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Introduction
The Love Canal hazardous waste disaster led to physical harm to the people and the environment of the Niagara Falls, NY area.  The history, subsequent environmental advocacy action, and public policy aimed at the resolution of the disaster provide a sense of the unique position of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the roles they play in our society.  The role places them as neither a profit-driven member of the market economy nor a governmental organization.  They work in the public interest and not in the arena of competitive production of exclusive goods.  Beginning with individuals organizing into collective action, the organization formed in response to the Love Canal situation is a prime example of an NGO being developed in response to a public need that could not met by the marketplace and had not been met by government.  This need influenced the development of hazardous waste as a public policy issue in the arenas of public health and the environment.  The NGO went on to influence public policy as a catalyst for the implementation of environmental legislation.

Love Canal Hazardous Waste Disaster as a Public Policy Issue
How did the hazardous waste disposal at Love Canal become a public policy issue?  “An issue is a conflict between two or more identifiable groups over procedural or substantive matters relating to the distribution of positions or resources” (Cobb and Elder, in Theodoulos and Cahn, 1995).  Love Canal as a public policy issue was initiated through a series of unanticipated triggering events.  While the disaster developed over several decades, as the health effects of chemical exposure can be slow in developing, the triggering events occurred primarily in 1978 (Levine, 1982.)  As triggering events, the situation and actions surrounding the Love Canal disaster can be considered an internal (domestic sphere) trigger due to a technological change in the environment that created questions that needed to be answered (Cobb and Elder, in Theodoulos and Cahn, 1995).  The conflict over responsibility, damages and clean-up emerged between the residents of the area, government agencies, and the chemical corporation that had done the waste disposal.


In 1978, the New York Department of Health (DOH) and the New York Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) first learned that federal Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) results of tests of homes in the Love Canal area showed toxic chemicals in the basements of homes.  The tests were initiated in response to resident complaints and local news coverage. While there was evidence that the corporation that had dumped the knew about the potential hazards of the waste as early as 1958 (Mokiber, 1988), it wasn’t until citizen complaints and local press coverage occurred that the state health department was forced to consider the issue and declare “a great and imminent peril to the health of the general public” (Rothman, 1989).  The hazardous waste site was the result of the Hooker Chemical and Plastics Corporation dumping 20,000 tons of more than 200 different chemicals into an abandoned canal.  The chemical mixture included benzene chloroform, lindane, and tricloroethylene, all known carcinogens (Mokiber, 1988).  Dioxin, said to be the most carcinogenic chemical in the world, was detected in 1978 in sump pumps of homes closest to the canal (Mazur, 1998).


Michael Brown, a reporter for the Niagara Gazette, spearheaded the press coverage.  Brown started writing articles about the dumping of waste in the spring of 1978.  The articles were the result of concerns expressed by local citizens Lois and Tom Heisner, and Karen Schroeder who owned homes in the Love Canal “inner ring” over the worst of the buried waste (Mazur, 1998).


The individual leading the cause for citizen organization (individual action leading to collective action) was a young woman named Lois Gibbs.  In the summer of 1978, Gibbs became active in the community after having read Brown’s articles about the canal and decided she needed to get her son out of the school that was built on the dumpsite.  When she was unable to get her son transferred, she went door-to-door with a petition alerting residents to the fact that the school was in a hazardous area.  Later that summer, Gibbs organized a public meeting in order to form the Love Canal Homeowner’s Association (LCHA) (Mazur, 1998).  The LCHA continued the media and policy battle until 1980 when President Carter declared a state of emergency in the area thereby permitting the use of federal funds for temporary relocation of area residents.  In October of that year, up to $20 million for the purchase of the Love Canal homes by the federal government was approved (Levine, 1982).


The LCHA was able to keep the issue of Love Canal hazards on the public and governmental agenda until the time was right for the corrective public policy to be put into place.  The organization worked until the three components of public policy agenda setting were coupled: problems, policies, and politics.  Problems tend to occupy attention of public officials through the various ways in which they learn about the problems and in the ways which things become defined as problems (Kingdon, in Theodoulous and Cahn, 1995).  Citizen action and media coverage taught officials about the Love Canal problem and the health effects on people as reported by residents, including congenital malformations, central nervous system damage, leukemia and other blood diseases, miscarriages, and stillborn children, framed and defined the problem (Mazur, 1998; Setterberg and Shavelson, 1993).  The politics were first seen in the resistance/adversarial role of the DOH.  The policies addressing the problem of hazardous waste and their effects on the residents of Love Canal were set during this time of an “open policy window”.  An open policy window is a situation in which all three components of the agenda setting process are coupled creating an opportunity for advocates to get attention and policies applied to their needs (Kingdon, in Theodoulous and Cahn, 1995).  Lois Gibbs and the LCHA worked until the window appeared; it was a typical window in that it was small, scarce, and perhaps would not have stayed open long (Kingdon, in Theodoulous and Cahn, 1995) if the group had not been there to keep the issue on the government’s agenda.


