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Abstract

Corporation, People, and Government: A Look at the Rise of the Waste Management
Corporation from Rural California to the Rest of the World

By
Yalda Asmatey
Doctor of Philosophy in Anthropology
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Laura Nader, Chair

This research project is a study of Kettleman City, California, home to the largest Class I toxic
waste dump in the western United States, owned and operated by the public corporation Waste
Management Inc. (WMI). The story of Kettleman City is a cautionary tale of hubris that warns
of the consequences of the complete disregard for the natural environment and the tolerance for
corporation’s profit-generating schemes that harm human health and the ecosystem. Divided into
three parts, the project expands scholarship on the anthropology of disaster, the study of
corporations in the United States within a framework of environmental justice, and the
controlling processes underlying the dominant paradigms.

The first part of the dissertation examines government and corporate neglect and acquiescence to
the incremental degradation and devastation of California’s environment since the mid-
nineteenth century involving the displacement and extermination of Native Americans and the
Tulare Lake Basin, the killing and contamination of migratory birds in the Kesterson Wildlife
Refuge, and the corruption and power of the agricultural industry. This history lays the
groundwork for WMI selecting Kettleman City as the site for the largest toxic waste dump west
of the Mississippi. Since the 1990s, the town’s largely Latino population has been fighting
against the dump and for the environmental safety of its residents, and many credit them for
launching the environment justice movement in the western United States. Using ethnographic
and archival methods, | examine the history of Kettleman City and the opposition of its residents
to the waste facility and the recent discovery of elevated rates of birth defects and infant deaths
since 2007.

In the second part of this study | examine how our corporatized, industrial society has made
landfills and other environmental injustices permanent fixtures in our society and how, as
consumers, we have become conditioned to disregard waste as anything but normal. This
research complicates the categorization of what constitutes a “disaster” and finds that not only
are landfills certain to cause serious future catastrophes, but that unlike other disasters that are
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abrupt and uncontrollable, landfill disasters are avoidable “ticking time bombs.” We accept them
because of ideological convictions supported by science, technology, and government oversight
that evidently accepts accidents, spills, and site contaminations as natural, inevitable or necessary
byproducts. | document the long list of serious violations at the WMI facility in Kettleman City
and the subsequent fines levied by regulators and out-of-court settlement deals. In short, I argue
that our history and culture has created a society with a high tolerance for corporate
environmental degradation for the perceived benefit of economic progress.

In the final part of this study | unveil the socio-historical, political, and economic processes
responsible for a culture of wastefulness. In the nineteenth century, Americans were aware of
what they used and purchased. Americans valued thrift, and since recycling was very common,
people produced little waste. The Industrial Revolution led to the rise of corporations by the
twentieth century and to a growing advertising industry that promoted hyper-consumption. This,
in turn, created demand for the waste hauling and disposal industry. I document how WMI, a
multibillion dollar transnational corporation, by the 1980s and 1990s had grown into a powerful
institution, and now maintains a monopoly over the American waste industry and beyond. |
explore the history of WMI and examine how the company has successfully influenced political,
economic, and cultural spheres of American society to build and sustain its empire. WMI’s
success lies in its power to influence public perceptions of waste and waste services: a power that
has gone unquestioned for far too long.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The Human Predicament of Our Time in Perspective

On a sweltering hot summer day in the Central Valley, | met with Eleanor*, a longtime
resident of Kings County, California. She suggested we stay cool by enjoy a lunch together at
the historic Superior Dairy located in the city of Hanford, just over thirty miles away from
Kettleman City. After talking for some time, Eleanor looked down at her ice cream sundae and
began to nod her head in disappointment:

“I’ve read all the papers and watched all the television coverage about what’s
happening in Kettleman City. People around the county talk, but most of the time
all they do is talk. We know it’s happening and we just can’t deny this. But you
know, I’m puzzled that we don’t hear more about the town. | mean after all, its
got such an extraordinary history. I can’t find an answer as to how this oil rich
town became the garbage can for the rest of America? In our county, in this state,
and in this country, we still haven’t figured out how to get rid of our trash.
Turning communities like the one in Kettleman City into the garbage capitals of
the world is inexcusable. I bet most people in the country, let alone here in the
county, have any idea that before the largest toxic waste dump came to
Kettleman, we had oil and natural gas. Come to think of it, | bet most Californians
have any clue of this legacy. You know, we once had the largest fresh body of
water with that Tulare Lake—in the Kettleman area—just go ask the Indians that
are still alive in the area, one of ‘em will tell you so. Consult the history books
even. And the thing that most upsets me is how do you go from having all of this
natural wealth, all this boom and excitement beginning in the 1920s and end up
with such a depressing, broken town and a county that prefers to take in toxic
waste and prisoners before addressing the needs of its own people?”

This conversation with Eleanor, early on in my fieldwork, encouraged me to look deeper into the
history of the region before examining the current health and environmental crisis in Kettleman
City. In the first part of this dissertation, | describe the incremental changes affecting the
residents and natural environment in Kettleman City, located in the heart of California’s
agricultural Central Valley. The region, once home to one of the largest Native American
populations in the state and a lake that could have made Kettleman City a lake-front community
today, was systematically destroyed by a human desire, both economic and political, to
transform the region into an agricultural industrial powerhouse. By the late 1920s, when the
Great Depression first gripped the nation, the discovery of oil and natural gas in the Kettleman
Hills area stimulated economic optimism and development in the region. The federal government
considered the discovery to be the single largest finding of petroleum and natural gas in all of the
United States. The oil boom motivated migration and settlement to the area and facilitated the
establishment of the town of Kettleman City. As production decreased in the 1940s, oil families
moved out of the town and in their place agricultural migrant workers moved in. Maria, a former
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Kettleman City resident whose daughter is one of the casualties of the current crisis in town,
describes how when she woke up the morning after she arrived in the town for the first time, she
felt disappointed in what America has to offer its citizens:

“T got here in 1990. I was born in Mexico City and I came here when I was 21
years old. I came here to Kettleman City, well supposedly it was very easy to
come here from Mexico, right, to the United States. A cousin and | came looking
for work, for a better life, right. Then, um, an uncle who lived here in Kettleman
City brought us here. My sadness was that | thought that the United States was
something different. I came here at nighttime and when it was day, | came out of
the house and I couldn’t help myself from wondering where I was, where had my
uncle brought me because this Kettleman City, it was the ugliest place | had ever
seen in my life. But even so, I still lived here for so many years, out of necessity.
Then, one sad day, my baby died here.”

Like Maria, Joseph, an unemployed native of Kettleman City, wonders why Kettleman City was
never developed. He has a desire to move out:

“In most cases, as towns and cities develop, they tend to develop from nothing
into something. The government, planners, county administrations, local
businesses, and educators create a place where people want to live and perhaps, if
they are lucky, people can plant their roots, settle and have a family, and
eventually die and be buried in, in their own town. But that’s not the case here in
Kettleman City. You want to leave, but you can’t. It’s not the kind of place you
want to raise your children in, especially after you have endured the loss of one
child already. We all know about this town now. It’s in the papers. The fact that
it’s in the papers says something. Right? It’s a town that doesn’t offer you life, but
instead, it slowly Kills you. I mean I crossed the border. I came out alive, unlike
others. But look at where I am. You gotta wonder, late in the evenings like
tonight, if it was worth it. This isn’t the America I thought I was coming to. It’s
all around here too. This unemployment. These kind of environmental issues. It’s
like this place, I’'m sure, though I don’t know for certain, was beautiful at one
time. It must’ve been. It was all land and grass before. Now it’s full of pesticides,
death, and disaster.”

In 1979, the town became the permanent location of the largest Class I toxic waste dump
in the western United States, owned and operated by the leading waste services corporation in
the world, Waste Management Inc. (WMI). Residents like MaryLou, who has lived in
Kettleman City for over 40 years, describes how they learned about the facility in their backyard:

! Class I is waste that is deemed hazardous as opposed to Class Il (designated waste which is hazardous material
and/or is nonhazardous waste that under particular environmental conditions can be released into the water source)
and Class Il (nonhazardous solid waste).



“For ten years, I didn’t know my neighbors. I wasn’t into socializing. I was really
living the ranch life inside of my house where you just keep to yourself, that is
until one day we came from Hanford and we found this flyer on the door. It was
1987 and that flyer was about an incinerator project and a meeting was going to
be held about it. That’s how we learned about the toxic facility in our community.
We never knew there was a toxic waste facility in our town. We had no idea until
we went to that meeting. Sure there had been a strong odor especially at night and
everyone complained of hives, but if you had grown up on a ranch, this kinda
came with the territory, you know. You, you blame that, the time of the year, you
blame uh the weather, you know. You blame the spraying over the foods and
cotton. You get very sick from respiratory things or you figure it’s uh pollen time
cuz the trees are pollinating, flowering or something. You always blame
something that was in nature. You don’t think about something unnatural, being
brought close to your home, to, to hurt you, you know.”

Although only two of the town’s residents currently work at the facility (there are 90
employees and most of them live in surrounding cities and town in Kings County), the dump is
the largest business in Kings County, contributing as much as $3 million annually in taxes and
fees and giving financial support to local, state, and national politicians. Within its first year of
operating in Kettleman City, WMI reported revenues of $49.7 million. By the end of 1980,
revenues had nearly doubled, reaching $84.9 million; by 1981, company profits rose to $119.1
million. Although Class 1 sites are prohibited from receiving radioactive waste, archival records
from the 1980s indicate that known nuclear waste was illegally deposited at WMI’s Class I site
in Kettleman City (Green 8/2/1985). The facility continues to remain profitable because by law,
it is the only place in the western United States where Class | toxic waste can be treated and
deposited. This classification enables the site to receive municipal solid waste from local
counties and towns and highly dangerous chemical waste products including, but not limited to,
pesticides, insecticides, chemical hazards, and refinery residues.

Since learning about the existence of the toxic dump two decades ago, residents have
organized themselves against the ever-increasing presence of the facility over their lives. In
1993, their efforts paid off when WMI withdrew its proposal to develop a toxic waste incinerator
at the Kettleman City site. More recently however, in December 2009, in spite of heavy
community opposition, the Kings County Board of Supervisors, of which Kettleman City is
represented by one official, unanimously approved the expansion of the landfill site and its waste
capacity through the year 2042.

In 2008, Greenaction for Health and Environmental Justice (Greenaction), a San
Francisco based non-profit organization that campaigns to support community-based struggles
concerning environmental justice, conducted a grassroots survey in Kettleman City. The survey
revealed that of the 20 babies born in the town between 2007 and 2008, 6 were born with birth
deformities such as cleft palate/lip, chromosomal problems, heart murmurs, and still births
(Greenaction). Three of these babies died before their second birthday and one was a stillborn.
Subsequent to the survey, seven additional babies reportedly have been born with deformities.
According to data from the California Department of Public Health (CDPH), the standard rate of
occurrence of cleft palate/lip is less than 1 in 800 (0.125%). In Kettleman City the cleft
palate/lip occurrence rate is 1 in 4 (25%).



This public health cluster was essential to a 2010 government investigation ordered by
former Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger and conducted by the CDPH and the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA). During the investigation the landfill operators’ bid to secure permits
for site expansion was deferred. The investigation included a study of Kettleman City’s air,
water, and soil, and sought to confirm the alleged correlation between these findings and the
alarmingly high rates of birth defects among babies born in Kettleman City. According to the
final report released by state officials in January 2011, investigators could not confirm that
mothers who gave birth to babies with birth defects had been exposed to particular pesticides or
were impacted by the toxic waste facility located 3.5 miles away from where they lived. What
was responsible for the abnormal rates of birth defects in Kettleman City remains a mystery.
Nonetheless, officials reiterated what had already been well documented for years—Kettleman
City’s primary water source was contaminated with arsenic and benzene at levels far exceeding
federal regulatory standards and required immediate attention.

In addition to the government investigation, Chemical Waste Management Inc. (CWM), a
subsidiary of WMI that operates the Kettleman City facility, spent $800,000 on a study that EPA
officials helped design and oversee. The company self-monitored samples of air, soil, and
vegetation that were collected over the course of a year to determine potential exposure of toxins
to soil, animals, and people living nearby. They concluded that chemicals such as PCBs
(polychlorinated biphenyls) stored in the ground at the facility were too low to harm nearby
residents’ health. The collaborative environmental and health investigation thus acquitted WMI
from blame and responsibility, and gave WMI formidable defense that cleared the way for it to
acquire landfill expansion permits.

It is important to note that during the entire investigation, the town’s surrounding small
farmers, corporate farmers, and/or other industries were not included in the investigation. Many
of the residents do not blame themselves for what has transpired in their community and instead
look to the physical environment as a source that has been illegally contaminated by other
humans. They hesitate to blame the corporate farms on which most of them make a living by
working on the fields, though they do acknowledge that they are exposed to pesticides both at
work and from planes flying low to spray pesticides over the fields. Although some of the
residents know about the history of the town going back to the 1920s and 1930s when oil and
natural gas was discovered in the region, they are slow to blame the multibillion dollar petroleum
corporations such as Shell and Chevron which continue to use the rusted and aged pipelines.
The Hollywood film Erin Brockovich (2000) featuring Julia Roberts is based on the real-life
story of one woman’s crusade against the massive utility corporation Pacific Gas & Electric
(PG&E) for toxic dumping in the California small town of Hinkley. This case was settled in
1996 and the company was forced to pay $333 million in damages for exposing residents to
contaminated groundwater with chromium 6 after it dumped the chemical, which was used to
fight corrosion, into unlined ponds. In a similar class-action lawsuit, over 1,200 Kettleman City
residents sought $500 million in damages for contamination at the PG&E Kettleman Compressor
Station located just a few miles north of the town. Many of the town’s residents were employees
at the station and they brought their family members with them to live in cottages and dorms
provided by PG&E at the site. This station, which is still in operation, sends natural gas after it
has been cooled down to cities like San Francisco and even El Paso, Texas. Yet what was
exposed in the lawsuit was that between 1959 and 1979 the company mixed a powder form of
chromium with water in its cooling system to prevent pipes and towers from rusting, except in
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the process the runoff from the cooling towers ended up in five unlined ponds which eventually
seeped into the ground contaminating nearby wells and almost an acre of soil. By the 1980s,
chromium was found in a well near the ponds and they soon found that another well that
provided water to a swimming pool used by residents at the station used for recreation was
contaminated with hexavalent chromium which is linked to cause lung cancer. Eventually the
soil was dug up and taken to a landfill (more than likely the Kettleman Hills facility). In 2006,
PG&E agreed to pay $335 million to settle claims in Kettleman City and other areas where the
water supply had been contaminated by chromium 6. Many of the residents | talked to knew
little about this case, but those who did say that the people who received money from the
settlement moved out of town soon after. Even so, residents today do not directly blame PG&E
for the birth defects in their town.

From a historical point of view, although there have been other cases of birth defects and
deaths in California communities documented by the state, health policies have not changed.
According to the California Birth Defects Monitoring Program between 1975 and 1995,
childhood cancers occurred more frequently than expected in the city of McFarland. State
investigators compared the findings from McFarland with that from Kern County and the
registry-wide data (based on data from the birth defects registry between 1987 and 1993) and
found nothing noteworthy about birth defects rates or occurrence patters in McFarland. Between
1992 and 1993, in the Kern County towns of Buttonwillow and Wasco, three babies were born
with neural tube defects. Although the community suspected a link to the nearby Laidlaw
hazardous waste site, investigators found no environmental exposures that explained the excess,
no evidence linking the cases to the facility or the trucking of toxic waste to the dump site.

The 2010 Kettleman City investigation failed to determine responsibility and to resolve
why and how this happened. Greenaction and many of the residents in town demand a thorough
investigation using the technique of biomonitoring. According to the Center for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC), “biomonitoring measurements are the most health-relevant assessments
of exposure because they measure the amount of the chemical that actually gets into people, not
the amount they may get into people” (Center for Disease Control and Prevention). Mary Lou
Mares explains that investigators “check the air and soil, but check our hair, our skin. Check our
bodies, look inside of us, but maybe they do not want to look inside of us because they will find
something.” Their constant protest for a better life and environment is the subject of the first part
of this dissertation as it examines the experiences of current residents in the small town and gives
voice to similar environmental justice struggles taking place throughout this country and the rest
of the world.

The WMI Kettleman Hills facility is not the only polluter in town, but it is certainly one
of the leading contributors. According to long-time Kettleman City resident Mary Lou Mares,
residents blame the facility for two reasons:

“We believe this company, which sits on top of the hill like an untouchable castle
conducts business in such a way as to avoid the rules. For them waste is money
and any compromises that must take place for the sake of profit is well worth it in
their business practice. And we know their history. Some of us have lived here
long enough, if not longer than them. They claim they are good neighbors who
provide this and that, but truth be told, they have a poor performance record at
this dump site. That, in and of itself, is enough of a reason to point the finger at
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them because it has already been documented by the government. The local and
state governments seem to work for this company because anything they want
they get, while we are consistently pushed aside and are pushed to feel inferior, to
feel less than other humans. Anyone who makes you feel like this must be wrong
in what they are doing. It’s like the bully in the school courtyard. It can only go
on for so long.”

As an anthropologist I explored residents’ perceptions and sentiments regarding the
facility. The more | learned about its history, the more it became clear to me that the opposition
to WMI required a critical assessment of the status quo—that is, corporate power and corporate
negligence in the face of recurring illegal behavior. A comprehensive review of the company’s
history revealed an overarching problem with the continued operation of American landfills in
spite of incessant violations.

