $100k Y

Themes curated for the analysis with a frequency of each component showcasing the
number of times the theme was seen throughout the interviews and survey responses are
presented (see Table 2). The findings of the analysis are divided into seven major themes. The
first theme, financial, highlights the financial impact that refinery placement has on community
members and employees. The second and third themes, environmental effects and health,
emphasize the impact of refineries on the local communities. The fourth theme, environmental
victimization/racism spotlights the perception of environmental victimization by community
members and employees and the subsequent effects on health due to environmental and work
conditions. Theme five and six, resource awareness and community efforts, focus on community
knowledge of health and employment resources and the communities’ (local and state) efforts to
support its constituents. Finally, community growth features citizens’ viewpoint on the current
state of the community and where improvements are necessary.

Table 2. Themes

Theme Frequency
Financial 26
Corporation support 18
Environmental effects 17
Environmental victimization/racism 34
Health 29
Resource awareness 22
Community efforts 25
Generational 9
Community growth 37

Financial

Understanding socioeconomic impacts of refinery placements in communities requires
acknowledging how these major industrial complexes influence the communities they surround.
By starting with the financial implications of having refineries, these implications allow for a
deeper understanding of the risk perception as it relates to environmental victimization.
Furthermore, using Black resident accounts centers their experiences in their reality.
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Most participants expressed that the refinery was great financially with many saying, “it
was rewarding pay wise” and “provided a living to support the family.” The refineries were a
way of life in Port Arthur. Interviews reveal that there were not many options concerning
employment. Some participants note that they had a long line of family members, spouses, and
friends that worked or currently work for a refinery.

Lois: My father was an employee at the refinery...[he] provided financially for the family

[six children]. My youngest brother was employed at the refinery. My husband worked at

the refinery for a while and presently my son is working for [a refinery].

Emma: My father-in-law worked at the refinery, my husband worked at the refinery, and
it was a way of living. [The only jobs were] a refinery and education.

Further, participants describe how the refinery was not all positive as layoffs or strikes could
occur disrupting family stability. Raymond explained that some employees were laid off because
of behavior or not meeting work standards. Other participants, such as Emma, explained that
strikes impacted the community significantly. Glenda noted layoffs while working at a refinery.

Emma: It wasn’t mostly layoffs...when they would go on strike, when they wanted more
pay...You get behind on your bills, some folks lost their homes. We had to stand in the
line and try to get unemployment. Sometimes the strikes would last maybe a month or
two. So that set everybody behind, even with their kids because you wasn’t able to do
anything, you know, but try to keep up with your bills and stuff to get food to eat. [After
the strikes] the layoffs when they was shutting down all kind of departments in the
refineries. That’s what really made it hard.

Glenda: [Before I retired at each of the refineries I worked for] there were layoffs or a reduction
in staff.

Participants noted that many refinery jobs were outsourced to people living outside of Port
Arthur, which impacts the community growth and sustainability.

Emma: You had people coming in from out of town working at the refineries and from Louisiana
and Texas.

Raymond: A lot of these folks [from outside communities] are being employed by these
refineries [and not] employing people from the community.

Clarence: The city seems to be going out of its way to not hire city citizens even though the city
has an agreement with the refineries in the area but is not enforcing it.

While the placement of refineries in Port Arthur provided substantial financial stability
for the community, especially employees of these refineries, with the refineries having
generational influence on some families, strikes and layoffs also negatively affected families.
Additionally, the outsourcing of work outside the community in which the refineries were placed
alienates the local community from receiving employment opportunities.
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Environmental Effects and Health

Working and living near refineries and petrochemical plants can cause communities to
feel the brunt of environmental toxins released from refineries. Participants noted that many
people were concerned about “air quality and chemicals being released into the air and water.”
Life-long residents of the area, such as Lois, described growing up with refineries nearby.

Lois: We lived three or five minutes away from the Gulf refinery. We did see a lot of smoke
from the stacks that were at the refinery. There were times you could see burning gas
flares...There were sometimes when you could get a smell from the refineries, and
I think [it] was because they were letting some of the chemicals out...I do believe that a

lot of medical conditions that people had from the West side were contributed because of those
refineries. I do remember growing up and in our area many people had contracted
cancer.

Emma: All we see is black smoke and stuff...Some people say the main people that go to
Houston and stuff to these hospitals comes from around in this area with cancer...We
don’t know [about health effects] because nobody went to the doctor for that particular
thing until they go sick...we really couldn't say.

