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PREFACE 
by 

Jose Morales, Adviser, Toxic Avengers at El Puente in Williamsburg 

Power to the people!! I heard this phrase when I was a young person: 

its's a phrase that has particular significance in today's world. The 

people of . the Commonwealth of Independent States (formerly the Soviet 

Union), Southern Africa, Chile and Europe amongst others, have recently 

expressed their outrage at the conditions in which they live and the 

attempts to take from them their right to determine their way of life. 

These peoples have then courageously demanded the right to their self­

determination and have acted. I say the people of Greenpoint­

Williamsburg are moved by the same spirit of outrage and self­

determination in regards to the environment in which they live. 

A commitment to environmental self-determination resonates with the 

political atmosphere at the grassroots in this country. There is a 

growing shift in the political atmosphere of environmentalism--a move 

away from solely conservation and preservation to include and emphasize 

battling environmental injustice, in otherwords, human centered 

environmental concerns. Beginning with the Love Canal incident, what 

has been called the grassroots anti-taxies/environmental justice 

movement has grown dramatically. There are a variety of estimates that 

there are thousands of grassroots groups confronting environmental 

issues in their neighborhoods. The communities of 

Williamsburg/Greenpoint are not different; each has its own list of 

environmentally conscious groups growing everyday--from the Toxic 

Avengers of El Puente to RAW, WABBA, GASP and Concerned Citizens 

Greenpoint. The impact that these groups in Brooklyn and elsewhere 

have had is a shift and expansion in the agenda of the environmental 

movement in the USA, a more inclusive agenda that is growing to include 

the concerns of many constituencies. 

It is precisely gr9ups like these that have been the focus of the 

charge of the Hunter College Community Environmental Health Center. 

For the last six years, the Center has provided advise and consultation 

on environmental hazards to low income community groups in New York 

City. 

"Right to Breathe/Right to Know is an example of what our movement must 

do. To gather, assess and present information that is relevant to the 

movement is essential. Furthermore, it must be said that a report like 

this arises as a response to the neglect of official authorities. 

Right to Breathe/Right to Know shows that linkages can and must be 

forged between grassroots groups and environmental professionals. 

In the political arena, where credibility is a valuable commodity, 

environmental activists must produce evidence to back their claims or 

they stand on a rug that may be pulled from under them. Right to 

Breathe/Right to Know is the kind of documentation that catalogs the 
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EXECUfiVE sUMMARY 
Using publicly available data, the community Environmental Health center at Hunter College (CEHC) has prepared the first estimate of the aggregate toxic air pollution load from industrial sources in the Brooklyn communities of Greenpoint and Williamsburg. CEHC's projections indicate that, in 1987, an estimated 2.9 million pounds of toxic chemicals were emitted into the air by 201 companies in the area. This is equivalent to an emission rate of 580,000 pounds of toxic chemicals per square mile per 
year. 
This estimate is limited to emissions af the 326 chemicals and chemical categories reportable to the Toxic Release Inventory (TRI) program established by the federal Emergency Planning and community Right-To-Know Act. Moreover, it does not include emissions from the Greenpoint Incinerator, the Newtown creek sewage Treatment Plant or from the heavy motor vehicle traffic that crosses the neighborhood on the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway as well ·as local streets. 
The aggregate air pollution estimate was developed from two sources of air emissions data: the TRI program itself and the New York state Air Pollution source Management system (APSMS). The companies regulated by the TRI program must annually report their total emissions into the environment of a selected group of toxic chemicals; those chemicals have been determined by the United States Environmental Protection Agency to be hazardous to the environment or to cause acute or chronic health effects. The APSMS contains a broader range of emission data for a · · companies that have state or city air emissions permits. 
Analysis of the data from both- sources leads to the following 
conclusions: 
o TRI reports reveal that eleven companies in Greenpoint-Williamsburg emitted 220,494 pounds of toxic chemicals into the air in 1987. In 1988, a slightly different group of eleven companies reported air emissions of 252,853 pounds of toxic chemicals. 
o Analysis of the 1987 and 1988 TRI data indicate that in both years onlY thirteen percent of the emissions were deliberate releases from facility stacks. The other eighty-seven percent were fugitive emissions which are discharges resulting from leaky valves, faulty equipment, evaporation from spills or during normal production processes. since these discharges typically occur close to the ground, it is estimated that they can have a health impact ten to forty times greater than stack emissions. (US - EPA, NATICH 

newsletter) 
o Toxic emissions into the air in Greenpoint-Williamsburg, as reported to the TRI program, were sixty times greater per square mile than the average for the United states as a whole. 