Part two of this dissertation explores contemporary issues of environmental injustice in
Kettleman City, connecting it to far-reaching systemic abuses sanctioned in national toxic waste
legislation, government agency regulatory efforts, and in public controversies over the use of
landfills to discard unwanted waste. In this section | complicate the category of what constitutes
a “disaster” and I argue that landfills, by their very nature as storage units do not present a viable
solution for this waste dilemma. They leak, and they have not and will not solve the toxic waste
crisis. They are ticking time bombs that permeate into water sources, into peoples’ homes, and
into their bodies. | examine the use of these landfills and siting patterns that have mobilized
communities throughout America in opposition to polluters in their backyards. Inequitable
landfill siting in overwhelmingly poor communities of color gave way to the rise of an
environmental justice movement in the 1980s and 1990s, in which Kettleman City is often
credited for serving as an impetus and model for the environmental justice movement on the
West Coast.

Because there were few toxic waste landfills in the 1980s Kettleman City easily became
the single largest Class | dump in the western United States. Beginning in the 1980s,
government agencies permitted WMI and CWM to breach laws, making people and the
environment vulnerable to contamination, and the laxity increased when WMI began expanding
its empire just as federal toxic waste regulations were introduced. Government officials, lacking
the technical expertise to draft policy regulations and mistakenly assuming that the private
sector, despite its own self-interests, could effectively self-regulate itself, allowed the waste
industry to help draft the very policies and laws that they would be expected to operate by.

In the third part of this dissertation, | document the significant socio-historical, political,
and economic processes that replaced nineteenth-century American values, lifestyles, and
vocations with a national “culture of waste.” Since waste hauling is today accepted as a hard
necessity, the centralized power of the waste industry has prevailed as a dominant social
institution extending far beyond the waste itself. In this section | investigate how Waste
Management Inc., a multibillion dollar, transnational corporation, maintains a monopoly over the
American waste industry and how as the largest waste services corporation in the world it has
evolved into a powerful social institution, leveraging an inelastic demand for its services to sway
and control economic, cultural, and political spheres of American society. During the 1980s and
1990s, WMI was notorious for cutting corners and illegal day-to-day activities (Miller 1992).
Fines for EPA violations amounted to very little in light of incredible operating profits so WMI
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simply disregarded them as part of the consequence of servicing waste. In the early 1980s, the
Kettleman facility was cited by the EPA for over 130 violations of federal laws including failure
to monitor groundwater. In 1986, it was fined $7.6 million for various violations including
failure to keep proper inspection and operating records. In 1988, it was fined over $300,000 for
11 administrative and operational violations. By the 1980s and 1990s, California found itself in a
bind when many of its landfills were forced to shut down. Despite numerous violations at the
Kettleman Hills facility, political and industry pressures ensured the dump would stay open for
many years to come. In fact, between 2000 and 2003, the facility failed to perform monthly
monitoring of one its leachate detection systems for PCBs. In 2010, the EPA levied a $300,000
fine for failing to properly manage PCBs. Even after the birth defects investigation, in 2011, the
EPA issued a penalty of $1 million for violations at the facility’s lab which compromised the
company’s ability to accurately analyze the toxic waste.

Despite this egregious record, WMI was recognized in 2008 as the Climate Action
Leader by the California Climate Action Registry, a non-profit private organization established
by the state of California to serve as a voluntary greenhouse gas registry that encourages the
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions (WMI 5/21/08). In 2009, WMI was recognized as the
Clean Air Circle Honoree by the American Lung Association for “keeping San Diego’s air clean
and ongoing efforts to protect the environment and promote sustainability” (WMI 4/20/09). In
November 2010, WMI received the California Governor’s Environmental and Economic
Leadership Award, “California’s highest environmental honor” for “exceptional leadership in
conserving California’s precious resources, protecting and enhancing the environment, building
public-private partnerships and strengthening the state’s economy” (WMI 11/16/10). One month
later, the EPA’s toxic inventory report (TIR) which lists the largest locations of toxic materials in
the state, reported that the Kettleman City facility “held far and away the biggest concentration
of toxic materials” and “dominated the list with 14.7 million pounds of toxics, including
everything from medical waste to material from military facilities outside the lower 48 states”
(Nidever 12/18/10).

As a corporation, WMI has manufactured its public image as a responsible and
resourceful neighborhood company that exceeds industry and regulatory standards. In this
section of the dissertation | explain how WMI has successfully distorted and influenced the
public’s conception of what waste is and its impact on the environment. I examine this
manufactured waste culture that normalizes excessive production, consumption, and wasting by
people and industries to sustain the status quo and WMI’s stronghold on the industry.

Together the three parts of this dissertation tell a grim story of the consequences of an
industrial civilization’s total disregard of the environment. While this project puts three centuries
of the state, county, and town’s socio-political history into context, it also captures the life
experiences of ordinary Americans who are forced to endure the long-term consequences of
industrialization. The story of Kettleman City then is a cautionary tale of hubris. The underlying
emphasis of this research serves as a warning for all of humanity, documenting how the way our
world and our everyday lives may be shaped by poor government oversight and the domination
of industrial corporations.

This work also contributes to the anthropological study of California and Native
Americans throughout the late nineteenth and twentieth century by American anthropologists
such as Alfred Kroeber, Anna Hadwick Gayton, Robert Heizer, and John Peabody Harrington.
These anthropologists enthusiastically salvaged the history and culture of the Native peoples in
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the region. Their fieldwork produced ethnographies, kinship and linguistic charts, and recorded
acoustic songs and stories based on the peoples’ cosmology. This research project is unique
because anthropologists abandoned this field site by the mid-twentieth century, failing to follow
up the arrival of missionaries and settlers into the region, and the transformations that ensued as
a direct result of industrial development. After Native Americans were exterminated, enslaved
and forced onto reservations, anthropologists turned their interests abroad.

Little has been written by anthropologists about this region in the last twenty to thirty
years that documents the incremental changes this region has experienced since the nineteenth
century. More recently, graduate students and other social scientists have studied issues related
to environmental justice in the region. Hal Aronson’s sociology dissertation examined how race
was used to bring communities together in their struggle against California polluters (Aronson
1997). One chapter of his work examined the 1990’s environmental justice movement in
Kettleman City and emphasized the social and racial dimensions of how residents organized
themselves against the toxic waste facility. In 2008, sociologist Tracy Perkins wrote her
master’s thesis on women’s involvement in the Central Valley’s environmental justice
movement (Perkins). Yet these research projects fall short of providing a holistic context of
Kettleman City and the surrounding region. Instead this work is a contribution to the
development of research produced by Carolina Balazs’s work on drinking water inequality in the
Central Valley. As a student in the Energy Resources Group at U.C. Berkeley, Balazs’s doctoral
research (2012) examined how historical regulatory and financial factors exacerbate the burdens
faced by low income communities of color to access safe water in the valley. My research
extends beyond these works, contributing to the literature on environmental justice beyond a
reference to corporate polluters as a mere footnote in the research. Instead, this dissertation
project contributes to a lack of anthropological literature produced on the Central Valley of
California in the twenty-first century by emphasizing environmental justice in a broader context
of global changes and processes that have come to dominate peoples’ lives as a direct result of
corporate capitalism that thrives on a relentless consumer culture committed to the notion of
progress. Bronislaw Malinowski (1922) wrote that “an ethnographer who sets out to study only
religion, or only technology, or only social organization, cuts out an artificial field for inquiry,
and he will be seriously handicapped in his work” (p.11). Using the anthropological method of
ethnography and conducting extensive archival research, this project broadens the micro-level
historical and socio-economic changes of this region to an understanding of the macro-level
processes that control and manipulate the way we live our lives.

This project complements and further develops at least three areas of anthropological and
social science studies, including research on environmental injustice, disasters and hazards, and
the controlling processes undergirding the dominant paradigms.

Environmental Justice

Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring set off piercing alarm sirens when it appeared in 1962
inspiring generations of people to (re)evaluate their relationship to the environment. Carson
believed that human health would ultimately reflect the ills present in the natural environment.
Activists and ordinary public citizens began to question what was happening, and some even
went so far as to risk their lives in order to demonstrate their opposition to the powerful
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industries that had already begun transforming their way of life. Before Carson died, she
testified in Congress and made a compelling case about the effects of chemicals on humans,
animals, and the earth—that modern science had not been able to explain and/or industry refused
to disclose. Carson exposed the extent to which the chemical industry and the military industrial
complex manufactured and controlled chemicals that spearheaded the American post-World War
Il industrial boom and at the same time asserted American power in the world. The Manhattan
Project developed the first American atomic bomb, tested on American soil and Americans. The
unprecedented thirst for energy transformed our way of life. Black coal replaced wood, which
enabled industrialists to process steel, propel steamships, and energize machines. Petroleum and
natural gas were exploited, and later, uranium would be used to fuel nuclear reactors and provide
atomic energy. The production of synthetic chemicals was a result of the chemical industry
shifting from coal-tar derivates to compounds made from petroleum, and in turn produced
commodities such as synthetic fabrics, plastics, paints, and pesticides. In this way a cultural
revolution took place, transforming people, lifestyles, cultures, and industries.

The degree to which our world has become contaminated has become a mundane fact in
our lives. We don’t need to look far to observe the consequences of relying on nonrenewable
resources like coal, oil, natural gas, and uranium to supply our growing energy demands. From
nuclear meltdowns to landfill leaks and oil spills, each of these resources has left a permanent
and dirty mark in and on the natural landscape and in the lives of all animals. Reporter Hal Rubin
put the blame where it belonged:

As a society we leaped before we looked. There are something like 63,000
chemicals in commercial use today, many of which never had adequate research
to determine their effects on human beings and the environment prior to their
introduction in the marketplace. We realized late that we had a tremendous
problem on our hands as a society and as a species, because no country in the
world has dealt adequately with these problems (1980, p.241).

As numerous contaminated sites throughout the country were discovered, people became more
aware of the connection between human health, the environment, and our consumption and
dependence on goods. Ordinary people became environmental activists and began to organize
themselves into a movement demanding environmental justice. Much of the environmental
justice paradigm emphasizes a justice frame (Taylor 2000; Capek 1993; Cole and Foster 2001;
Pellow and Brulle 2005; Pellow 2000; Agyeman 2005; Gottlieb 1993) ideologically expanding
the concept of the environment to include public and human health concerns, in addition to
natural resources such as air, water, and land (Di Chiro 1998). Around the same time that the
environmental justice movement began to gain steam in America, activists and scholars were
calling attention to the rapidly deteriorating environmental predicament in California. William
Bronson’s How to Kill a Golden State: A Graphic Report on the Crisis of Ugly California with
Over 300 Photographs (1968), described the decaying circumstances in the state:

This California is a hell of a mess and getting worse. We live in Ugly California.
And despite the valiant struggling by those who know and care about what is
happening, the ugliness grows at a rate that outraces all our present efforts to
control it [and] in the old days we had such abundant land and the land was so
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rich that waste didn’t seem to matter. But millions of acres of our prime
agricultural land has fallen to the tract builders and much more is doomed. Litter,
endless billboards, honky-tonk commercialism, and banal slurb construction line
the highways. Poisons and sewage pollute our bays, lakes and river [and] the
ruination of California is the result of population impact on limited resources of
land, air and water in the absence of adequate public policy, planning and controls

(pp. 9-10).

Warning Americans about the severity of changes taking shape in California, ecologist and
environmental activist Raymond Dasmann wrote in 1966 that such a crisis would eventually grip
all of America:

It has been said that the problems that face California today, America must meet
tomorrow. The waves of the future break first on the rocky California coast;
change comes most rapidly. There is truth in this. It misses the point a little,
because no place is like any other place, and California is in many ways unique.
Yet no one can afford to be unaware of the changes and difficulties that confront
California. They are too likely to be the problems of all the civilized world (p.
15).

By the 1990s, what began as ordinary residents in Kettleman City complaining about
their health and the toxic odors that filled the air late into the evenings culminated into a full-
scale protest against the toxic waste dump. Working together, environmental activists and
political leaders from throughout the country transformed the town into the bedrock that
launched the environmental justice movement in the western United States. What makes this
dissertation project significant is the emphasis on the culture of power that influences and
structures corporate and government agendas, and acts as environmental racism that works to
expose some communities over others (B. Johnston 1994). In much of the academic literature
and analytic frameworks, race and class are explicitly linked to the siting of toxic waste facilities
(Bullard 1994; United Church of Christ 1987; Mohai and Bryant 1992). Nobody fancies hosting
a landfill in their own backyard, let alone one that receives toxic waste. Exposure to such waste
and toxins inescapably impacts the environment and the communities. Anthropologists, other
social scientists, and activists have documented such community struggles and protests (Allen
2003; Checker 2005; Sze 2007; Gibbs 1998). Geographer David Harvey (1996) argues that “one
of the best predictors of the location of toxic waste dumps in the United States is a geographical
concentration of people of low-income and color” (368). It is no surprise that in Kettleman City,
95% of the population is Latino, mostly Spanish-speaking, mostly migrant workers living at or
below the poverty line. Sociologist Robert Bullard (1993) sees this strategic pattern of landfill
siting in America is a prime example of environmental racism. Bullard (1990) argues that the
disproportionate burden borne by communities of color is due to institutional racism and the fact
that corporations and governments find them to be the “paths of least resistance” when siting
“lulus” (locally unwanted land uses). The 1987 Report Commissioned by the United Church of
Christ, the first national study to analyze the demographic composition of communities
surrounding such facilities, concluded that race was consistently the most prominent factor in
determining the location of commercial hazardous waste facilities (Lee 1993). Professors of
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natural resources, Mohai and Bryant, in an examination of sixteen cases of environmental racism
in the United States between the years 1971 and 1992, concluded that there was “clear and
unequivocal class and racial biases in the distribution of environmental hazards” (Mohai and
Byrant 1992, p. 927). In the 1980s, California’s hazardous waste problem required the state to
identify new lands for future legal dump sites. The California Waste Management Board (known
now as CalRecycle) hired the Los Angeles based consulting firm of Cerrell Associates, Inc.
Their advice was revealing:

Certain types of people are likely to participate in politics, either by virtue of their
issue awareness or their financial resources, or both. Members of middle or
higher-socioeconomic strata (a composite index of level of education,
occupational prestige, and income) are more likely to organize into effective
groups to express their political interests and views. All socioeconomic groupings
tend to resent the nearby siting of major facilities, but the middle and upper-
socioeconomic strata possess better resources to effectuate their opposition.
Middle and higher-socioeconomic strata neighborhoods should not fall at least
within the one-mile and five-mile radii of the proposed site. [And] older people,
people with a high school education or less, and those who adhere to a free market
orientation are least likely to oppose a facility (Powell 1984).

Where to dispose waste continues to be a challenge both in this country and throughout
the world. In a 1992 leaked internal memo, the former chief economist of the World Bank and
recent United States Treasury Secretary Lawrence Summers, encouraged the migration of dirty
industries to the vulnerably poor third world countries. Research has documented how toxic
waste has become part of a lucrative global export and trade industry (K. O’Neill 2000; Pellow
2007). Regrettably, this strategy, of either sending waste abroad and/or dumping it in
disenfranchised communities in America, has prevailed as the dominate mind-set in getting rid of
our waste.

This research project develops this multi-disciplinary environmental justice paradigm to
incorporate anthropological methods of inquiry into power relations at play in the distribution of
toxic waste within communities (Allen 2003; Checker 2005; Johnston 1994). Ethnography in
environmental justice discourse provides a complementary framework in understanding the
constructions of race, gender, land use, and pollution emphasizing individual and communal
experiences of people enduring disproportionate environmental burdens—in their own spaces, in
their own words. In this dissertation the voices of residents who currently live in Kettleman City
tell a gloomy story about what it feels like to be there worrying about their health amid the
everyday struggle to protest the presence of the toxic waste facility in their backyard. In this way,
this research develops the admonition described by Carson, Dasmann, and Bronson by
examining the environmental injustices and human health crisis that we humans find ourselves in
today in California and elsewhere. And this project also goes one step further and contributes to
the environmental justice literature by studying the inner workings of a multinational corporation
such as a Waste Management Inc. that maintains a record of illegal behavior and contaminating
the environment not only in Kettleman City but throughout the country.
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Disasters

The crisis that we find ourselves in today is rooted in an uncompromising addiction to
natural resources such as oil, natural gas, minerals, and coal. Our dependency has caused the
depletion of many reserves throughout the world and it has become the illegal basis to justify
endless wars and occupation of sovereign countries so as to control the source and flow of the
remaining resources and to further penetrate an Empire’s reach. It is also used to rationalize
human exploitation, torture, and foreign government coups. These harsh realities on the ground
endured by people of this world are a result of a lifestyle dominated by the idea of progress and
manipulated by corporations and public relations campaigns, and exacerbated by mass-
consumption and globalization which generate millions of tons of solid and toxic waste each
year.

In 1973, anthropologist James Anderson made the case that “a crisis of monumental
proportions is taking shape, the consequence of unparalleled rates of demographic, technological,
economic, organizational, ideological, and ecological change. Anthropology is one of the many
disciplines that can contribute to possible solutions of the crisis in which nothing less than man’s
survival is at stake” (p.181). This dissertation project is in part a response to Anderson’s alarm
forty years ago and to the increasing frequency of human-environment disasters and hazards not
just in the United States but elsewhere. Rather than understand these disasters as apertures to
better understand the human condition and the infrastructure we have created, Americans seem
to suffer from an inexhaustible case of amnesia, forgetting about the people, places, and events
of the past as they relate to the present day.

In 1956, the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research hosted an
international, multi-disciplinary symposium entitled “Man’s Role in Changing the Face of the
Earth.” Anthropologist William Thomas (1956) explained:

The story of man’s role in changing the face of the earth begins with the invention
of fire-making and the domestication of plants and animals; continues through his
trade, warfare, migrations, and the spread of transportation facilities, fields, and
settlements; and culminates in the development of modern mining and
manufacturing. Every human group has had to evaluate the potential of the area it
inhabits and to organize its life about its environment in terms of available
techniques and the values accepted as desirable. The identification, use, and care
of resources are in the end a problem of human values and behavior (p. Xxxvi).