Many participants, specifically refinery employees, noted that having refineries in the area was
not good for the environment and the health of the community. Robert stated that the refineries
were “bad environmentally because it was a hotbed for cancer.” Joseph described how he had
“two to three friends who have gotten cancer from working and living near refineries.” Other
participants noted direct health effects related to working with the refinery, Raymond stated:

Now there was a guy that when we first hired him, he worked in the refining part of the
facility outside the yard...and he got exposed to some H2S, which is gas hydrogen
sulfide, but it’s bad for you to inhale and he got very sick, and he actually end up passing
from it.

The environmental and health effects of the placement of the refineries and plants can be
detrimental to local communities. The consequence of these environmental hazards may lead to
environmental racism and subsequent environmental victimization.

Environmental Victimization/Racism

The idea of Risk perception is crucial in community input and corporation placement of
refineries. If citizens do not perceive or understand that they are victims of environmental
crimes, they will not pushback against increased refinery presence. Further, citizens may
perceive that having refineries has an economic boost and weigh the risks and benefits.
Participants’ perception of environmental victimization was mixed. Some participants said they
did not believe that environmental victimization impacted them. Participants, such as Raymond
and Emma, noted that refineries may not have been placed in the minoritized areas on purpose;
the communities surrounding the refineries being mainly Black is coincidental.

Raymond: The refinery was there but it happened to be where the Blacks end up residing,
basically mostly all of those little, small towns like Port Arthur was majority white and
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then once the Blacks move there in the neighborhood, [the whites] moved out and that’s
how the Blacks end up dominating the West side...It is intentional or not, I couldn’t say.

Emma: No, I don’t think [the refineries are intentionally placed]. That’s just where everybody
fell in that area and stuff because mainly on the West side that’s where we live and that’s
where the refineries was closer too...That’s just where, you know, Black people moved
and had their own little area.

Others, such as Clarence, Joseph, and Ethel believed that they or know of others experienced
some form of environmental victimization noting that various health conditions in their families
and neighborhoods and the placement of the refineries.

Clarence: It seems that these kinds of companies are always minority communities and that is
totally wrong, and the reason is that companies don’t value the minority communities.

Joseph: Cancer among my family and mental illness is very high and is directly related to the
environment due to the quality of air and the drinking water in the area... The majority of
Caucasians are on the outside of Port Arthur in Nederland and Port Neches...I guarantee
you, [it’s] because of the environmental conditions. They knew [and] they moved. They
knew more about the effects of the emissions in the area, and they had more information
at the time than we did...So they moved away from the refineries and the chemical
plants.

Ethel: As a young girl growing up in Port Arthur, I was exposed to two local refineries close
within my neighborhood.

Residents’ perceptions in the study varied. However, understanding that an individual’s
living and working conditions can influence perspectives on the placement of hazardous waste
sites is important. Moreover, acknowledging the reality of these residents provides better
awareness of what resources can be provided to them.

Resource Awareness

Community insight on available resources is important as knowing what is accessible
allows for proper advocacy and knowledge. Most participants were unaware of any community
resources available to them that were associated with environmental factors. Some participants
described Port Arthur’s local watch group, The Port Arthur Community Action Network, and the
Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ), as well as a “STAN SYSTEM [that]
keeps us informed through telephone calls and online information” as Edna noted. Participants,
like Herman and James, noted that they knew very little about potential resources.

Herman: Very few resources are provided to the community.

James: [The community is notified] only when [something] makes the news and citizen
complaints.
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The lack of knowledge surrounding community resource availability may be directly tied to what
the city and state are doing to notify citizens of what is happening around them concerning
refineries. If the city, state, or refinery corporations are not providing residents with information
unless sought out, this then causes ambiguity involving environmental concerns.

Community Efforts

Many community members described that they are not aware of any environmental risks
until something bad happens. Nolan said that the city is doing “very little [and] you have to stay
informed and ask questions.” Other participants also describe not knowing of community efforts
in place and stating that they are not being notified as they should.

Clarence: The city or county is not doing anything for the community [especially concerning
employment and] as far as health access, the state really don’t do anything for the
area, when the refinery is fined for a chemical release, the state gets the fine but
don’t return it to the city.

Ethel: I don’t believe we are being notified when there are different problems within the
refineries or chemical plants. When it affects our environment, it affects us.

Community partnerships and resources are important for the growth of areas such as Port

Arthur. These participants underscore that not much is known about what the city is doing for its
constituents, which is detrimental to them. The lack of notifications to community members may
cause community decline and inhibit growth as inaction on city leaders’ part can lead to citizens
leaving.

Community Growth

participants noted that the current state of Port Arthur is in decline, with some, such as
Emma, noting there are no improvements that can help the community. The main concern among
participants was the lack of local community employment, old equipment, and lack of
notifications.