vi 

0 

0 

0 
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thousands or even millions of pounds of pollutants each year. By 

contrast, this report spotlights an urban community where a large number 

of relatively small pollution sources are concentrated in a small, 

densely populated area. · 

Evaluating the potential impact of industrial air pollution on the health 

of Greenpoint-Williamsburg residents would be a complex process far 

beyond the scope of this study. Projecting the risk of population health 

effects requires identifying the number of people potentially exposed as 

well as estimating the intensity and duration of exposure. Making such 

an exposure estimate requires consideration of a variety of factors. For 

example, weather, topography (in an urban setting this includes the 

height of buildings), stack height and a host of other variables can 

affect the speed with which pollutants are dispersed. The degree of 

dispersal will, in turn, affect the potential exposure of community 

residents and workers to toxins in the air. The health risk to an 

individual will reflect the amount and ·potency of toxins actually . 

absorbed into the body but also will be influenced by factors such as 

health status and age, which can produce a range of individual 

vulnerability to health effects from a particular dose of toxic 

chemicals. 

While we cannot estimate in this study the number of cases of cancer, 

reproductive health damage or other illnesses that may occur as a result 

of exposure to air pollution in ·Greenpoint-Williamsburg, there is no 

question that the toxic chemicals emitted into the community's air can be 

dangerous to human health. In 1987, sixty-one percent of the TRI 

emissions in the study area were carcinogens or reproductive toxins or 

both. In 1988 this figure rose to seventy-eight percent of the total. 

It is important to take steps to minimize exposure to these dangerous 

chemicals. 

A previous report prepared by the Community Environmental Health Center 

at Hunter College, "Hazardous Neighbors? Living . Next Door to Industry in 

Greenpoint-Williamsburg", addressed the question of whether it is 

possible for an accidental release of hazardous chemicals to endanger the 

health of the community's workers and residents. This report focuses 

instead on the less dramatic but no less serious issue of the daily 

threat posed to the community's health by the routine emissions of toxic 

chemicals. 

Greenpoint-Williamsburg was selected fo+ these studies because of its 

special characteristics: a large industrial base, co-existing with a 

densely populated residential community. The neighborhoods of Greenpoint 

and Williamsburg, whi~h together comprise Brooklyn Community District #1, 

are located in the northwest corner of the borough. 

The district encompasses only five square miles, but supports a 

population density of 28,000 people per square mile (1980 census) as 

compared to 23,400 for the City as a whole. The area has the highest 

proportion of industrial land use of any community district in the City; 

twelve percent as compared to 2.2 percent for the borough and 1.9 percent 
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~~~l~h~o~~~y~er~~~~ ~ig~~= i:n~i~her still for Greenpoint alone where 
1s zoned for industrial use. 

Because Greenpoint-Williamsburg w ttl · 

ninetee~th century, before New Yo;: ~~t e~ 1n th~ lat~er half . of the 

resolut1on, residential, commercia 1 Y.a opte~ 1ts f1rst zon1ng 

close proximity. This means that ;ea~~ 1~dustr1a~ uses often co-exist in 

toxic chemical emissions from local ~~c~~r~e:~e 11kely to be exposed to 

Cleaning up the air in Greenpoint-Williamsb.urg 
state and local t will require act1'on by 

· ~overnmen and by industry and 
Necessary steps 1nclude: community residents. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

Developing an accurate, comprehensive picture 
the area. of air pollution in 

The New York City Department f E · 
update the analysis in this r~por~V1r~nmental Protection should 

reports and the latest APSMS d t US1ng 1989 and 1990 TRI 

information with the results 0~ ~h ~t s~ould sup~lement.that 
survey it is conductin . ~ oor to-door 1ndustr1al 

Y~rk State Department ~f1~n;f;~~~01~tiWilliamsbu~g with the New 

w1th ambient air qualit dat en a Con~erv~t1on as well as 

was established in the ycomm. una'tfro~ the mon1tor1ng station that 
1 y 1n 1990. 