Many people separate in their minds air, water, plants, and other animals in the world and treat
humans as a distinct entity altogether. This way of thinking, accepting disasters and hazards as
isolated events in time, free of human misbehavior, serves to liberate humans from
accountability despite years of killing, mining, drilling, and fracking, pumping, and/or dumping
waste into human-created sacrifice zones. The devastation of yesterday is still very much a part
of our lives. Nature does not make humans; rather humans make nature, and the human quest for
control over the environment has come, in many cases, with an enormous price.

Thomas explains: “nature has always contained man, but all the while is being changed
by man in the course of his own self-transformation. The dichotomy of man and nature is thus
seen as an intellectual device and as such should not be confused with reality; no longer can
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man’s physical-biological environment be treated, except in theory, as “natural”™ (p. xxxvii).
This research builds on existing literature in anthropology on disasters and hazards (Thomas
1956; Torry 1979; Oliver-Smith 1986, 1992, 1996; Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 1999; Hewitt
1983; Douglas and Wildavsky 1982). Anthropologists do not look upon disasters and hazards as
unpredictable “natural” events (Hewitt 1983) that occur as part of the “normal” functioning of
ecosystems (Torry 1979); rather they recognize the relationship and participation of humans with
their environment. In this way, the fundamental features of a society are laid bare before, during,
and after a disaster and expose the large-scale and complex interactions between humans and
their environment. Disasters and hazards disclose in their unfolding the linkages and the
interpenetrations of natural forces or agents, power structures and social arrangements, and
cultural values and belief systems (Oliver-Smith 2002). When a disaster is revealed, as in a
drought, exposure to hidden toxic waste or chemical leakage, or the sudden impact of an
earthquake or hurricane, it disrupts and impacts all aspects of daily life, social services,
institutional structures, and even foreign and economic policies (Oliver-Smith 1996, Scheper-
Hughes 2005) and as they unfold disasters reveal the American social order and its’ institutions
of power as apertures that demand scrutiny into the inner workings of an industrialized
civilization.

Anthropologist Susanna Hoffman (2010) observes that “almost every region of the globe
is undergoing urbanization, coastalization, Westernization, and the first effects of global
warming on top of the usual sort of cataclysms. The concomitant effects and costs on the human
communities, already enormous, are exploding” (4). My study intends to contribute to the study
of global processes involved in the production of human disasters. This research complicates the
categorization of what constitutes a disaster and by whom, and makes the case that catastrophes
are not isolated events, but rather are processes that are not always abrupt and widespread, but
are rather concentrated and permeate into water sources, into peoples’ homes and into their
bodies’ overtime. Natural disasters and wars do their damage dramatically and swiftly—
shaking, crushing, burning, ripping, smothering, or drowning. The devastation is plain, victims
and survivors are clearly distinguished, causes and effects easily connected. Human-made
disasters are seldom abrupt and obvious. They can build up over a long period of time and
produce uncertainties and fears as to what happened, why it happened or is happening, and who
is to blame. What makes toxic waste landfills so important to analyze within the paradigm of
disasters is that, unlike huge catastrophic disasters that occur within minutes such as Bhopal in
1984 (Das 2000) or Chernobyl in 1986 (Petryna 2002), this crisis is built up slowly, affecting
large numbers of people over a long period of time, as in the case of Love Canal in New York
and Native American exposure to radiation and nuclear and chemical weapons (Hiesinger 1999;
La Duke 1981; Johnston et al 2008). In other words, the devastation becomes normalized and
invisible (Scheper-Hughes 1992).

The incremental crisis regarding toxic waste landfills can have immediate as well as long
term effects on both people and the natural environment. How people respond to toxicity and
contamination can differ greatly based on how they prepare for, recover, or (re)construct their
lives, and how they adjust to the actual or potential calamity in regard to their social, cultural,
political, and economic systems. Anthropologists have studied the human response to disasters
and hazards, the impact on human health and how people make sense of what has happened.
Palinkas et al. (1993) examined the socio-psychological stress in a post-disaster. The traumatic
uprooting of entire communities due to a hazard or disaster has left people feeling victimized
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(Dudasik 1980), searching for explanation and meaning for their loss, oftentimes resulting in
radical changes in their beliefs, symbols, and rituals (Oliver-Smith 1992).

Searching for explanations is also part of a collective grieving process wherein people
who have lost their homes and loved ones try to make sense of themselves in relationship to their
surroundings (Wallace 1956). Auyero and Swistun (2009) write about uncertainty and
unpredictability in how people understand their environment, their livelihoods, and their struggle
survive when catastrophe occurs. But to the contrary, | did not find this in Kettleman City; in
fact, | found just the opposite. Residents in Kettleman City are extremely confident that
something is wrong in their town and because they have a long-term perspective of their crisis,
they are able to connect the dots between the past, present, and future. They protest today
because they are conscious of the fact that if state regulators grant WMI expansion permits, this
can only bring more toxicity into the region.

In his work on the Buffalo Creek flood of 1972, Sociologist Kai Erikson explains that a
catastrophe leaves scars not only on the landscape but on the minds and bodies of everyone who
experienced it, producing simultaneously individual and collective traumas (Erikson 1976).
These disasters are also acts of violence on the body and mind, and exist within the social fabric.
The anthropology of violence literature draws linkages between forms of violence by
contextualizing it in relationship to macro and micro level systems and structures. As a form of
structural violence, the violence in disasters is embedded within social institutions and cultural
conceptions that are reproduced locally and revealed daily yet remains generally invisible
because it is normalized and seen as part of the fabric the everyday lives of people (Scheper-
Hughes and Bourgois 2004, p. 4). The siting of hazardous waste facilities (Bullard 1993; 1990;
Goldman 1991) in peripheral regions has resulted in particular communities becoming “selective
victims” (Johnston 1994) in a “sacrifice zone” (Bryant 1993; Lerner 2010) signifying that
traumas of this sort are structurally produced and maintained.

**

In a rather short period of time, humans have transitioned from being hunters and
gatherers to agriculturalists and more recently, industrialists. We pride ourselves in the
technology that we create and advertise them as markers of progress. Yet despite this, the human
animal maintains an unsophisticated way of getting rid of what he/she calls “waste.” When
dumping on top of the ground did not help to get rid of the trash, humans buried, burned, or
threw it into the sea. “Modern” humans, despite their claims of scientific and technological
superiority, have not progressed beyond this point and remain by all accounts a primitive people.
In 1991, Laura Nader wrote:

Historians of the late 21% century call 20" century Western peoples the flat-earth
people because of the garbage problem. They thought of the world as flat and
thought they could just bulldoze the garbage over the edge. By the mid-21*
century there are no more empty spaces and toxic waste dumps are in everybody’s
backyard. People can see what had been unseen (p. 10).

The flat-earth people in the twenty-first century have not learned from the past and there has
been little reflection as to the behavior of humans on this planet. Without so much as knowing
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the consequences of what we put into the earth, we continue to dump the potent, noxious,
disease-causing waste of our chemical industrial world into landfills despite all the evidence
available that landfills are not secure storage units. What’s more, in a hyper consuming society,
most humans do not think twice about the way they consume, why they consume what they do,
and more specifically, what happens to the garbage that is picked up on their behalf and taken
out of sight, out of mind. Not-in-my-backyard environmental justice protests in towns, cities,
governments, and nations have been made for decades now, but the waste dumps are still here.
This study forces us to question how we think of waste and how we live as humans and to
ultimately shift the paradigm in the face of widespread evidence against the use of landfills and
its consequences to humans and the environment. This project examines the waste disposal
industry and the health and environmental damage related to using landfills and asks the
fundamental question: Should this be the price our society pays in order to achieve the world’s
loftiest economic and commercial goals?

Because wasting is not questioned, the disasters around landfills are rarely discussed in
politic company. One resident in Kettleman City explained:

“No one talks about how much we waste and because we don’t want to address
this fundamental problem that we humans are at fault for, we don’t really want to
hear about how a landfill leaked and killed babies. We don’t want to talk about
what is invisible. We talk about God and we stress the importance in believing in
the Book. But landfills are treated like the weather—it is what it is.”

Yet landfills have the hallmark of human design and human negligence—that is so grand in
magnitude, that has the potential of inflicting harm on humans, and threatens the water supply of
tens of millions of people—and is the real, human-made, national security, weapon-of-mass-
destruction. The truth is that landfills are used not because they are safe and effective but
because these are the cheapest way of getting rid of what is not wanted. Our lives are much more
convenient because our waste is picked up in front of our place of residence, every week, on
schedule, by a private waste-hauling company. We do not have to think twice about it. This is
the mind-set of most Americans and many American corporations, and the waste hauling
industry is happy to do all it can to influence and maintain this way of thinking. As the world’s
population increases, as people everywhere adopt Western lifestyles and patterns of economic
growth, this way of thinking influences the standard of living; the more we produce, the more
there is to become the waste of tomorrow. Waste becomes a commodity for the industry. It is
precisely this mind-set that maintains the amnesia that is truly an epidemic in America regarding
issues of waste and toxic landfills.

This dissertation is an exercise in shock and outrage. It is a description of human and
environmental calamities, not to make us feel despair but to remind us once again of the
lifestyles we subscribe to and the waste we generate as a result.  Although it is apparent
throughout the world, the relentless production of toxic waste intensifies the “ticking time bomb”
of toxic waste landfills that will surely bring to surface the destruction we have manufactured
and deposited into the earth. The EPA report (1980) Everybody’s Problem: Hazardous Waste,
described “ticking time bombs” as “abandoned or uncontrolled sites where wastes have been
dumped indiscriminately” (p. 11). I apply this description to include all toxic waste and extend it
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to include toxic waste landfills that are the legal sanctuary for trash and are supposedly regulated
by industry and government officials.

Controlling Processes

In just the first twelve years of the twenty-first century, there have been widespread
environmental disasters producing substantial amounts of devastation throughout the world.
These disasters threaten not just the natural ecological landscape but the existence of humanity.
Much to the surprise of governments, regulatory agencies, and corporate executives, the very
notion that a disaster is a natural phenomenon continues to be questioned by environmental
activists and ordinary public citizens. They argue that some of these disasters are far from being
natural and are a consequence of human design and human negligence brought on by super-
powerful corporations of the world.

Corporations are arguably the most powerful social institution of our day. “Corporate
Machiavellianism™? continues to predominate as the acceptable standard industrial formula of
twenty-first century corporate capitalism. Over time, these corporations have been able to grow
to unprecedented proportions. Michael Zara’s essay (2005) examines how American
industrialism, through the private capitalistic sector, sought to become legitimated through law
so as to favor its expansion of power over human-individuals and how incremental development
of a corporation came to be legally recognized as a person with the same legal rights of human
beings: corporations are “thus, a fictitious person, as opposed to a ‘natural’ human person;
existing only on paper and in concept, it cannot be injured, Killed, imprisoned, etc., nor has it a
mind, will, or soul” (p. 231). This powerful political and economic institution continues to be a
force to reckon with.

In the 2010 Citizens United ruling by the United States Supreme Court, campaign
contributions by corporations and unions have been deregulated—further legitimizing corporate-
personhood. The power of corporations in the twenty-first century is out of control. Their
unprecedented power has already reached the echelons of government and corporate government
and is a major disturbance in the foundation of what it means to be (and to live in) an
independent, free-thinking, democratic society. This corporate influence will persist free of
accountability and trial for as long as laws are in place that enable it to extend its reach deep into
the pockets of politicians and regulatory agencies. The study of corporations and their
relationship with governing agencies is all the more relevant today for anthropologists to analyze
and scrutinize. Many corporations that profess to be in the business of “protecting our
environment” must especially be scrutinized for the very fact that many of them maintain records
of recurrent violations because their corporate ethos is contradictory with the marketplace.

Consider the examples of Love Canal, Hurricane Katrina, the BP Oil Spill in the Gulf, the
Massey Coal Mine, PG&E in Hinkley, California—what do they all have in common? They are
simultaneously environmental and human catastrophes, but they are also explicitly connected to

Z |da Tarbell’s The History of the Standard Oil Company (1966) exposed and eventually caused the collapse of the
largest corporate monopoly in the United States. Years earlier, in an article in McClure’s Magazine (1906) entitled
“Commercial Machiavellianism” Tarbell had alerted the readers to the growing concentration of wealth in the hands
of a few and their increasing influence over American lives.
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transnational corporations, billions of dollars, and legal disputes. One after another, each set
precedent that was ignored by industry, government regulators, and health departments. In
almost all cases warning signs were disregarded by corporate executives and their management
teams for the sake of profit. In many instances these catastrophes produced double-whammies.
A civil engineer who specializes in solid waste engineering, Charlotte Brown (2011), found that
the waste quantity estimates from nine recent disasters, varying from 2 million metric tons for
Hurricane Charley (2004) in the U.S, to 76 million cubic meters (or 100 million cubic yards) for
Hurricane Katrina in 2005, and 23-60 million tons from the earthquake in Haiti, generate up to
15 years worth of additional waste in just a matter of hours and days. This waste, along with the
municipal and industrial waste that already exists, creates double-whammies that overwhelm
regulatory systems and cause additional health and environmental catastrophes. Noting the extent
of the current problem, sociologist Robert Bullard (1993) has cautioned that “the nation is faced
with a garbage and hazardous waste crisis. States are grappling with the question of what to do
with their mounting wastes” (p. 12).

Left unresolved by government and corporate experts, the issue of tolerance for repeated
corporate (mis)management and (un)accountability is something that “We the People” can
address. There is low tolerance for a six-year-old kindergartener to act up in the classroom
(handcuffed at school before being sent home), yet Americans are willing to put up with
government officials caught lying or regulatory agencies that fail to do their job and corporate
executives who bend the rules and create loopholes in regulations to mask their illegal behavior.

In the last few years, Americans have tolerated environmental and human devastation as
a direct result of corporate negligence and irresponsibility alongside poor government regulatory
enforcement—the British Petroleum (BP) Gulf of Mexico oil spill, the Exxon Mobile pipeline
rupture into the Yellowstone River in Montana, and the mining giant Massey Coal Company,
responsible for the April 2010 explosion that killed 29 underground coal mining workers in West
Virginia. The frequency of these disasters alone is cause for alarm, yet the Massey Coal
Company with a record of 60,000 violations, was still allowed to remain in business. An
independent state investigation into what is now considered the worst coal mining disaster ever
documented in U.S. history:

The story of Upper Big Branch is a cautionary tale of hubris. A company that was
a towering presence in the Appalachian coal fields operated its mines in a
profoundly reckless manner, and 29 coal miners paid with their lives for the
corporate risk taking. The April 5, 2010, explosion was not something that
happened out of the blue, an event that could not have been anticipated or
prevented. It was, to the contrary, a completely predictable result for a company
that ignored basic safety standards and put too much faith in its own mythology
(McAteer et al; Conclusion).

Why are some corporations able to get away with acts of violence that remain with us for years
to come? Sociologist Diane Vaughan challenged the theory that the 1986 explosion of the Space
Shuttle Challenger was merely a technological failure. She examined the political and
managerial culture of NASA to understand why the agency, though aware of technological
problems, risked the launch. In The Challenger Launch Decision (1996), she suggests that the
organization normalized deviance—a gradual process through which deviant behavior is
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repeated, without catastrophic results, and thus becomes the acceptable, social norm for the
organization; while any attempts to challenge the norm, from within the organization or outside
it, are considered nuisances or even threats to the organization.

Still, little has been done to prevent and to reduce contamination to the environment and
to people. In 1981, Ralph Nader pointed out the problem: “generally, fines have been the
harshest measure used to deal with corporate crimes. The fines generally have been trifling, the
financial equivalent of a mosquito stinging an elephant” (p. 346). Several years on, addressing
the issue of corporate crime and violence, Corporate Crime Reporter Russell Mokhiber (1988)
asked:

Sometimes, even with well-defined crimes, the extent of the victimization and the
costs thereof will be literally impossible to measure. A chemical company dumps
toxic wastes illegally into a river that provides drinking water for local residents.
How are the effects of this crime to be measured? How many cancers will these
toxics cause twenty years from now? Were the cancers caused from drinking the
water, or from smoking cigarettes, or breathing polluted air...It may prove
difficult to measure the direct costs of chemical crime, auto crime, oil crime, and
other corporate crimes to consumers, employees, neighbors, citizens, and society
as a whole, but the evidence points to a problem of a magnitude that dwarfs the
costs associated with much more highly publicized street crime. (pp. 15-16)

Millions of dollars will be needed to clean up toxic waste sites, but no dollar amount can come
close to the price humans and animals will pay for this neglect. But the frequency of these
corporate-induced disasters and the court settlements financed by corporations enable these
businesses to continue conducting business as usual. The sort of irresponsible, deviant behavior
that Vaughn, Nader, and Mokhiber describe is not limited to NASA and/or any one corporation.
In fact, we are witnessing how prevalent this kind of corporate deviance is in towns all across
America.