Emma: There’s no improvement... the environment is bad over here. Port Arthur is [an] old
community coming up with the refineries and anything that's damaged now, I
don’t see any improvement...They can go out there and clean out all those tanks. I
don’t think it [will] happen now it might, but like I say the Saudia Arabians are
in charge of the refineries, so they don’t have to pay taxes or anything.

Raymond: The money [is] not going back into Port Arthur. It is going back to other
communities, like Lumberton...A lot of these folks are being employed by these
refineries and the city itself is not getting the benefit that it should get by
employing people from the community.

Lois and Joseph expressed the need to improve the healthcare system and access to employment
in Port Arthur. They stated:
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Lois: I think the [health department] can do better. I see sometimes we as Blacks in this area
or in this town or sometimes I hear about things that come about pertaining to health.
That maybe a slight on communications...I think working with the medical branch from
the refineries and our city branches would work out better for our community.

Joseph: I always thought that giving as many people in those areas like a physical or annual
physical and looking at the results. If they were allowed to give free evaluations,
physicals every year, a certain percentage of people in the area, that would help out a lot.

Further, Raymond said that the Port Arthur community is declining:

The community itself seemed to have died in Port Arthur you know, the population has
dwindled so much from when it was sixty something thousand to now maybe forty or
fifty something thousand...Hire more people from this area [the Golden triangle] and Port
Arthur. I believe that would benefit a whole lot because it’s paying jobs and it seems as
though we’re not benefiting from it as a people, as Black people as we should.

The comments by the residents showcase a need to improve the health infrastructure of Port
Arthur. Lois did note that the health department has hired new personnel which may improve the
healthcare system. Others’ comments, such as Raymond’s on bringing the money back to Port
Arthur echoes earlier sentiments on the outsourcing of jobs and the need to grow the local
community.

The participants surveyed and interviewed demonstrated the importance of their perception
and centering citizen accounts in their lived experiences as both social and cultural processes.
Participants expressed both positive and negative impacts of having refinery placements, such as
financial stability and instability and witnessing environmental hazards, such as black smoke and
oil leaks. The perception of environmental victimization is important to note as this perception
influences how communities advocate for themselves or whether they are content with their
current situations. As previously mentioned, community members view the placement of
refineries as great economic opportunities and ways to provide for families, outweighing the
environmental risks associated with them. Other residents perceive the refineries as health
hazards that need to be addressed, but not at the cost of causing an economic downturn for the
city. Further, delving into the community resources and efforts revealed that community
members knew of few services available to them. The experiences of these Black residents are
valuable for acknowledging how simple placements of refineries and petrochemical plants can
illustrate financial and health implications, risk perception as it relates to environmental
victimization, and community awareness, which can inform local government officials,
community groups, federal agencies (i.e., EPA), and Congress on ways to better improve these
areas.

Policy and Practical Recommendations

These policy recommendations aim to foster community development, improve healthcare
access, protect the environment, and empower grassroots efforts for positive change.
Implementing these measures will contribute to a more sustainable and inclusive future for the
community.
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Increase community outreach. The citizens of Port Arthur are a predominantly aging
group, which requires more effort in community outreach, such as phone calls, home
visits, and increased town hall meetings. To do so, there should be the development and
implementation of more programs aimed at Port Arthur citizens that allow them to
engage in the decision-making processes. These programs can consist of:

O

O

O

Educational workshops: Tailored to older residents covering topics such as air
quality, refinery emissions, and their effects on health with guest speakers
including experts, such as environmental scientists, health professionals, and city
officials to provide insight and answer questions. Additionally, providing
residents with resources on reducing their exposure to harmful emissions and
advocating for environmental protections.

Community forums: Residents can voice their concerns, share experiences, and
propose ideas for addressing environmental challenges with facilitation of
discussions on specific issues related to refinery emissions, such as regulatory
compliance, monitoring efforts, and community impact assessments. Further,
encourage collaboration between residents and local organizations to develop
action plans and initiatives for promoting environmental stewardship.
Informational campaigns: Launch a multimedia campaign to disseminate accurate
and up-to-date information about refinery emissions and environmental initiatives
with the development of educational materials, including brochures, fact sheets,
and digital resources, translated into multiple languages for accessibility.
Additionally, using social media platforms, community newsletters, and local
media outlets to reach a wide audience and encourage engagement.

Feedback mechanisms: Establish feedback mechanisms, such as surveys, focus
groups, and online forums, to gather input from older residents on environmental
issues. Regularly assess the effectiveness of outreach efforts and adjust strategies
based on community feedback and evolving needs, and ensure transparency and
accountability by sharing outcomes, progress reports, and action plans with the
community and stakeholders.