Since 1978, hundreds of Love Canal homeowners have sued Hooker Chemical and state and local governments.  These lawsuits were settled when Hooker agreed to pay homeowners close to $20 million.  The U.S. Justice Department also sued Hooker for $124 million to help clean up Love Canal and other sites in the Niagara Falls area (Mokhiber, 1989).  In 1980, the New York State Attorney General filed a $635 million lawsuit against Hooker and its parent company Occidental Petroleum Corporation.  The defendents were charged with “negligence in preventing the migration of waste and in failing to warn the public” of the Love Canal hazards (Levine, 1982).  Remarkably, by 1990 people were returning to the Love Canal area, now called Black Creek Village.  The government has assured potential homeowners that the “country’s most notorious contaminated community had been sufficiently cleaned up and its real estate prices suitably discounted” (Shatterberg and Shavelson, 1993).

NGOs and the Love Canal Disaster


Into 1981, Gibbs continued her citizen activism and organizing leadership.  In response to the numerous calls she received from around the country by people asking for her advice and help with similar problems, Gibbs formed the Citizen’s Clearinghouse for Hazardous Waste (CCHW).  With knowledge gained by trial and error, Gibbs and her neighbors had developed strategies and methods to educate, utilize collective action, keep an issue on the public agenda, and challenge corporate and governmental polices.  The NGO was founded to help meet the needs of others.


Renamed the Center for Health, Environment and Justice (CHEJ), the national NGO claims to be the “only national environment organization founded by and led by grassroots leaders” (CHEJ, 2003). While Gibbs herself demonstrates the exemplary/personal strategy of individual action, CHEJ utilizes two environmental change strategies/tactics (adversarial: direct action, legal, stopping future damage; and transformational: lobbying, education) as defined in their beliefs and mission statements:



CHEJ believes in environmental justice, the principle 

that people have the right to a clean and healthy environment 

regardless of their race or economic standing.  Our experience 

has shown that the most effective way to win environmental 

justice is from the bottom up through community organizing

and empowerment.  When local citizens come together and take

an organized, unified stand, they can hold industry and 

government accountable and work towards a healthy,

environmentally sustainable future.

This is democracy at its most vital, and CHEJ’s mission 

is to give people the tools they need to bring it about.  We 

carry out this mission by providing people with technical 

information and the training to use this information to 

organize to fight for their rights.







CHEJ, 2003

The group receives approximately 1500 requests for assistance per year.


Some of the accomplishments of the group reflect the various strategies as well.  The creation of the federal Superfund program was a direct public policy decision made in response to the work concerning Love Canal (transformational) (CHEJ, 2003; Probst and Beierle, 1999).  The establishment of local and state protective laws by groups that were assisted by CHEJ in the development and passing of such laws can be seen as adversarial and transformational strategies.  CHEJ’s grassroots efforts have ensured that only one new commercial hazardous waste landfill has been considered in the U.S. since the group has organized its efforts (adversarial, exemplary) (CHEJ, 2003).


While it is difficult to determine what themes or strategies have not worked for the organization, its accomplishments represent some of what has worked.  The grassroots aspects of their initiatives utilizes many of the components identified as best practices (Flomenhoft, 2003): galvanizing the public (back to Love Canal), public relations campaigns (e.g. stopping hazardous waste landfills), knowledgeable experts as part of the organization, science and education (e.g. Toxic Merry-Go-Round campaign which halted the practice of taking waste that had been cleaned up from one site and dumping it in another), exemplary role models (e.g. McToxics campaign in which McDonald’s was convinced to stop using styrofoam containers), relevant issues, dynamic/broad range of concerns, advisory boards, and affiliations with other groups (e.g. assisting groups with state and local ordinances as mentioned above) (CHEJ, 2003).


A volunteer Board of Directors that sets policy, approves projects, oversees finances and supervises the executive director governs CHEJ.  The board members are selected through a nomination process.  Currently, the board is made up of five community leaders and three professionals (two vacant slots).  The goal is to have the board reflect the organization’s constituency and currently includes two African Americans, one Native American, one Hispanic American, and six women (CHEJ, 2003).


The Executive Director, Lois Gibbs, heads the staff of the organization.  The fifteen member staff includes such positions as Science Director, Organizing Director, and Organizer/Trainer, as well as administrative support positions including Finance/Administration Director, Grants Manager, and Bookkeeper (CHEJ, 2003).


CHEJ does not accept corporate or governmental funding in any fashion.  A large proportion of the financial resources comes from membership fees.  Individual memberships begin at $30.00 while group memberships cost $100.00.  Current membership levels were not available.

Conclusion

CHEJ (formerly CCHW) is an example of an NGO formed in direct response to a triggering event.  It is meeting a national environmental need as a technical and educational resource.  Its founder, Lois Gibbs, did not begin her environmental activism and pursuit of environmental justice as a hobby as some key environmental figures had done in the past.  However, she was a “radical amateur” (Fox, 1981) who has had a significant influence on the history and success of the environmental movement. 
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