What began as a simple business of owning a truck to pick up waste has transformed in
as little as sixty years into a multibillion dollar industry. Today waste services companies don
not just haul waste away; they also control the only legal spaces to get rid of the waste (landfills).
Of the numerous waste companies in America, Waste Management Inc. (WMI) is the largest
waste services corporation in the world. As custodians of waste, WMI generates mounting
profits through the exploitation of an expanding, hyper-consuming population, dependent on
waste services. WMI and its hundreds of subsidiaries own and operate the only legal space
available to discard and store the US’s waste—over 270 landfills, 134 recycling plants, 367
collection operations, over 350 transfer stations, and 6 power production plants. Serving over 20
million residential, industrial, municipal, and commercial customers, WMI recorded revenues of
$12.52 billion in 2010 and employs 45,000 Americans. Yet to say WMI is a powerful, profit-
generating machine is only part of the story. Studying the hegemony (i.e. power) of this
multibillion dollar transnational corporation that provides what is deemed a basic necessity that
Americans have adopted, nurtured, and grown dependent on, enabling and empowering an
outside entity to deal with the waste produced daily, serves as a contemporary example of
corporate power over our lives and how over time, we as Americans, are complicit in this
domination.
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Central to this study is Laura Nader’s (1995) theory and methodology of controlling
processes, which traces the dynamics of power that guide and shape peoples’ behavior, actions,
and political and cultural ways of seeing, knowing, and experiencing the world. As a mixed
methodology for studying power, controlling processes enable us to examine how and why
power is constructed and used, how central dogmas are configured and how they work in
multiple sites, and how individuals and groups are influenced and subtly persuaded to participate
in their own domination and/or to resist it (p. 712). Controlling processes operate not as isolated
individual events and practices, but rather as a coherent and shifting structure of social
organization. Social controls are overt, abrupt, and coerce, striving to control groups of people
and/or their relationships. Cultural controls on the other hand are pervasive, and indirectly
influence peoples’ behaviors and thoughts. Nader explains: “Increasingly control moved from a
social to a cultural mode; social control or overt coercion is culturally less acceptable in a
democratic society, and in the late 20" century cultural control is more effective... controlling
processes work to change behavior without force and violence or the unmasking of power but
also in the recognition of how quickly they can do so” (pp. 719, 723). Controlling processes help
us to identify how, without violence, force, or the unmasking of their enormous power,
corporations such as WMI have been able to manufacture and shape the very meaning of waste
in this country.

WMI’s corporate ethos embodies a philosophy antithetical to democracy wherein deviant
behavior and denial have become the cultural norm that make “waste management” an
oxymoron altogether. Its history is marred with extensive violations cited by state and federal
regulators, out-of-court settlement deals, anti-trust and civil penalties. When the ENRON and
Arthur Anderson scandal made headlines in the 1990s, omitted from the headlines—despite
cooking their accounting books for years to appease shareholder interests—was WMI. In
Kettleman City the company seems to maintain a policy of cutting corners and conducting illegal
day-to-day activities, only to absorb the cost from fines in the face of extensive environmental
and health consequences. In the early 1980s, the facility was cited by the EPA for over 130
violations of federal laws including failure to monitor groundwater. In 1986, it was fined $7.6
million for various violations including failure to keep proper inspection and operating records;
and in 1988, it was fined over $300,000 for eleven administrative and operational violations.
Between 2000 and 2003, the facility failed to perform monthly monitoring of one its leachate
detection systems for PCB. In 2010, the EPA levied a $300,000 fine for failing to properly
manage PCBs and in 2011, it issued a penalty of $1 million for violations at the facility’s lab that
compromised the company’s ability to accurately analyze the toxic waste.

A corporation like WMI often evades deficient performance records because corporations
are treated as legal entities with personal, human-like, rights. Such unchecked power serves as a
cautionary tale of hegemony threatening freedom and sweeping a record of repeated criminal
misbehavior out of our public consciousness. The control “by means of culture is often implicit
and not dramatic and is related to the creation of social categories and expectations and to
ideological construction [it is] the result of incremental, not abrupt change, and when it is
achieved incrementally it is powerful indeed because it slides in rather unnoticed and comes to
be considered natural” (pp. 719, 722). People are frequently unaware of how they are controlled
because the control is silent, covert, and cautious. Nader explains the process:
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Cultural control when it is hegemonic is impersonal, embedded, and often
invisible, and even those who in fact exercise it may not understand its extent,
thinking of it as only marketing...those who study video games, sexual
preoccupations, standardized testing, television programming and advertising
have been aware of the presence of such forces, which channel our time, our
behavior, our values, and our notions of what it is to be old, beautiful, sexy, or
clever. These forces are often non-ideological or anti-ideological, although they
are defended in terms of ideological constructs such as free market competition,
free and open science, meritocracy or self-realization. (p. 720)

After years of internal and economic turmoil coupled with their appalling record as a company,
WMI set out on a crusade at the start of the twenty-first century to restore its name and to win
over the hearts and minds of the American public. Making waste and the behavior of wasting
convenient, WMI has successfully advanced a culture of waste that makes producing waste
routine while convincing people that garbage is an inevitable consequence of our existence in the
modern world. This conception of waste, coupled with a $20 million public relations green-
washing campaign, is part of the facade; WMI is a responsible and resourceful, environmentally
sustainable, green, neighborhood company that protects the environment and human health by
exceeding industry and regulatory standards. It is a green company—painting everything
green—garbage trucks, trash bins, logo, and trademarking the slogan “Think Green: Think Waste
Management.” Such corporate strategies if taken at face value are viewed as simply good
marketing tactics, but as a “controlling process” its’ power lies in its methods of concealment: it
warps, distorts, and neutralizes information about who they are and what they do. WMI’s
successful distortion and control of how people understand waste and its impact on the
environment is just one aspect of my dissertation research. With our waste out of sight and out
of mind, WMI’s manufactured culture of waste sustains the status quo—its power, its profits,
and the normalcy of our excessive waste within an ideology of progress.

Methods

I came into the doctoral program interested in pursuing research on the Middle East and
specifically the country of my birth, Afghanistan. After my father’s passing in Kabul, I decided
to find something to study in my own backyard. As an immigrant to this country, studying the
United States presented a unique opportunity. As an outsider | was able to challenge
assumptions, ask questions, and engage in conversations with people who would not have talked
to anyone else because like me, they had come to this country from elsewhere. As an insider,
despite having been raised in California, | knew little about the history of the state, Kettleman
City, and the environmental justice movements. And it surely never dawned on me to study a
powerful corporation. One cold December day in 2009, | opened up the San Francisco
Chronicle newspaper and read about what was happening in Kettleman City and decided
immediately that | would pursue this for my dissertation. Taking on this project forced me to
learn about subjects I had little to no knowledge of, and it quickly became an exercise in building
my researching capabilities.
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When | began my fieldwork in December 2009, | bought a Lonely Planet travel book on
California to see how California was depicted to tourists. The first page caught my attention:

California could not Eossibly have been more aptly named the ‘Golden State.” Of
course, it was the 19" century gold rush that gave it this moniker, but even today
there’s ‘gold’ in so many aspects of California. The sunlight, the beaches, the
gods and goddesses of cinema: these are the images that play their siren song to
the world from screens large and small. But ‘golden opportunity’ is truly the
spine, fuel, and spirit of what makes California the singular power that it is.
Imagine something on a Monday and by Tuesday it may well be a reality here
where the American ‘can-do’ spirit shines brightest and the boundaries of the
possible are without limits...Life in California is like living in the future. It’s an
intellectual playground; a petri-dish where ideas, cultures and trends take hold,
thrive, multiply, morph and spread at dazzling speed. Dreamers run the show but
the ‘brick and mortar’ aspects of the state are no less dazzling....Perhaps in
California, as with nowhere else does the rule, ‘Change is the only constant’

apply. Perhaps the best advice to travelers in general is ‘surrender’.” (Peevers et
al., pp. 13-14)

In the process of researching for this dissertation, I drove throughout the Central Valley to get a
pulse of the people and the landscape. 1 found myself far removed from California’s beautiful
beaches, breathtaking coastline, and diverse urban sprawl and what | observed was far different
from the one illustrated in the 736 pages of the guidebook.

I began my review of the anthropology of disasters and the environmental justice
movement in January 2010. My research was historical in nature in that it centered on
understanding the complex history of the state, region, county, and Kettleman City more
specifically. I collected documents, conducted archival work, structured interviews, informal
conversations, and participation observation. When | entered the field site, the state investigation
on the birth defects in town was under way. | took my first trip to Kettleman City in February
2010 and attended a local community meeting regarding the residents health concerns. Sitting at
the meeting, | realized that in order to understand the situation at hand, | had to get a better sense
of everyone in town including the toxic waste facility.

For the next two months, starting in December 2009 until May 2011, | attended public
meetings in Kettleman City and in the neighboring city of Hanford, the county seat, as well as
elsewhere in the San Joaquin Valley. Though | had obtained institutional review board (IRB)
approval from the university, many people in the valley were hesitant to talk to me. Some were
skeptical of how their words would be used, others knew people who worked for the landfill
operators, and because the company has a stronghold over the county, some people were not
willing to speak out against them. Some residents simply refused to talk to me, saying that they
“did not have papers,” or that they were undocumented immigrants. With the state investigations
under way, lawyers from throughout the country began flocking to Kettleman City hoping to get
clients signed up for potentially major legal settlements. Also since the only visitors in town
seemed to be journalists, government officials, and lawyers, many people assumed that | was
working with a legal team on the birth defects issue. | had to constantly clarify the nature of my
research project. Fortunately | was able to establish relations with the community through the
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support of Greenaction, the San Francisco-based environmental justice organization. Bradley
Angel, the executive director, provided a major break-through in my research by putting me in
touch with many of the activists inside Kettleman City and letting me search through a box of
newspaper articles and government agency reports which his organization had collected over the
years regarding the town. Angel had been working on issues relating to Kettleman City since the
early 1990s and many people in the community trust him and so they trusted me.

During the course of my fieldwork | developed a form of cancer and skin disorder.
Whether this was connected to my field site, I do not know, but at least it made it easier to live
inside the community and observe their everyday lives. Conducting participant observation
become challenging and my fieldwork turned out to be altogether different from what | had set
out to do. Instead of embedding myself within the community, | stayed in the nearby hotels,
often coming back home with skin rashes on my back and neck. Except for the first few visits to
Kettleman City, | never used the water in the hotel nor did I drink the local tap water. Before
leaving home, | would stock up on gallons of water to use not only for drinking purposes but for
bathing. At times the air was so bad that my nose and eyes burned from allergy-like symptoms.
Occasionally I had to deal with nose bleeds. These physical conditions also took a toll on my
psyche, compelling me reconsider my research altogether. As an anthropologist you go into the
field knowing you will be tested physically, mentally, and emotionally. Yet ethically what do
you do when your health is compromised while you are in the field? What do you do when the
people around you tell you that you should not underestimate the connection between your health
and the environment you are studying?

| did not stop going into the field site. The consequences of my fieldwork hindered the
complete immersion into the community, but they did enable me to get closer to some people 1
interviewed, people who might otherwise not have wanted to talk to me. 1 openly shared my
academic and personal life, answering any questions they asked. It’s like I came to the field
seeking answers for my own condition and in some way similar to the way the mothers and
residents of Kettleman City wanted answers—there was a connection there. Engaging with
people throughout the county gave me an outlet to speak about my own health and to connect
with people in a very intimate way, recognizing that regardless of race/ethnicity and/or socio-
economic status, something like health and the health of children can serve as a common
denominator to bring people together. Oftentimes the discussions that began with health
concerns provided the means to further discuss issues that some people hesitated to talk about in
the presence of a stranger. | should note that it was clear both to me and to the residents and
other people in Kings County whom | interviewed, that my credentials as a doctoral student at
University of California, Berkeley, brought with it both envy and distrust—all too often the
people in Kettleman City welcome strangers like me so as to set things straight about what is
happening in their town, but all too often these people leave without really helping. This
dissertation is my way of bringing to paper their struggle and history.

| also spoke to Kettleman City residents, Kings County residents (in the cities of Hanford,
Lemoore, and Avenal), current and former county officials, state health officials, law
enforcement, local businesses and libraries throughout Kings County. | found that people were
initially skeptical about disclosing what they knew and how they felt. Many times | found myself
leaving someone’s house only to be called up again to schedule another time to meet.
Sometimes my own personal background became a topic of discussion and enabled me to strike
up a conversation over a meal. Many people in the valley had never met someone born in
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Afghanistan. One resident who found it interesting that an Afghan woman was “turning the page
on California’s toxic web,” he called me the “California Wikileaks, exposing the dark side of the
state.”

In her article “Up the Anthropologist” (1969) Laura Nader suggested a radical shift from
the top-down ethnographic focus:

If we look at the literature based on fieldwork in the United States, we find a
relatively abundant literature on the poor, the ethnic groups, the disadvantaged,;
there is comparatively little field research on the middle class and very little
firsthand work on the upper classes. Anthropologists might indeed ask themselves
whether the entirety of field work does not depend upon a certain power
relationship in favor of the anthropologist, and whether indeed such dominant-
subordinate relationships may not be affecting the kinds of theories we are
weaving. What if, in reinventing anthropology, anthropologists were to study the
colonizers rather than the colonized, the culture of power rather than the culture of
the powerless, the culture of affluence rather than the culture of poverty?
Studying “up” as well as “down” would lead us to ask many “common sense”
questions in reverse.” (p. 289)

| found that studying a corporation presented challenges. While environmental groups and
activists did not hesitate to direct their focus on potential culprits, researchers in the academia
hesitated to take the same initiative and instead tip-toed around the issue. This silence is most
prevalent in the environmental justice literature regardless of discipline. A principal reason for
this is the agenda of funding sources on university campuses and/or conflicts of interests. |
found that WMI is a financial sponsor for a sustainability program at the Haas School of
Business and most all of the University of California campuses send their hazardous waste to the
landfill in Kettleman City. Studying this corporation may create problems for the university and
legal and personal complications too. A colleague explained how after she completed her
research and it was published into a book, she was sued by the corporation she wrote about.

Access to people and data regarding a powerful corporation proved to be difficult. For
example, although I was able to interview a few current and former WMI employees, | was not
able to access the site so that | could observe the daily operations. Some of the employees
informed me that they were told “by the higher ups” never to speak about the site to anyone
outside of work. | left phone messages and sent emails to the facility operators—all to no avail.
On one occasion a former Kings County official called on my behalf to arrange an interview with
the manager, but he returned the call. Landfill operators are supposed to give tours of the facility
to the public, but my calls were never returned.

Conducting research with people and institutions where there is an enormous amount of
censorship requires one to come up with alternative ways to get access to information. Hugh
Gusterson in his article “Studying Up Revisited” (1997) explained that “it may be that
anthropologists who want to study up will have to abandon, or at least subordinate, the research
technique that has defined anthropology as a discipline and served as our own parochial rite of
passage into maturity since Malinowski” (p.116). Instead he called for a “polymorphous
engagement” that encourages a researcher to “interact with informants across a number of
dispersed sites, not just in local communities, and sometimes in virtual form; and it means
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collecting data eclectically from a disparate array of sources in many different ways” (p. 116).
In his recent article in Anthropology Today (2012), Roberto Gonzalez describes the
methodological challenges he faced when he began studying the Pentagon program known as the
Human Terrain System. This program actively recruits social scientists to be embedded with the
military in war-zone areas to gain access into local knowledge and cultures. Gonzalez turned his
attention to collecting printed documents as, “it was the most important in the early stages of
research, for the simple reason that | had a very difficult time getting anyone within the
Department of Defense to talk with me” (p. 23).

In a similar fashion, | found myself pouring over secondary sources and the more time |
spent doing this, the more essential it was for understanding the larger processes of what was
unfolding in the state, county, town, and in large extent—the world in regard to WMI. Between
February 2010 until June 2011 (although this part of the project has not stopped because much of
what is happening in the Valley is constantly changing so staying on top of these issues requires
reading the papers daily), 1 completed my archival research. I used the San Francisco based
environmental organization Greenaction’s archival collection of print and film material which
included newspaper clippings on the city and valley going back to the late 1980s.
Simultaneously, I completed my own newspaper search, looking through news publications such
as the Hanford Sentinel, Fresno Bee, Sacramento Bee, Los Angeles Times, San Francisco
Chronicle, New York Times, and Mother Jones magazine—searching key words such as
Kettleman City, Kings County, toxic waste, landfills, dumps, Superfund, Chemical Waste
Management Inc, Waste Management Inc, California toxic waste, and San Joaquin Valley. 1 also
looked at other publications such as online blogs, official websites, and the social networking site
of Facebook. | spent two weeks at the National Archives at San Francisco examining federal
legal records involving Chemical Waste Management in Kettleman City. | spent three weeks
reviewing records at the California Historical Society, locating historical records on Kings
County. | established contact with Dr. Richard Walker, a geographer at U.C. Berkeley who has
written extensively on California. He introduced me to books and articles regarding the history
of the valley and pertinent environmental issues that have long plagued the state. | also began to
trace WMI’s corporate history, its track record of violations, and its “Think Green” public
relations campaign, exploring their company website and reading their press releases and also
looking at magazine and newspaper archives on the company’s history beginning in the 1950s.

**

Each chapter of this dissertation exposes a history that has long been forgotten, ignored,
and erased. Together they disclose the extent of the brutal human conquest over land, hearts, and
minds. The general narrative about Kettleman City begins with the discovery of oil in the 1920s,
the settlement of the area by the 1940s, to the more recent State investigation as to what is
causing babies to die in the small town Yet what journalists and activists who have been
reporting on the recent developments have failed to do is to unearth and connect the history of
the area more broadly and more specifically, so as to articulate a holistic narrative about the
town, county, and region and to set into context the incremental changes over time that people
and the natural environment have been forced to endure.

Chapter 2 provides a snapshot of the ethno-historical events that involved the government
and big business interests who together transformed the Central Valley of California into the
agricultural powerhouse it is today. The transformation of the state of California beginning in the
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middle of the nineteenth century, when it joined the Union, reveals a darker side in its history
and development. In this chapter | examine how the desire for land, wealth, and power, coupled
with the belief in technology and progress, completely and systematically altered a way of life—
displacing and/or Killing off Native Americans, destroying an organic lake, and producing one of
the worst environmental disasters in California’s history. Why? How?