Use of state and federal funds for healthcare support. Funding should be directed
towards the healthcare infrastructure in communities, such as Port Arthur, that have aging
populations and are predominantly racial minorities to accommodate growing healthcare
needs. The increase in funding can help with the establishment of programs to address
health disparities, with an emphasis on preventative care and education. These
components include:

O

O

Healthcare facility upgrades, such as upgraded equipment and technology to
enhance the delivery of quality services.

Ensuring that facilities are accessible and culturally sensitive to the needs of the
minority aging populations, by incorporation language services and culturally
competent care practices.

Establishment of targeted programs aimed at addressing health disparities
focusing on chronic disease management, mental health support, and preventative
screenings.
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o Providing resources and support for community health workers to engage directly
with residents, offering lifestyle guidance and assistance with navigating the
healthcare system.

o Implementation of initiatives aimed at preventative care and wellness practices
and encouragement for regular health check-ups and screenings via outreach
campaigns.

Calls to reduce reliance on oil deposits, mitigate refinery impacts, and transition to
renewable energy. The initiative aims to reduce reliance on oil deposits, mitigate
refinery impacts, and facilitate a transition towards renewable energy sources while
simultaneously creating job opportunities and improving work conditions for residents.
To do so, this includes:

o Introduce and enforce policies aimed at reducing the use of oil deposits and
accelerating the adoption of renewable energy sources, such as solar, wind, and
hydroelectric power.

o Collaborate with industry stakeholders, research institutions, and community
organizations to identify viable pathways for transitioning away from fossil fuels
while ensuring energy affordability and reliability.

o Conduct regular monitoring and inspections to ensure compliance with emission
standards, imposing penalties for non-compliance and incentivizing investment in
cleaner technologies.

o Establish transparent reporting mechanisms to provide residents with real-time
daily information on refinery emissions and pollution levels.

o Foster sustained partnerships between refineries and city officials to create local
employment opportunities and prioritize hiring residents from oil-dependent
communities.

o Develop workforce development programs, vocational training initiatives, and
apprenticeship opportunities to equip local residents with the skills and
knowledge needed to succeed in the renewable energy and clean technology
sectors.

o Implement targeted recruitment and retention strategies to promote diversity,
equity, and inclusion in the workforce, ensuring that underrepresented groups
have equal access to employment opportunities and advancement.

o Provide resources and support for refinery workers to access healthcare services,
mental health counseling, and financial assistance programs, addressing the
holistic needs of the workforce and promoting job satisfaction and retention.

o Increase enforcement of regulations that ensure safe working conditions,
competitive pay, and benefits for refinery employees, prioritizing worker health
and well-being

Pass the Protection from Cumulative Emissions and Underenforcement of
Environmental Law Act of 2023 to strengthen environmental regulations. This
legislation (H.R. 1673) was introduced during the 118" Congress (2023-2024) by
Representative Diana DeGette (D-CO-1) and would direct the Environmental Protection
Agency to address cumulative public health risks associated with multiple environmental
stressors and recommend steps to reduce the number of violations of environmental law
in minoritized, low-income, and tribal/indigenous communities that have high risks of
being affect by environmental and health effects.
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Conclusion

This study highlights the pressing issue of environmental victimization, emphasizing its
emergence as a significant aspect of environmental justice. Minoritized and low-income
communities bear the brunt of environmental hazards, particularly due to the strategic placement
of hazardous facilities, such as refineries and petrochemical plants. The placement of these
facilities may lead to adverse effects on both the environment and public health and exacerbate
financial challenges within these communities. Centering the lived experiences of Black
residents and refinery workers in Port Arthur, their narratives showcase a range of impacts,
including financial burdens and health concerns. Their stories shed light on the perceptions of
environmental victimization and underscore the need for heightened community awareness and
proactive efforts. To address these challenges and promote environmental justice, the study
brings forth a comprehensive set of policy and practical recommendations. the study advocates
for a collaborative and multifaceted approach to environmental harms involving local, state, and
federal agencies and stresses the urgency of taking concrete steps to improve quality of life in
communities that have long endured the detrimental effects of environmental stressors, often at
the expense of corporate interests. By implementing the proposed recommendations, there is an
opportunity to foster positive change and advance environmental justice for these communities.
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Raymond
Brenda
Eugene
Nolan
Herman
Clarence
Joseph
Ethel

9. Robert
10. Arthur
11. Roland
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14. Lois

15. Emma
16. Willy

17. Edna
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19. James
20. Glenda
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