Enforcing existing air pollution controls more 
aggressively. 

~!~~:~!i;!~a~~~!~==~~~:;~f:~
1~! ~~~1!!~~et~a!~!niui~ ~~~~~i 

deterrent to other violatorsons should be ~ublici~ed as a 

should not be allowed to ope; tTh~ Gr~enpo7nt Inc1nerator 

quality regulations Comm .a e 1n.v1olat1on of federal air 

greater funding for.enforc~~~~i ~~~~~~~~s should advocate for 

Enacting new regulations to dramatically 
~educe fugitive emissions. 

Unregulated fugitive e~iss' 
toxic pollution load in Gr~~~s ~ay r~pr~sent the bulk of the 

greater threat to public heal~~1~~-W11~1amsbu~g ~nd may pose a 

andjor.state regulations should b a~ s ~ck em1SS1ons: Federal 

compan1es redesign productio e eve o~ed to requ1re that 

and housekeeping, and reducent~r~cesses, 1mpr~ve mai~tenance 

order to minimize their fu 't' e1r ~se.of tox1c chem1cals in 
g1 1ve em1ss1ons. 

4. Reducing air pollution b 
Y preventing it at the source. 

Pol~ution prevention -- accomplish d 
tox1c ~aterials in production -- c:n by reducing the use of 

econom1cal than controls designed to be more effective and 

before they enter the enviro capture toxic wastes 

companies implement poll t' nment. G~vernment can require that 
u 1on prevent1on plans and can foster 
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s. 

compliance by providing financial incentives and technical 
assistance. community residents can confront local industries 
directly and push them to cut their discharges to zero within a 
negotiated timetable. Area residents also can support 
legislation to make pollution prevention state policy as it is 

in Massachusetts. 

Developing new regulatory tools to protect communities against the 
cumulative impact of air pollution from multiple sources. 

Changes in zoning regulations, adoption of a community­
initiated land use plan as provided for in the New York city 
Charter, and enforcement of new "fair share" rules- developed by 
the city Planning commission to guide allocation of public 
facilities among city neighborhoods may help to protect 
Greenpoint-Williamsburg from the introduction of new air 

pollution sources. 

6. 
Declaring a moratorium on the construction of any new sources of 
environmental pollution. 

7. 

New York city Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) 
recently has begun a comprehensive environmental assessment of 
Greenpoint-Williamsburg as part of a commitment to remediate 
environmental problems in the area. New York City government 
should support the demand by local residents for a moratorium 
on construction or expansion of any facilities that might add 
to existing environmental hazards until the DEP assessment is 
completed. The DEP report should co~tain a remedial plan that 
includes regulations and other measures to prevent further 

environmental damage. 

Revising the TRI program requirements to provide more useful air 
pollution information. 

Federal Right-To-Know regulations should be revised to require 
reporting of a more extensive list of toxic chemicals by a 
larger number of companies. Short term, as well as annual 
emission totals, should be reported. 

These recommendations focus on steps that must be taken by government and 
industry to reduce air pollution in Greenpoint-Williamsburg. Those 
responsible for the pollution must clean· it up. But community residents 
have a critical role to play in the process as well. As residents of 
Greenpoint-Williamsburg already know, neither government agencies nor 
local industries are likely to address the environmental problems in 
Greenpoint-Williamsburg in an effective manner unless vocal and 
knowledgeable residents ensure that they do ~o. Those residents who have 
already become environmental watchdogs should continue to monitor 
government and local industries. With the help of their neighbors, they 
can win the fight for a safer and healthier community. 
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