Chapter 3 expands the history of the state by examining Kings County, in which
Kettleman City is an unincorporated town. | look into the development of Kings County going
back to the earliest descriptions of the area in the nineteenth century. | explore the significance
of how the Kettleman Hills oil boom just before the start of the Great Depression transformed the
area. The oil discovery in 1928 led to the establishment of the town of Kettleman City and
ultimately gave rise to the prominence of Kings County throughout the state and nation. The
boom offered the government a unique opportunity to exercise conservation of the natural
resource between oil drillers (though favoring the Standard Oil Company), but ultimately they
failed to completely alter human dependence on fossil fuels.

Chapters 4 and 5 bring together the voices of residents in the town. Their disheartening
story is about what it feels like to live in Kettleman City today, but the story of this town is really
a larger national story told by ordinary Americans—a 21% century story of David and Goliath, of
a small-town community’s struggle against everything believed to be “modern—progressive—
advanced” including science, technology, waste culture, and corporate power. Though the town
is isolated and situated in the shadow of the thriving agricultural valley, its overwhelmingly
Latino population has been fighting for their lives and their environment since at least the 1990s
and their struggles are credited with initiating the environmental justice movement in the western
United States. Chapter 5 ends with a look into the more recent crisis regarding birth defects that
galvanized government officials to investigate the situation.

Chapter 6 begins with an examination of national toxic waste regulations and the
controversy around the usage of landfills as a means to get rid of toxic poisons in this country. In
chapter 7, | examine the siting of these toxic waste landfills, to reveal a disturbing truth—poor,
disenfranchised, communities of color are targeted to host these unwanted facilities. The
disproportionate pattern of siting and the consequences of living next to these sites led
communities to stand up against what they believed was an injustice, and, subsequently to the
creation of the environmental justice movement in the 1980s and 1990s. This chapter 7 also
examines how the crisis around toxic waste landfills in California beginning in the 1980s
culminated in the Kettleman Hills facility becoming the largest dump in the state and in the
western United States. The facility owned and operated by WMI became a textbook example of
mismanagement, negligence, and multi-million dollar violations and fines imposed by
government regulators. And still, the facility continued to operate.

Chapter 8 traces significant socio-historical, political, and economic processes that over
time sought to make a culture of wastefulness the predominant culture in America. With the
increase in the demand for replaceable goods, the culture of waste was cultivated by corporate
capitalists who sought to exploit and influence the social and cultural elements that had defined
nineteenth-century American values, lifestyles, and vocations. The origin of the waste industry
has deep roots in this social and cultural transformation in America. | discuss exactly how this
came about as a prologue to the emergence of WMI as the single largest and most powerful
waste services corporation in the world.
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Chapter 9 documents the rise of a waste industry in the United States that by the late
1990s has been transformed into a monopoly, with WMI emerging as the leader. As custodians
of waste, WMI generates mounting profits through the exploitation of an expanding, hyper
consuming population, dependent on waste services. Chapter 10 is a study of the corporation’s
$20 million public relations green-washing campaign that facilitates the facade that WMI is a
responsible and resourceful, environmentally sustainable, green, neighborhood company that
protects the environment and human health by exceeding industry and regulatory standards.
Also this chapter documents just how WMI warps, distorts, and neutralizes information about
waste, waste technology, who they are, and what they do. With our waste out of sight and out of
mind, this chapter highlights how WMI’s manufactured culture of waste operates to sustain the
status quo—WMI’s power and profits, and the normalcy of our excessive waste.

Note: So as to protect the privacy of informants, those who have asked to remain anonymous
have had their names changed followed by an asterisk.
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PART I: Incremental Changes
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Chapter 2: Snapshot: The Demise of a Golden State

Ecologist and environmental activist Raymond Dasmann’s observations of California in
the 1960s are more relevant today than ever before. Dasmann was baffled by the rapid changes
taking place all around him in what was hailed as the golden state of America:

The threat to California...comes essentially from all who do not know what
California was, cannot see what it is, cannot dream of what it could be. The
enemies are those who have looked so long into the blast furnaces of civilization
that they can no longer appreciate a sunset—those to whom growth is progress
and progress is good, regardless of its direction—those to whom money is the
single standard against which all else must be measured, California has been
hacked and battered by the forces of ignorance and greed, and is today being
forced in a direction that few would want to travel if they could see what lay
ahead. So it is that in California one sees now only the consequences of
unplanned, careless, or deliberately destructive past activity; one also gets the
feeling that the worst is yet to come. (1966, pp. 27-28)

This chapter sets into motion a history of those “forces of ignorance and greed” and the
shortsightedness of government projects with the rise of powerful industries in the state. The
lives of the native Yokut tribes was systematically destroyed as was the natural landscape
including the Tulare Lake Basin, once the largest bodies of fresh natural water in the western
United States. It was drained by the beginning of the twentieth century and eventually replaced
by mega corporate farms. These farms supply more than 12% of agricultural output and one-
third of the table food consumed by Americans and their value has increased from $50 million in
1870 to $87 million in 1925 to well over $24.6 billion in 2000, nearly doubling the output of the
state of Texas (Walker 2004, p.1). The San Joaquin Valley boasts five of the nation’s top
counties in farm-production value and they account for almost three-quarters of the state’s $36
billion in annual agricultural revenues derived from the sale of 400 commodities.

The agricultural businesses and the powerful landowners largely control local politics and
decisions at both the state and the federal government levels. | illustrate this by scrutinizing the
Central Valley Project and the Westlands Water District (the nation’s largest water district which
was formed in 1952 encompassing more than 600,000 acres of farmland in western Fresno and
Kings Counties) and issues of water and the millions of dollars worth of subsidies that these
farmers receive annually from the government. The power of these farms is a significant factor to
better understand the current plight of residents in Kettleman City, who do not directly blame the
hand that feeds them for their livelihoods. These corporate farmers evade the contested political
and scientific scrutiny regarding the recent health problems in the small town, and they benefit
from the important role of the Waste Management Kettleman Hills Facility in the state and
agribusiness. The relationship between the two is mutually interdependent. In 2009, when the
expansion of the facility was debated in the county, the local Hanford Sentinel published a guest
commentary piece by Roger Isom from the Western Agricultural Processors Association. He
made the case for why expansion of the site was important:
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As the president/CEO of the Western Agricultural Processors Association, our
membership has a vested interest in the future of WM's Kettleman Hills facility.
As we all know too well, California growers are subject to tremendous
environmental oversight and regulation -- more than any other state in the union.
It's the same when it comes to waste -- California law is much stricter than federal
law. Here in the Golden State, the majority of waste accepted at the Kettleman
Hills Facility is not considered "hazardous™ under federal regulations, and in most
states, would just be disposed of in a standard local landfill. The effect of the
California Hazardous Waste Regulations is that ag in this state must send
hazardous materials to a facility built specifically to accept it, like Kettleman
Hills. For the agricultural operations that form the backbone of our San Joaquin
Valley economy to operate, they have to have a place to send the non-recyclable
containers and waste we generate. We can't afford to export these materials out of
the Valley -- it will simply add more costs to the bottom line for growers who can
ill afford it. Agribusiness is already struggling amid a weak economy and water
shortages and any increase to our costs could result in job losses or even business
failures. With unemployment in the Central Valley hovering around 15 percent,
this is a result we can hardly afford. The bottom line: agribusiness must have
WM's Kettleman Hills Facility available to us. We can't afford to increase costs
for the Central Valley's agribusinesses. WM's local waste disposal infrastructure
is already here and is affordable. Let's keep it that way. (Isom 2009)

The concentration of power and wealth of these mega farms in relationship to politics and
the environment reveals a significant story of how in the Central Valley of California,
destruction to the natural landscape has brought with it government support and economic
bailouts (directly or indirectly), while burdening citizens with failed policies and taxes used to
maintain the status quo. This chapter describes a long-gone history. What persists in the twenty-
first century is an entrenched system, structure, and relationship (subtle and/or obvious) between
corporations and the government.

Another example of this routine big-business practice is illustrated with federal and
state water projects and subsidies that by the mid-twentieth century completely altered the
California landscape, while an inefficient drainage system of wastewater resulted in the toxic
contamination of the Kesterson National Wildlife Refuge. The Kettleman City today is sadly
reminiscent of the 1980s crisis at the Kesterson National Wildlife Refuge. Both of these crises
are located in the Central Valley, in an area polluted by industrial toxic waste, followed by death
and devastation and still at risk as multimillion dollar industries continue to trump the law of the
land and violate environmental, human, and animal rights. Kesterson is one of the state’s worst
environmental disasters (unknown, forgotten, and/or ignored), but an important historical,
environmental event that must be considered in the context of Kettleman City today. It
illustrates the degree to which people and the ecosystem are put at risk by industries that
continue to produce disasters of epic proportion. Moreover, in Kettleman City, WMI’s long
record of violations is yet another example of deviant behavior and a business-as-usual culture
that puts profit over the health and well-being of people and the environment. By chronicling
Kesterson’s history, this chapter exposes the truth of the daily life, realities and struggles of
people and the environment—the kinds of threats that Dasmann took note of in the 1960s.
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The Untold Story about a People and Their Lake

“The tragedy of [my] people is one of the greatest untold stories in California
history. Just like the Jews and their holocaust, Armenians and their holocaust,
right here in California from 1853 to 1903 my people were hunted, killed, and
forcefully displaced. Why don’t they teach that in school?” (Raymond “Koodie”
Jeff; Tachi Yokut Historian)

“Legend has it that although the lake was shallow, boats were used all the time.
Just imagine this—a boat sailing from present day Bakersfield all the way to San
Francisco! How incredible! Imagine this—Kettleman City would have been a lake
front community! | sometimes drive back to these areas and just sit in a complete
daze as to how this all changed, overnight.” (Kerry Arroues, USDA Natural
Resources Conservation Service, Supervisory Soil Scientist)

Long before California’s Central Valley was converted into one of the world’s largest
agricultural centers with the development of some of the biggest cotton fields, subsidized and
protected by the federal government with an elaborate multimillion dollar flood control system,
and before the area hosted the largest toxic waste dump in the western United States, the area
was known for two things: it was home to the largest concentration of Native Indians in North
America and the Tulare Lake. In the early part of the nineteenth century the lake was regarded
as the largest natural fresh body of water west of the Great Lakes, but by the beginning of the
twentieth century when the Tulare Lake disappeared, so did the Yokut tribes.

Before the arrival of the first Spanish expeditions in 1769, approximately 100,000 to
300,000 Native Indians lived in the area that would later be known as the state of California
(Cook 1955; Castillo 1978). For centuries, the native populations lived throughout the state
undisturbed by European power or influence in these areas. Despite the diversity into over
hundreds of separate and distinct bands or tribes, they coexisted (Kroeber 1925). For centuries,
the Yokut Indians lived along the shores of the Tulare Lake. They lived throughout the entire
San Joaquin Valley in the central part of the state, from the opening of the San Joaquin River to
the base of the Tehachapi Mountains and on the foothills of the Sierra Nevada range. Were sixty
separate tribes, each with a name, a language, and a territory, yet they communicated and
understood each other regardless of tribal affiliation because they could speak the language of
the other Yokut tribes (ibid.). The population of the Yokuts in 1770 was estimated at 18,000, but
by 1910, Alfred Kroeber projected the population at 600 (ibid.).

Anna Hadwick Gayton, the first woman to receive a doctorate degree in anthropology at
U.C. Berkeley, produced an ethnography on the Yokut (1928) documenting the intricacies of
their daily lives, how they built their homes and interacted with one another. She was influenced
by Kroeber’s research on California Indians but she came to the field with a particular interest to
observe and document the changes that were occurring in the Yokut lifestyle and habitat. She
observed their uniqueness and argued against generalizations of the Yokut that labeled them as
“seed-gatherers” or “seed-eaters”, as though their diet were preponderantly vegetarian™ (1948, p.
6). She understood the Indian tribes in direct relationship to the natural environment which was
the basis of their livelihood. They were surrounded by the Tulare Lake and the vegetation that
brought with it fish, water fowl, ducks, birds, squirrels, rabbits, tule elk, antelope, and even
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bears. Though the Yokut tribes had one of the highest density populations of any Native
American group anywhere else in the country, their food was reliable and plentiful: they did not
need to go to war with one another. There was enough food and space to allow the tribes to
coexist. Gayton explained that the Yokut were a self-sufficient people who depended on the soil,
water, and the 15-20 feet tall tule or bulrushes (from which the lake drew its name) that enclosed
much of the lake. The thick tule around the lake was an ideal habitat for ducks, geese, plover,
snipe, and curlew. The Yokut used the tule to build their homes, in canoes for transportation,
baskets for cooking and carrying, and even as barter with other tribes. Gayton also studied the
ceremonies and dances that adorned and characterized the Yokut culture, including the
Rattlesnake ceremony, the annual mourning ceremony, and the Ghost Dance (see James Mooney
1896).

In a similar way, anthropologist John Peabody Harrington was inspired by the work of
Kroeber. Harrington met Kroeber while taking classes at Berkeley and began to immerse himself
in studying the languages and culture of the Native Indians in California. He documented the
Yokut history for the Smithsonian Institution, “interview[ing] many Tachi individuals between
1914 and 1920 and was responsible for preserving much Tachi history and culture that would
otherwise have been lost” (Roberts 2008), such as Tachi Yokut music recordings from 1921
(Harrington). Stephen Powers, journalist, historian and ethnographer, also is credited for
documenting the language of the Yokut peoples (Powers 1873).

The lake and the rest of the natural environment nurtured the Yokut way of life.
Geographer William Preston in his book Vanishing Landscapes (1981) says: “the relationship of
the Yokuts to the land was far deeper and more complex than mere subsistence required: life was
tied not only economically but also socially and spiritually to the basin and to its natural order.
The processes of nature served as continuous reminders of the story of the world, and of the
Yokuts’ place within it” (p. 32). The Yokut story of creation was directly linked to their natural
environment. Alfred Kroeber salvaged Indian history, society, and culture by mapping the
linguistic affinity of various groups of Indians. He studied the mythology of the Yokut tribes,
collecting early legends that were passed down. One story, The Beginning of the World, tells how
the peoples’ lives, their survival, and spirituality in relationship to the earth are all deeply
connected and respected:

Everything was water except a very small piece of ground. On this were the eagle
and coyote. Then the turtle swam to them. They sent it to dive for the earth at the
bottom of the water. The turtle barely succeeded in reaching the bottom and
touching it with its foot. When it came up again, all the earth seemed washed out.
Coyote looked closely at its nails. At last he found a grain of earth. Then he and
the eagle took this and laid it down. From it they made the earth as large as it is.
From the earth they also made six men and six women. They sent these out in
pairs in different directions and the people separated. After a time the eagle sent
the coyote to see what the people were doing. Coyote came back and said: “They
are doing something bad. They are eating the earth. One side is already gone.”
The eagle said: “That is bad. Let us make something for them to eat. Let us send
the dove to find something.” The dove went out. It found a single grain of meal.
The eagle and Coyote put this down on the ground. Then the earth became
covered with seeds and fruit. Now they told the people to eat these. When the
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seeds were dry and ripe the people gathered them. Then the people increased and
spread all over. But the water is still under the world. (1907, pp. 218-219)

Likely a direct reference to the Lake Tulare, their relationship to the earth is reinforced by Tachi
Yokut Chief Clarence Atwell: “The mother earth is the provider of water, food, our minerals and
all the other things that we need. So when you take something, you give it back.” In 1873,
Stephen Powers observed that “in the Yokut nation there appears to be more political solidarity,
more capacity in the petty tribes of being grouped into great and coherent masses, than in any
other family of the true California Indians” (p. 105). This solidarity was facilitated by an
abundance of resources and, as Kroeber observed, intergroup trade alliances (1939). The sheer
size of the Tulare Lake allowed these tribes to coexist along its banks. The lake was supplied
from waters brought from the Sierra Nevada by the Kings, Kaweah, Tule, and Kern Rivers. In its
wettest years, Tulare Lake covered over 700 square miles—four times the size of Lake Tahoe.

A New York Times headline article in 1884, “Rapid Disappearance of a Lake,” described
what was happening: “The rapid drying up of Tulare Lake, in California, is one of the most
remarkable geographical changes of this country within historical times. A few years ago the
lake was 33 miles long by 21 miles wide, and now it is but 15 miles long and has an average
width of less than 8 miles. This result is attributed largely to human agency.” Fourteen years
later (August 15, 1898) the New York Times report was grim: “The Tulare Lake has passed out of
existence. Where once there was a body of water in Central Southern California over a thousand
square miles in area, now there is only a barren desert of mud. The lands can be reclaimed and
used for farming. Already surveyors are out with their instruments running lines across the mud.
They say the land will grow any kind of crop with very little irrigation.”

The Tulare Lake had been gradually drained. The destruction of terrestrial wetland and
the lake ecosystem habitats killed terrestrial animals, plants, aquatic animals, water plants, and
migrating birds. The arrival of foreigners into the valley did more harm than good for both the
people and the natural environment. The foreign settlers and the drained lake resulted in the
Yokut tribes enduring “warfare, massacre, diseases, forced removals, habitat destruction”
(Preston 1981, p. 57). To survive, many Yokut fled to the coastal areas, raiding Mexican
settlements to the west. Once the lake was gone, the Yokut way of life too was gone. The
extinction of the Yokut was a direct consequence of unnatural draining, and what was once a
lake is now a sacred site where ceremonies are even now conducted. The Yokut tribes and other
native populations lost their ancestral homes and their way of life, everlastingly marking a time
in the history of the state of California and the nation of the systematic injustices inflicted on the
indigenous populations.

Arrival of the Outsiders: Disruption and Extermination

Gayton’s ethnography is a testament to her detailed observations that emphasized, the
increasing presence of outsiders in the valley, with the arrival of settlers, missionaries, and
explorers. The early settlers referred to the area as the “Valle de los Tulares” or Valley of the
Tules. The arrival of Spaniards in 1769 had not seriously disrupted the Natives in the San
Joaquin Valley though there was some trouble over missions. But in 1850 “the stimulus of gold-
seeking and land-seeking brought white settlers into the valley to stay, and for the first time the
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foothill peoples experienced the dismay previously suffered by the lake tribes as the intruders
increased in numbers” (Gayton 1948, p.1). Lieutenant George H. Derby, traveling around the
valley for military exploration observed: “The Kings River is the largest stream in the valley, at
this time of spring floods about three hundred yards wide, with a rapid current and water cold as
ice. It is about sixty miles in length, rising in two branches high up in the Sierra, which uniting
about forty miles from its north flow in a southwest direction through the hills and valley, and
empty into the Tache [Tulare] Lake at its northeast extremity” (1948, p. 3; Farquhar 1932).

Until the late eighteenth century, the Yokut lived along the shores of the lake
undisturbed. Preston observed the severity of change that gripped the Yokut:

The most immediate and dramatic consequence of foreign visits to the Tulare
Lake Basin was the decimation of Yokuts population and the restricting of Yokuts
settlement and livelihood...foreign contacts were most frequent in the western
basin, and direct pressures caused slow eastward migration of the more exposed
tribes...crowding intensified the already-bitter feuds among Yokuts groups and
those between Yokuts and renegades from more rapidly settled parts of
California. In at least one instance, a Yokut chief saw the arrival of a Spanish
army as an opportunity to wipe out his neighbors... Intertribal fighting brought
many fatalities, but even battle deaths were few in comparison with those from
disease, starvation, and exposure. Malaria and cholera epidemics in 1832 and
1833 killed nearly three-fourths of the San Joaquin Valley aborigines [Engelhardt
1912; p.322 in Preston], and measles, dysentery, and syphilis were rampant. The
Yokuts’ stored foods and tools they needed for hunting and cooking were
deliberately destroyed by Spanish, Mexican, and Anglo settlers and soldiers
[Cook 1976; p.286 in Preston]. The vast herds of feral livestock that escaped to
this isolated part of California from ranchos and missions grazed so heavily in the
basin prairies that native wildlife diminished, and overgrazing permanently
altered many basin habitats.” (pp. 57-58)

The Spanish had arrived in late sixteenth century accompanied by Franciscan
missionaries to build missions and pueblos along the California coast (Cook 1978). As part of
their conquest of the New World, they set up twenty-one missions with the primary purpose of
colonizing the Indians and converting them into an obedient, Catholic, working class through a
process of coercive religious and forced labor camps. They confiscated land for the missions and
many of the immigrants were granted large tracts of land by the Spanish rulers. The coastal
Indians revolted against these injustices. By 1775, Indians burned down the San Diego Mission
and by the early part of the nineteenth century they burned and raided the missions which led to
the draconian laws to restrict their movement.

Achieving independence from Spain in 1821, Mexico suffered terribly from the struggle
and had a difficult time rebounding. Though unstable, Indians were subjected to a new foreign
and unfamiliar reign, subjected to imprisonment on their own land, “restricted to the ranchero”
under the new rule. The Yokut “did not consent to become pacified wards of the missions” and
they “quickly developed an aggressive temperament and a new set of subsistence strategies.
Once a predominantly vegetarian people in tune with seasonal variations in local resources, they
became a reckless and hard-riding band of horse thieves who preyed upon foreigners’ livestock.
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Yokuts aggression retarded foreign settlement in some distant regions as well as in the basin
itself” (Preston 1981, pp. 58-59). The colonial land policies of the Spanish and, later, Mexico,
“had promoted, through grants of massive tracts of land to favored individuals and families,
conditions under which the ownership and control of much of the best land rested with a
relatively small colonial aristocracy” (C. Daniel, p. 18). Heizer wrote “the last great block of
territory to come under American control was the Far West which was the chief spoil of the
U.S.-Mexican War of 1846-38. The northwesternmost sector of this territory was California
which in 1846 contained about 100,000 Indians and a few hundred Mexicans and Europeans”
(1974, p. xiv).

By the start of the American-Mexican Invasion in 1846, 26 million acres were controlled
by just 813 ranchers. As the original thirteen American colonies grew and the economy
developed, the desire to own land increased. By the 1840s, white settlers began to expand into
the western frontier hoping to obtain land and wealth. Many came with the staunch belief in
Manifest Destiny—the ideology that Anglos were a destined people to extend the “boundaries of
freedom” to others by imparting their idealism to Native Indians and other people of non-
European origin who they believed were incapable of self-government. The war was the most
decisive event of the mid-nineteenth century, establishing the southern border that separates the
two countries today. The end of the war was marked by the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo
whereby the United States acquired half of the Mexican territory. The United States gained miles
of valuable territory and emerged as a world power. Under the agreements of the Treaty, the
United States was to recognize the land grants made under the previous rule of Spain and later
Mexico. California Indians were to become citizens of the U.S. with their liberty and property
rights given full protection under U.S. laws.

Yet, after California was admitted to the Union, hostility between the settlers and Indians
increased. Settlers flocked to the Western United States, lured by land, gold, and prosperity
which had begun in 1848. “All parts of California were explored and the more favored parts
settled, and in this process the native population of Indians suffered a severe decline in numbers.
It is believed that between 1848 and 1870 about 50,000 California Indians died. Many of these
deaths were the result of simple and direct homicide; some were due to starvation and others to
disease” (Heizer 1970, p. xiv).

As the population in California increased, so did anti-Indian sentiments. In 1850, just
months after California received statehood, Congress passed a bill asking the President to
appoint three commissioners to study the situation in California and to negotiate treaties with the
various tribes. The Indians had original title to over 75,000,000 acres of the newly formed state
yet the eighteen negotiated treaties between the United States government and the various tribes
relinquished all Native Indian land to the government with the promise of nine million acres of
reservations, goods, supplies, livestock, and clothing. These treaties were opposed by the state of
California and were never ratified (ibid., p. 101). Heizer also documented how the indigenous
populations were forced onto reservations, meager land parcels, “so useless that no white man
would find it of the least value” (ibid., p. xv). The desire for land ownership and wealth
continued to provoke hostilities against Indians by the newly arrived Anglo settlers. Indians
were not considered citizens and thus were denied the right to vote by the California
Constitutional Convention because they were not “white”. Indians were completely denied the
right to hold office, own property, drink alcohol, carry a gun, attend public schools, testify in
court, serve on juries or intermarry with someone non-Indian. In essence, Native Indians in

34



California were considered sub-human: “The general stereotype of Indians as ignorant,
treacherous, bestial savages who deserved no rights, sympathy or consideration” (ibid., p. xiv).
The ideological belief of a God-given right to expand its frontiers brought with it the
ethnocentric conviction by settlers that, as Anglos, they were the chosen, superior race to civilize
the earth. This belief was institutionalized for the sake of rationalizing the plundering of land and
resources, and the hunting, killing, and lynching of Indians. The arrival of Anglos overwhelmed
the Indians and created anxiety that eventually led to brutal, inconceivable violence. In the span
of just ten years, the legal genocidal campaign decreased the population of Indians to less than
half and left an entire indigenous people without land or resources, and with disease and
starvation.

One year after California entered the Union as a non-slave state, state legislators legalized
slavery. In 1851, Governor Peter Burnett declared, “a war of extermination will continue to be
waged between the two races until the Indian race becomes extinct.” (Burnett 1851) In 1853,
legislation was passed in California making the killing, kidnapping, enslaving, and selling of
Indians legal. “Securing Indian children for indenture or outright sale was common in California
from 1850 to 1863, when the Act was repealed in conformity with federal emancipation
procedures...It has been estimated that about 10,000 Indians may have been indentured or sold
between 1850 and 1863.” (Heizer 1974, p. 219)

The law allowed white settlers to enslave Indian children either by permission of the
parents and/or because the children were orphans. Since Indians had no legal rights, they could
not go to court and testify against the settlers in these or any other matters. Heizer (1974)
documented that “Indians were prohibited from giving testimony for or against whites in Section
394 of the California Civil Practice Act of 1850 and were, therefore, deprived of the ordinary
means of legal protection” (p. 293). In fact, the law allowed, on the word of any white settler,
that Indians be declared vagrants, thrown in jail, and his/her labor sold to whites. This process of
enslavement destroyed entire families and tribes, and according to the law, children could be
indentured until the age of eighteen for boys and fifteen girls (Johnston-Dodds 2002). The
official position of the federal and state government was the (criminal) authorization to Kkill
California Indians and even going so far as to subsidize their murder. Massacres or “mass
killings of Indians, were common events.” (Heizer, p. 243) Across the state, Anglo men formed
volunteer armies to “cleanse” the land of the Indians and were compensated by the government
for doing so. Throughout the state, Indians were hunted down like animals in the valley and
foothills. The bounty on Indian scalps rose from 25 cents to upwards of $5.00 each. Atrocities
such as the scalping, attacking, and killing of innocent women, men, and children, and the
wholesale massacre of tribes resulted in a systematic extermination of the Indian people. Heizer
located a newspaper article from 1860 that described the arbitrary killing of women and children:

The perpetrators seem to have acted with a deliberate design to exterminate the
Indian race...The attack was made in the night, when they were collected in their
little settlements or villages at some sort of merry-making. The men were known
to be absent—they had possibly fled on suspicion of danger. Under these
circumstances, bands of white men, armed with hatchets—small bands but
sufficiently numerous for the purpose—fell on the women and children, and
deliberately slaughtered them, one and all. (pp. 254-255)
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Years before in 1851, California Commissioner of Indian Affairs, T.J. Henly encouraged
relocating Indians onto reservations:

The Indians (their number is not known, but certainly fifty to one hundred
thousand) are scattered in small tribes over its entire area. The reluctance of the
Indian to remove far from his old home, is well known; whilst he will go willingly
to a reserve within the region whereupon he has hunted and fished, nothing but
force can take him beyond that...The expenses too, of removing the Indians to
five instead of three reservations would be greatly diminished, and the whole
work of colonizing the Indians of California would be completed in a much
shorter period...to which place it should, in my opinion, be the ultimate object of
the government to remove all the tribes, and thus finally to rid the State entirely of
this class of population, and place them in a country where it is probably that even
the restless spirit of immigration would not soon reach or disturb them” (1851, pp.
3-4).

By 1864, reservations were created, totaling over 600,000 acres of land. The reservations and
rancherias (they have the same legal status as reservations, though they cover a smaller area)
were established in remote areas away from white settlements on desolate, rural, desert, and
mountainous areas which were isolated, not conducive to agriculture because it was largely
without water, and little or no economic potential. Alfred Kroeber observed that “the
reservations were founded on the principle, not of attempting to do something for the native, but
of getting them out of the white man’s way as cheaply and hurriedly as possible” (1925, p. 890).

The Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (IGRA) of 1988 acknowledges the rights of
American Indians to make gaming compacts with the states where their reservations are located.
In 1934, the Santa Rosa Rancheria was established on about 40 acres of desolate farmland in
Lemoore, California. By the 1980s, the Rancheria had a population growth and acquired 170
acres of land. They opened up the Southgate Bingo Palace and much to the tribe’s surprise
hundreds of people came to the hall on a daily basis. Like other tribes in California, they too
entered the casino industry. In 1994, the Tachi converted the bingo hall into the current Tachi
Palace Hotel and Casino in Kings County, not too far from Kettleman City.

The Curse of the Lake: If You Destroy It, You Are Really Destroying Yourself

“There once was a lake. But it doesn’t exist anymore. It is like a curse, no | mean
to say is that the lake has a curse! The curse of the lake is that if you destroy it,
you destroy yourself. That’s probably what happened to California in a nutshell.
It’s living its own nightmare.” (Lisa*, a Kings County resident)

The area, and specifically the Tulare Lake, had a picturesque appeal to travelers and
potential settlers, but it wasn’t until the discovery of gold that people from throughout the
country began flocking to the Sierra Nevada. Soon after, change to the natural ecosystem came
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about quite abruptly. At first, the Tulare Lake Basin served only as a passageway for people and
goods en route to the goldfields in the northern half of the state. Soon after, vast herds of cattle
were brought to the basin to graze. The lake had access to markets in the mining towns of the
Sierras and the booming cities of Stockton, Sacramento, and San Francisco (Preston 1981). The
fish in the lake became a commodity and gave way to a full-scale fish industry that connected the
San Francisco Bay Area to the southern central valley. Local historian Martha Bentley explained
that “the commercial fishermen that came to the area developed an entire industry by using huge
nets to catch perch, mackerel, lake trout, and even salmon...claiming to have caught up to eight
tons of fish from the lake with only one haul of a horse-drawn seine” (Bentley 1994, personal
communication). Settlers sold the fish and the turtles to restaurants throughout the Bay Area.
The area and the lake became a center for commerce within the state, serving also as a tourist
destination considering that the lake was in the middle of a desolate valley.

The construction of the transcontinental railroad at the end of the nineteenth century
initiated a new pattern of settlement in the area (Preston 1981) and it further homogenized the
cultural and physical attributes of the basin by improving access to markets, ending its regional
isolation and introducing potential national economic interests and cultures. Land uses of the
surrounding lake changed rapidly in response to market conditions, technological innovations,
and rising property values. These changes were accompanied by renewed experimentation and
concern for the diversity of the basin environment.

The 1852 Swamp and Overflowed Lands Act permitted states to claim title to federal
lands identified by the state as swamp and overflowed lands, parcels of land that did not have
natural drainage for areas that were bound to get flooded. This Act permitted the state to design
and build levees and embankments to keep the water out and render the land suitable for
cultivation.  Settlers reclaimed the unproductive land by draining wetland habitats, further
reducing native flora and fauna dependent on the lake’s ecology; livestock grazing, farming, and
the introduction of various grasses added to the change in the original ecosystem. In the Tulare
Lake area reclamation districts were formed and each district built levees to protect their
holdings. By the 1860s settlers began diverting the Kings River for irrigation purposes. By the
early 1870s much of the water had been diverted into irrigation canals. Prior to settlement in the
area, the water and basin nurtured over one million acres of tule marshes and maintained the
survival of the indigenous Yokut tribes. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the draining
of a naturally occurring water basin, and the total diversion of naturally flowing rivers from the
Sierras for agricultural, and later for urbanization purposes, completely altered the landscape in
an unprecedented way. In their History of Kings County (1940) Robert R. Brown and J.E.
Richmond (editor and supervising editor of the Hanford Morning Journal), stated that “diversion
of water for irrigation has during recent years practically prevented a flow into the lake...the
effect of irrigation upon the lake is too obvious to need substantiating by statistics...engineers
have shown evidence that nearly all of the water of Kings River flowed into the lake before man
interfered. Dams were constructed, channels were opened, and the annual flow into the lake was
greatly reduced” (p. 112).

The former Tulare Lake Basin is now dry and gone with it are the birds and fish that
made the waters and its shoreline their natural habitat. While the lake has been physically
diverted, its fertile soil bed has been transformed to become the most productive agricultural
basin in all of the United States. But keeping the water out of the natural basin has not always
worked. During high rainfall and snowmelt, the lake naturally reappears, but never in its original
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size, depth, and form (Kerry Arroues, personal communication). In the 1930s, the flood water
forced the return of the lake and lasted through the duration of World War 1I, conveniently
providing a landing base for flying boats when the conditions were unsafe in San Francisco (R.
Roberts, p. 76).

What was once considered “ineffective” land susceptible to flooding owing to no natural
drainage produced the contamination of the Kesterson National Wildlife Refuge. Nonetheless,
though this was known all along by the government, it was treated as a footnote to the plans to
build by design well into the future.

A Product of Human Design: Maintaining a Cornucopia Powerhouse

One day early on in my fieldwork Lisa*, a Kings County resident, explained her
opinions:

“Any study of California must include a study of water. The two go together like
this cup of Joe I have in front of me—milk and coffee, with a touch of sweetness.
But here’s the thing, Mark Twain may have been right. You ever heard the saying
‘whiskey is for drinking, water is for fighting over?” Well, that’s California for
yah in a nutshell. Water, water, water. It’s the state’s only lifeline. It brings people
to its coastline. It enables commerce. Its bridges are exciting to cross...And water,
well, it’s like the air we breathe, it hydrates us, and provides the food we
consume. It makes everything possible. Water is God in California...Water is for
fighting for, but the sweetness—well, it has caused more bitterness, but you can’t
ask the birds and fishes about it, because they got killed in the process of
maintaining this cornucopia we humans made. By human design, by human
neglect, with the support of the almighty government of this very United States of
America, we have destroyed the environment to the point that there isn’t much
left to destroy. Just look around ya. Go ahead, look. Why can’t you see it? That’s
my big burden I carry. I see it all. I’ve lived through it all. This is not the America
I remember as a child.”

By the beginning of the twentieth century, facilitating the development of agriculture all
over the western United States, water had become what gold was in the mid-nineteenth century.
Subsidized and protected by the federal government with an elaborate multi-million dollar flood
control system to keep water out of the natural Tulare Lake Basin, the San Joaquin Valley is the
world’s most productive agricultural region. The agricultural boom in California uses almost
85% of the water in the state, which must be channeled into the Valley from the north. Before
water was available, agriculture in the region consisted mostly of cattle ranching and dry farming
of small grains such as wheat and barley. Later, the intensified irrigation techniques converted
agriculture into a realm of specialized crop production. The combination of water irrigating the
fertile valley along with its structure of agriculture and land ownership radically altered the
landscape.
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The Dust Bowl, floods, and the Depression of the 1930s, brought with it government
sponsored flood control projects. These projects, costing billions of federal dollars, converted
vast tracts of arid, marginal land in California into profitable ventures. The federal government
began in earnest to build and develop, with a steadfast belief in progress to demonstrate its power
and the triumph of science and technology, to dominate the environment. The result was a
sprawling, intricate, and dynamic system that sent the water from the north down south for
hundreds of miles, completely altering the once-barren, desert-like land in the Central Valley.
The technological advances that brought about these dramatic changes were the Central Valley
Project (CVP) and the California State Water Project (CSWP) which turned the area commonly
known as the West Side farmland into some of the world’s most fertile and productive acreage.

The federal government’s construction of dams, canals, and reservoirs brought substantial
benefits—electricity, jobs, flood control, irrigated farmland—and for the political sponsors
provided imposing monuments such as the Governor Edmund G. Brown California Aqueduct.
In 1933, the federal Bureau of Reclamation (BoR) began the Central Valley Project (CVP)—one
of the largest water storage and transport systems in the world. This system was designed to
provide irrigation and municipal water to the valley by regulating the water in reservoirs in the
northern half of the state and through a series of canals, aqueducts, and pump plants releasing the
water into the Central Valley. This system allowed major cities to grow along the rivers and
ultimately transformed the San Joaquin Valley from an arid desert into a vast cornucopia that has
22 reservoirs and irrigates more than 3 million acres of farmland besides providing drinking
water to nearly 2 million consumers (see California Department of Water Resources). In the
1950s, the California State Water Project (CSWP), operated by the California Department of
Water Resources, designed a structure to provide water for the southern half of the state. Today,
this system includes 20 reservoirs and provides water to farmland in the Central Valley and
drinking water to the southern part of the state. Touted as one of the greatest achievements of
modern engineering, the elaborate water distribution system in California has major economic
and environmental significance. However the water system that was designed to promote
industrial farming has polluted rivers and groundwater. Fish and other marine life have declined
in numbers, and other natural river environments have completely disappeared.

**

By the twentieth century, the concentration of land ownership had become a major
problem. In 1902, Congress passed the Reclamation Act, which was designed to carve out
farmland from vast, rich, but desert-like areas of the West to encourage settlement around the
area. Land ownership was limited to 160 acres or 320 acres of shared land between a husband
and wife. Inconsistently enforced by the government, unregulated land ownership along with the
accessibility and benefits of federally subsidized irrigation water created empires in California.
By the mid-twentieth century, outside investors and agribusinesses had begun accumulating large
holdings of profitable farming acreage.

The federal BoR supplied water, at a cost, to the Westlands Water District through the
CVP. By the 1980s, the subsidized water program allowed farmers to pay just 10% of the actual
cost of supplying water to the region. The difference in cost was paid by taxpayers. Although
subsidies were initially created to benefit the family farmer, land ownership was concentrated in
the hands of just a few in the Westlands and by huge tracts of land were now owned by foreign
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and domestic corporations such as J.G. Boswell, Tenneco, Chevron, and Superior Qil Co., Del
Monte Corp., as well as the railroad. This made the enterprise of farming quite a successful
business for the powerful few, at the expense of small farmers and the taxpaying citizens.
Author and journalist Marc Reisner in his book Cadillac Desert (1986) describes the political
and bureaucratic “boondoggles” that made taxpayers shell out millions of dollars for water
projects in the state, while large farmers wasted water and reaped the benefits.

In 1975, National Land for People, Inc. filed a lawsuit protesting the poor enforcement of
the 1902 legislation. The lawsuit alleged that landownership was consolidated in the hands of a
few (many of them absentee owners who never lived on the land) and that reservoirs built with
federal tax money provided farmers with abundant, cheap water from which they generated
considerable profits, and since 1976, farmers had been taking advantage of over $5 billion
dollars in federal subsidies. The lawsuit contested that owning one million acres of irrigated land
was excessive and demanded that land owners either sell the land or stop using federally
financed water. President Jimmy Carter’s administration, under pressure from the federal court
to enforce the law more firmly, began supporting a liberal rewriting of the law to increase
acreage limitations to small farmers. In 1977, President Carter recognized the crisis large
landownership in the western United States had created: “Seventy-five years ago, 320 acres for a
husband and wife for irrigated land was all they could handle. Now, with massive development
and large machinery, a larger acreage is necessary for an economically viable farm operation. So
the law needs to be changed. We don’t have any alternative but to enforce the law” (B. Peterson,
10/2/1977).

The Interior Department then unveiled a sweeping plan that required giant corporations,
absentee investors, and large-scale farmers in California to sell more than half a million acres of
their land to small farmers and required that landowners live within fifty miles of their land.
Large landholders such as the Southern Pacific Railroad which leased out over 109,000 acres,
immediately challenged these proposals. The agribusiness tycoons organized themselves by
pouring money into congressional campaigns and hiring high-profile lawyers to lobby politicians
to represent their interests.

President Carter also outlined an ambitious environmental justice project by cutting
funding allocation for the planned construction of eighteen dams, river channelization, and
irrigation projects to create a comprehensive reform policy for the country’s water resource. But
the lobbying power of the agribusiness during an election year successfully secured the support
of members of Congress to request an environmental impact report (EIR)—a tool commonly
used by environmentalist groups to oppose and postpone industries. This stalled the enforcement
of reforms and the battle in the West continued on Capitol Hill through the late 1970s and
centered around the unresolved issues of a fair price for water, an acceptable size limit on the
irrigated farms, residency, and the distribution of excess land.

The lawsuit by National Land for People, Inc., was more or less ignored. In 1982,
Republican President Ronald Reagan’s reforms to the Reclamation Act abolished the proposed
reforms under the Carter administration. Reagan was the former Governor of California and his
administration gave into the power and persuasion of the agribusiness industry. The new
reforms permitted the ownership of rich agricultural land by a few families, individuals, and
corporations, who of course were to benefit from the annual subsidy; Reagan’s reforms also
removed the requirements that farmers live on the land they owned and at the same time
increased the limit of land ownership from 160 acres to 960 acres, farmers were given five years
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to divest themselves of acreage above the 960 acre limit and were required to pay the full price
of irrigation water supplied by the CVP.

Protestors throughout California and the nation described this as the “most anti-
American, anti-capitalist, anti-entrepreneurial and anti-competitive piece of legislation ever
foisted on the American public.” (C.Peterson, 5/9/1987) Not one to hold back his thoughts,
Representative George Miller described the reforms under Reagan as “fraud being perpetuated
on the Congress and the taxpayers.” (ibid., 4/10/1987) “I’m sickened” he cried, “after all the
effort that was put into reforming this program, now you see the administration just capitulate to
the people who have a history of violating the law for their own personal gain...It’s an outrage.”
(Diringer 4/10/1987) He went on to point out that if Reagan had enforced the 1982 reforms, that
would have “added revenue [which] is especially crucial in California, where the bureau’s
Central Valley Project is running annual operating deficits and still owes $1.2 billion in
construction debt. Each year, the giant irrigation system delivers 2.4 trillion gallons of water to 3
million acres of valley farmland” (ibid.).

The farmers were pleased with the Reagan Administration because they had achieved
their goal of increasing their acreage of land, but they did not want to be required to pay more for
water. Instead, the Westlands farmers opted to go after a loophole in the law by manufacturing
“paper farms”, wherein they put much of the land in trusts and/or they distributed the land
among family members or other holders to discretely “own” 960 acres of parcels on paper. They
also set up farm management companies to operate the land parcels. Essentially, nothing
changed: the farmers continued receiving the cheap water at a discounted rate for the hundreds of
acres of lands that they directly or indirectly owned. These events would prove not to be the last
time the government favored the agribusiness in California.

A few years later, in 1985, the deep-seated corrupt relationship between the Westlands
farmers and the government was revealed again. A report by the Natural Resources Defense
Council entitled Turning off the Tap on Federal Water Subsidies, the Central Valley Project: The
$3.5 Billion Giveaway (LeVeen and King 1985) alleged that the Bureau of Reclamation (BoR)
had illegally provided massive subsidies to the Central Valley Project and the Westlands Water
District for over 40 years. Although the primary goal of the irrigation projects and the water
subsidies was designed with the family farms and small landholders in mind, it was revealed just
how massive the Westlands really were:

The principal beneficiaries of the subsidized water are large farming operations,
frequently owned by absentee corporations or wealthy individuals [91% of the
land in Westlands was farmed in operations greater than 960 acres]...over half the
land in the Westlands Water District, the largest single beneficiary of subsidized
water from the CVP, is used to grow crops that are already in surplus and the
target of other government programs intended to reduce production and an
increasing body of evidence indicates that a principal byproduct of the current
system, both unanticipated and undesired, is toxic agricultural waste water,
presenting a serious and potentially devastating threat to the California
environment. (ibid., p.1)

The BoR charged farmers prices so low that farmers repaid only $50 million of the $931 million
that Congress had required when passing legislation for the Central Valley Project (Lindsey

41



1985). Taxpayers were left to foot the bill and interest costs that Congress failed to account for.
The report drew attention to the deceitful practices by both parties. It uncovered that “about one-
third of the total $3.5 billion subsidy—$2 billion of which has congressional mandate—goes to
Westlands where growers pay an average $9.45 per acre-foot for water compared with the
unsubsidized cost of $97. Westlands received an annual unintended subsidy of $400 million with
each farm receiving an average of $500,000 each year.” (Associated Press 8/22/1985) Since
large farms and their corporate counterparts in the Central Valley heavily discounted rates, they
avoided incurring the infrastructural capital costs that got the water flowing onto their lands in
the first place. The true cost for irrigating the Westlands was paid by taxpayers.

The report also revealed that for years, the dispute over land and water in the Westlands
remained unaddressed. In 1978, attorneys for the federal Interior Department had argued that in
1965, Westlands farmers had illegally expanded their acreage by 150,000 acres of first-rate farm
land without ever consulting the government. This land was adjacent to 500,000 acres of
federally sponsored land that received federally subsidized water and the farmers had increased
the acreage of land so that over 650,000 acres received subsidies illegally. Eventually the
government settled the issue, only to reverse their 1978 claim regarding the illegal annexation of
land:

Under the proposed settlement, the Interior Department’s Bureau of Reclamation

will continue to deliver water for irrigation of cotton, barley, wheat and other

crops in the Westlands Water District, chiefly at rates established in 1963. The

water comes from the Sacramento River through the federal Central Valley

Project. By undoing an opinion written by the department’s solicitor in the Carter

Administration, the agreement would also include in the Westlands Water District

156,000 acres of land that Congress did not authorize as eligible for the

subsidized water. (Shabecoff, 7/25/1986)

Though the entire predicament was rooted in California agribusinesses’ corrupt, fraudulent, and
undemocratic business strategies, the government would continue to support industries.

Bailout: Government-Subsidized Destruction of the Environment

The construction of the Central Valley Project (CVP) never addressed the issue of water
runoff. Water was a subsidized commodity and farmers helped themselves to more than their
share. By the mid-1980s, the irrigated land sold for a few thousand dollars per acre producing up
to three times the yield of non-irrigated lands elsewhere. The western slope of the San Joaquin
Valley enjoys a benign climate and fertile ground, but excessive use of the land led to water
drainage problems. The Valley was once a seabed and its soil was laced with salts and minerals.
Impermeable clay lies beneath the flat fields and as the irrigation water made the land bloom, the
water eventually pooled above the clay, saturating the soil and pushing salt to the surface in
white patches (Kerry Arroues personal communication). Arsenic, boron, cadmium, chromium,
mercury, nickel, and selenium wash into the soils from deposits left in a forgotten ocean floor
(Ibid.).  This poisonous combination of pesticides and water had become a national
environmental crisis. Diverting natural water sources across the state for agriculture and profit
exposed the appalling consequences of modern human engineering.
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In the 1960s, federal and state government officials and Westside farmers persuaded
Congress to approve $700 million for the San Luis Drain (or the California Aqueduct—the actual
price tag was reported to be nearly $5 billion) project that would follow a 200 mile canal from
the southern end of the valley to the Delta. The drain water was supposed to be diluted before
being released into San Francisco Bay. The BoR began construction of the drain in 1970. After
just five years, the construction money ran out with only 82 miles of the drain from Kettleman
City to Kesterson developed. Without proper funding, the project was terminated. Intense
opposition from Bay Area environmental activists against draining the water into the Bay waters
terminated the remaining extension of the drain.

To address the issues of water drainage, the federal BoR permitted the waste water from
the farms to run, at least temporarily, into the evaporation ponds in the middle of the Kesterson
National Wildlife Refuge, a regulatory reservoir along the San Luis Drain’s path to the Delta.
Officials assumed that the contaminated water would evaporate from the ponds. Instead,
Kesterson turned into a dumping ground that absorbed nearly 2.9 billion gallons of water
polluted by selenium and other chemicals used by farmers for food and land each year. Although
selenium is considered a harmless non-metallic element of the sulfur family, the selenium in the
water evaporation ponds in Kesterson was so concentrated that it became toxic.

The toxic problem was discovered in 1983 when the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
which operated the refuge under an agreement with the BoR who owned the land, decided to
check on the health of wildlife because they were interested in possibly expanding the drainage
system to other refuges throughout the state. To their dismay, they discovered that the drainage
had destroyed the refuge. Extensive testing revealed that sediments from the reservoir were
contaminated with concentrations of selenium more than twice the amount that would qualify it
as hazardous waste under federal law—Ilevels up to 4,200 parts per billion, more than 400 times
the level considered safe for drinking (Kerry Arroues, personal communication). They
documented the biological consequences on waterfowl whose eggs had deformed embryos.
Deformities in the tiny birds included deformed hearts, twisted spines, and brains pushed through
their skulls. Other birds were missing feet and beaks. Fish too died and suffered mutations too.
The devastation was so horrific that the magazine Sports Illustrated brought to life the degree of
this devastation on its front cover page (Kerry Arroues).

The discovery of the environmental devastation at Kesterson produced a public outcry
from farmers, residents, environmental activists, and people throughout the country. National
media coverage included headline stories in newspapers and magazines and on television all of
which asked, “Who is to blame? Who will pay for the cleanup of the toxic contamination at
Kesterson? What would become of Kesterson, even if it were cleaned up? What would happen to
the runoff waste water by farmers who relied on government subsidized irrigation? Was the
federal government in violation of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918? What impact did this
have on the public and their well-being?”

Farmers claimed that had no prior knowledge of what was happening in Kesterson and
were unaware of the implications of the water drainage, since they were simply it as provided by
the federal government; the Westlands agribusinesses lobbied the California State Water
Resources Control Board to favor in their interests. In their initial draft order, the Board
recommended the closure of Kesterson and/or required that the BoR spend millions of dollars to
develop of double-liners for the 1,280 acre evaporation pond site, with clay to prevent seepage of
polluted water into groundwater. The federal government threatened to go to court over the draft
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order; the farmers countered that if the refuge was shut down their waste water would not be able
to drain and would obstruct agribusinesses and the country’s essential food source. In opposition,
the Westlands called people in positions of power, launched a letter-writing campaign, bussed
supporters to public hearings, contributed funds to political re-election campaigns—and
ultimately forced the Board to come up with additional alternatives to address the Kesterson
crisis and the problem of drainage beyond the stipulations drafted in the order. Month of this,
the Board made a surprisingly unanimous decision that declared Kesterson a toxic dump and a
threat to public health. They ordered the federal BoR to submit a cleanup plan within five
months and to complete the entire cleanup within three years Kesterson was to be shut down
indefinitely if they failed to do so. The Board’s decision did not specify how the drainage was to
be disposed.

William Kahrl, a journalist and author, wrote about this period as a defining moment in
American history because it exposed the degree to which, by government and industry, chronic,
short-sighted planning led to detrimental consequences:

In some respects, an analogy between the crisis of Kesterson and the sorry state of
America’s nuclear industry is inescapable. As with atomic power, the federal
government promoted the development of a vast agricultural industry within the
Central Valley knowing full well that it had no means of disposing of the
hazardous wastes that industry produces. Today, the largest and richest of
California’s agricultural districts, Westlands, is facing the consequences of that
short-sightedness. (1985)

Contamination continued to generate attention throughout the country. Kesterson was a wetland
area for nearly 10 million migratory waterfowl that traveled north to Canada and south to
Mexico. Because the water was polluted at the Kesterson Wildlife Refuge, the federal Interior
Department was concerned that it might be criminally prosecuted under the Migratory Bird
Treaty Act of 1918, an agreement between the United States, Canada, and Mexico to prevent the
massive slaughter of birds. Somebody in the government had the idea of scaring the birds away
from contaminated evaporation ponds “using human scarecrows armed with noisemakers and
wearing air filtering masks and protective clothing” (Carter, 2/19/1985). When this expensive
(some $250,000) tactic proved ineffective, the U.S. Department of the Interior announced that it
would close down Kesterson and in thirty days it would halt irrigation water to the Westlands
because their toxic runoff was responsible for poisoning the sanctuary. Interior Secretary Donald
Hodel “took the action, expected to cost several hundred millions of dollars, after receiving legal
advice contending that continued drainage might constitute criminal violation of the Migratory
Bird Treaty Act” (Soiffer and Fogarty 1985). California Democratic representative George
Miller called the move “an effort to make people take their eyes off the real issue, the health and
safety of California residents, by shifting attention to international agreements on waterfowl”
(Associated Press Knight-Ridder 3/18/1985).

Farmers were becoming worried and the Interior Department began to retreat under
pressure. Farmers warned that the elimination of a drainage system would multiply Kesterson-
like ponds and further intensify the existing disaster; they were of course worried about potential
crop loss and the millions of dollars the harvest would bring with it. Assistant Interior Secretary
Robert Broadbent said “the loss to the local economy could amount to as much as $70 million
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and 1,450 jobs if large numbers of farms close because they are without irrigation water and
drainage... [the] estimated that the cost of cleaning up the refuge will range from $40 million to
$100 million” (ibid.). Representative Tony Coelho (Democrat, California) who made the case
on behalf of the farmers, was reported saying, “I realize that the decision to close Kesterson and
the drain are final, but the farmers of the San Joaquin Valley should have some options to
salvage their livelihoods in a situation that is not their fault” (ibid.). He presented a proposal that
enabled farmers to continue receiving water for the rest of the year while solutions were sought
for the problem. The decision by the federal government “prompted threats of lawsuits and
congressional investigations, as well as predictions of a multi-million dollar economic disaster
and creation of a modern dust bow!” (ibid.). “With their assets collapsing about them, farmers
panicked, as did their lenders, who warned that they might not extend credit to a bunch of
farmers who seemed destined to go bankrupt.” (J. Johnson, 3/29/1985)

Representative George Miller accused the federal government of covering up the toxic
pollution for years. Representative Coelho further warned that he would investigate allegations
by environmental groups that the BoR had covered up the contamination: “Interior officials, with
the blessing of the Reagan administration, sought to wash their hands of the controversy by
dumping it into the courts and Congress” (AP Knight-Ridder News Service 3/18/1985). Three
days later, negotiations began in the state capital between the attorneys for growers, the federal
government (Justice Department and Department of Interior), and the affected water district.
Each side sought to exonerate themselves from responsibility in the Kesterson disaster. William
Kahrl described the contested deliberations:

According to participants in those negotiations, both sides were primarily
interested in hammering out a settlement that would serve their own very limited
and most immediate interests. The feds concerned with shutting off the drain into
Kesterson, and, under the agreement, the flow of waste water will stop June 30,
1986. Westlands, meanwhile, wanted most of all to keep its irrigation supplies
coming, and it, too, got its wish. But the price for that assurance is that Westlands
now has 12 months to conceive, design, finance, and construct a solution to a
problem which has so far stymied the best minds in the federal bureaucracy with
spectacularly lethal results. (1985)

Subsequently an agreement between the government and the farmers was finally
reached—positioning the Reagan administration again as a friend rather than foe to the state’s
agribusinesses while exonerating the government from potential lawsuits for the contamination
of federal lands and violation of the Migration Bird Treaty Act. Though both parties agreed to a
gradual elimination of the poisonous runoff flow into Kesterson, they did not agree to shut down
the refuge. Farmers were expected to reduce the amount of runoff waste water into Kesterson by
20% every two months. The Westlands Water District was required to purchase 5,000 acres of
land in one year’s time, to use for runoff waste water that would be collected and mixed with
clean water and then used to grow salt-resistant crops. The farmers thus received the water they
wanted for their land and the Department of Justice “agreed to grant limited immunity to
Secretary Hodel’s top lieutenants from prosecution under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act”
(Johnson, 3/29/1985). Moreover, although there was no long-term solution for the selenium
contamination problem in the Valley, Secretary Hodel admitted that “his unilateral closing of
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Kesterson would have been tied up in court by farmers, possibly for years” (Johnson, 3/30/1985).
A few days later, Secretary Hodel’s original proposition for the amendment of the Migratory law
to allow for more flexibility in enforcement was denounced by Representative Miller:
“Ludicrous. We need a cleanup, not a cover-up. | think the odds against weakening the law are
zero and dropping fast” (Fogarty 1985).

With the June 30, 1986, deadline looming for the alternative runoff plan and with no
resolution in place, the contamination intensified as pollutants in Kesterson migrated from the
original site. Local and national discontent continued to strengthen as Kesterson became
California’s latest worst environmental catastrophe. The deadline did not achieve its intended
demands. By 1988 the Department of the Interior was forced to abandon the Kesterson waste
water drainage project. The government would clean up the contamination, and Westlands
farmers would incur the costs of doing so. Not surprisingly, the farmers never paid. By the mid-
1990s, farmers sued the federal government, claiming government officials failed to uphold their
obligation to provide a drainage system for their run-off water. The farmers stood firm on their
defense that they were only responsible for following the orders issued to them by the BoR. As
cases continue to travel slowly through the courts, the BoR remains under a federal court order to
dispose the waste water. In 2007 the BoR announced a multi-billion dollar cleanup plan.

**

The controversy in the Westlands Water District presents the challenge of weighing
immediate economic gains against long-term environmental and human health protection. The
legal settlement between the government and Westlands produced an up-for-grabs giveaway of
money, land, and resources, while the issue of contamination at Kesterson refuge was sidelined
and out-right ignored. Eventually, and to no avail, the existing drain was plugged and millions
of dollars were spent exploring alternatives to rid the waste water of selenium. Government
officials and industry leaders blamed one another, deflecting responsibility and fighting to
exonerate themselves from paying the real price to clean up the mess they had created.

Nearly four decades since the disaster, the devastation that gripped Kesterson has become
a widespread phenomenon for the very same place where large landowners received cheap
federal subsidized water. Although Kesterson provided Americans in California with a valuable
lesson to learn from, this history has been largely forgotten, reduced to a minor footnote in
California history.

Devastation should come as no surprise considering that the use of chemical pesticides
and fertilizers has been so prevalent and the affects to human and animal health so widely
unknown. Tulare and Kings County (Kettleman City is located here) planned an amnesty day, a
voluntary and anonymous event designed to encourage farmers to “turn in old toxic agricultural
chemicals” (Griswold, 5/31/1989). Farmers, without “fines, penalties, or other repercussions,”
turned in chemicals like DBCP and DDT that had for years been banned because of high levels
of toxicity. Why the farmers in the Central Valley still had these illegal chemicals in the late
1980s was never questioned. The farmers claimed that getting rid of the toxics was expensive
and they were “reluctant to fork over the nearly $600 a waste hauler would charge to pick up the
chemicals and ship them to a special incinerator” (ibid.). Fortunately for the farmers and the
counties “Chemical Waste Management, Inc., [would] pick up the chemicals and truck them to
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incinerators in Illinois” (ibid.). The company donated their time and equipment to help the
farmers.
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Chapter 3: In the Shadow of the Valley

Today “progress” too often outruns planning, and the bulldozer’s work is done
before the preservationist and the planner arrive on the scene. (Stewart L. Udall
1963)

A thousand antelope in Avenal! Elk grazing in large bands over the Kettleman
Hills and plains. Ducks, cranes, and geese flying overhead in large flocks that
resembled a cloud between earth and sun. Fantastic? No, just history. The history
of the west side of Kings County before the white man came, before the cattle and
sheep men appropriated the best grass lands, before oil was known or dreamed of.
(Kings County Centennials Committee, 1948)

Timing is everything. In the 1920s, California had already begun to plunder its natural
resources. Gold had long been discovered and mines were in operation, but it was the discovery
of oil and a booming agricultural industry in the valley that ultimately transformed the state and
encouraged further settlement. While the rest of the nation dealt with the trials and tribulations
of the Great Depression, one small town in a rather small county, in a fairly new state, stimulated
economic optimism and development. Throughout the nation, the number of unemployed
Americans increased at an astonishing rate. The jobless and those without land to work,
particularly those who fled the Dust Bowl, turned west for employment in the thriving
agricultural fields of California. A legal guest worker program between the United States and
Mexico, the Bracero Program, brought Mexican labor from south of the border to tend the
bustling fields and orchards of California. As natural resources were excavated and local
workers were replaced by cheaper Mexican labor, the power and influence of corporations began
to grow in the state.

Visitors and settlers in the early twentieth century described Kings County, California, as
“God’s Heaven on Earth” and christened it as “The Little Kingdom of Kings”. It was depicted in
brochures as a tranquil, picture-perfect place of endless acres of rich flora and fauna, promising
an exciting opportunity for a modern life in America. The small-town ambiance was promoted
as an open and welcoming place for anyone to settle on. Though established in 1893, it actually
wasn’t until the late 1920s that oil and natural gas were discovered in the Kettleman Hills and
Kings County was put on the map overnight, increasing the county’s wealth and its strategic
place in state and national political and economic affairs.

The discovery of oil by wildcatting and newspaper advertisements promoting settlement
in the area created an oil boom not just in the state but throughout the nation. Yet unlike the gold
rush, wildcatting required capital and investment in technology and resources. Journalist
muckraker Ida Tarbell described wildcatting as “putting down experimental wells” and it was
done “by following superstitions in locating wells, such as the witch-hazel stick, or the
spiritualistic medium, quite as much as by studying the position of wells in existence and
calculating how oil belts probably ran” (Tarbell 1904, p. 12). The federal government believed
that the oil discovered in the Kettleman Hills was the single largest finding of petroleum and
natural gas in all of the United States. Production peaked there in 1936 with over 29 million
barrels of crude gasoline production making it one of the most productive fields in the country,
so large that the federal government halted production to prevent depleting the reserve, and to
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protect the supply, demand, price, and profit of oil. The government intended to hang on to it in
order to safeguard naval bases in the case of any potential threats in the Pacific. By the 1930s,
the demand for oil began increasing throughout the world. Although the government promoted
conservation, growing industry increased the demand for petroleum.

That a prosperous location regarded as “God’s Heaven on Earth” became the host to the
largest toxic waste dump in the western United States is disheartening. In July 2010, Marina*, a
longtime resident of Kings County, peered out her kitchen window, staring at a tree just beyond
her front lawn. Without ever taking her eyes off the tree, she began to tell me:

“I still try to figure this out, but I end up feeling stuck. The dump was put here in
Kettleman City because trash is equivalent to money, probably not so much to
Jose who walks on the street, but for the corporations and the politicians—money
talks. You don’t have to be an economist or even know your math to know this is
how the world works. It’s what makes the world go round, that’s what my father
always said to me. That’s why the toxic dump is located here and not in Beverly
Hills. After all, this isn’t the same place where my folks and their folks settled.
The town was abandoned once most of the white folks moved out and then the
Latinos settled here. Was that the reason why? Because we are brown and not
white? We work on the fields, we are relatively poor. But we are human too, like
the generations before. There was a time when most of the state depended on us.
If ’'m not mistaken, there was so much of oil and natural gas when it was
discovered that the government forced drillers to stop drilling it. But look at what
we have now.

It’s like you have a balloon and while it has air in it, it looks so beautiful to see it
sway from side to side with the wind. Natural as can be. But then all of a sudden it
gets popped and then inside of the balloon, all you have is invisible poison.
Honestly what hurts the most about all of this when I sit back on days like today
and think about it, knowing all that I know, is that all I can feel is anger and the
nerve, the audacity, of the criminal toxic waste that popped that balloon, well,
well, it gets inside of me. I don’t want to have such a balloon filled with poison
around my kids.”

Setting the Stage: Demographics and Geography
(See Appendix 1 for map of Kettleman City)

Prior to its official formation as a county in California in 1893, Kings County was a part
of Tulare County which before 1852 was part of Mariposa County. The county is located
midway between San Francisco and Los Angeles, in the heart of the south central San Joaquin
Valley. It covers approximately 1,391 square miles, most of which is part of the San Joaquin
Valley with a southwest portion of the county covering the eastern slope of the California Coast
Ranges. The majority of the county within the valley floor is bound by Fresno County on the
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north and west, Tulare County on the east, and Kern County on the south—all of which make up
the southern end of the San Joaquin Valley.

Major access routes to Kings County include Interstate 5 and state highway routes 198,
43 and 41. Freight railroad transport is served by the Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railroad
(BNSF) and the Union Pacific (UP) Railroads. The San Joaquin Valley Railroad provides
shorter-distance services between the cities of Huron and Visalia, while the Amtrak passenger
train has stations in Hanford and Corcoran. The city of Hanford has a municipal public airport
and there is also the Corcoran Airport in Corcoran which is open to general aviation. Other
private airports and airstrips exist throughout the county, but these are primarily used for
agriculture related crop dusters.

Most of the county is relatively flat though elevation ranges from 175 feet above sea level
in the Tulare Lake Basin to 3,500 feet above sea level in the southwest along the Coast Ranges.
The county is located in the Tulare Lake hydrologic region that makes up the most southern
portion of the Central Valley. The rivers in this region—the Kings, Kaweah, Tule, and Kern—
had all drained into the Tulare Lake. The lake had been very large during wet periods, but over
time, levees were constructed and the 200,000 acre lakebed, as noted earlier, was reclaimed for
agricultural purposes. The four rivers were diverted upstream and canals now transfer water to
other locations.

The climate in Kings County can be classified as Mediterranean—dry and mild in the
winter, dry and hot in the summer. Average rainfall rates of 7.6 inches occur primarily between
the months of November and April. The average annual temperature is 62 degrees Fahrenheit,
although it is not unusual for summer temperatures to reach well over 100 degrees Fahrenheit.
On rare occasions, extremely low winter temperatures can fall into the teens. Fog is common
during the winter months and settles for periods of up to two weeks. The dense Tule fog makes it
nearly impossible to see beyond a few feet, and is blamed for causing deadly accidents.

In the summer of 2006, record heat throughout the Central Valley killed a significant
number of dairy cattle. The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) designated Kings
County as a natural disaster area. The following year, in many of the same areas there was an
unrelenting drought, coupled with a devastating freeze of crops. So that by the summer of 2007
emergencies were declared in two agricultural irrigation districts because pumps supplying water
to the California Aqueduct had to be shut down when the water flows were diverted to sustain
the Delta Smelt, a designated endangered species. A statewide drought was declared in the
summer of 2008 and was lifted following the record breaking rainfall in the winter of 2009-2010.

Those who live in Kettleman City are familiar with earthquakes. The greatest threat to
geologic disaster in Kings County is posed by the San Andreas Fault, located approximately four
miles west of the Kings County-Monterey County boundary line. The San Andreas Fault marks
the divide between the North American and the Pacific Tectonic Plates. The White Wolf Fault
located south of the county near Arvin and Bakersfield may pose another geologic hazard for
Kings County. In 1982 (5.4 quake) and 1983 (6.5 quake), two earthquakes occurred
approximately 20 miles from the western border of the county. In 1985, Kettleman Hills endured
an earthquake that measured 6.1 on the Richter scale, with an epicenter located four miles west
of the county.

The county’s economy is almost entirely dependent on the agricultural industry. The
seasonal nature of agriculture employment leads to high unemployment rates. According to the
2010 Kings County Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (in this report, only the four
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incorporated cities are included in the analysis, Kettleman City was left out), the largest
employment sectors included government (37%; state; local government—city, county, Indian
tribal), agriculture (13%), and trade, transportation and utilities (12%). The annual average
county unemployment rate was 14.6% in 2009, significantly higher than California’s 11.4%
unemployment rate over the same period. From 2002 to 2009, the unemployment rate in Kings
County averaged 125% to over 200% of California’s rate, a pattern consistent with agricultural-
based economies. The current nationwide recession has heavily impacted various industries
including agriculture, construction, and retail sales.

The county is considered one of the richest agricultural regions in the world. Agricultural
products generated a gross production value of $1.3 billion in 2009, representing a 25% decrease
from 2008 values. Production in 2010, however, was $1.72 billion, just short of the 2007 record
of $1.76 billion. Milk, cotton, and tomatoes account for more than half of the total value of
Kings County agriculture, milk rebounded in 2010, generating $556 million in revenue, a 35%
increase over the $411 million recorded in 2009. The Kings County Farm Bureau boasts that five
counties—Tulare, Merced, Stanislaus, San Bernardino, and Kings—account for 67% of all milk
produced in California. Fifteen creameries are located within 30 miles of Kings County (Official
Hanford Visitor Guide 2011). Some of the largest corporations in the county include J.G.
Boswell, Del Monte Food, Leprino Foods, the Tachi Palace Hotel and Casino, Shell Company,
Chevron Corporation, and Chemical Waste Management Inc. According to the Kings County
Economic Development Corporation (2010), Hanford, Lemoore, Avenal, and Corcoran are home
to the largest employers in Kings County:

COMPANY BUSINESS DESCRIPTION | EMPLOYEES
ADVENTIST HEALTH General medical & surgical 890
hospital
AVENAL STATE PRISON Prison 1300
CORCORAN STATE Prison 1500
PRISON
CHEMICAL WASTE Toxic waste facility 120
MANG. INC.
CENTRAL VALLEY MEAT | Slaughter house 270
CO.
CONAGRA FOODS INC. Garlic dehydration 250
DEL MONTE FOOD Tomato paste: cans, jars, salsa | 1400
EXOPACK (multi-wall) Hanford Flexible packaging - | 181
bags
INTERNATIONAL PAPER Corrugated products 112
(Container Division)
JG BOSWELL COMPANY Production & processing of 1200
cotton & cottonseed, alfalfa,
hay & vegetables
KEENAN FARMS Cattle feed from milk Bio- 100
products
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LEPRINO FOODS-EAST Mozzarella cheese 291
LEPRINO FOODS-WEST Mozzarella cheese 327
MARQUEZ BROTHERS Cheese/milk products 306

MT. WHITNEY PACKING

Crop preparation services for
market

3 Regular & 120 Seasonal

NETTO AG INC.

Custom harvesting

25 Regular & 111 seasonal

SK FOODS

Tomato paste: cans & jars

120-500 Seasonal

WARMERDAM PACKING

Crop preparation services for

250

market

The Kings County Board of Supervisors is the governing body consisting of five board
members, each representing one of the county’s five districts, elected to serve one four-year
term. The official county website states: “Board members begin their terms at the first meeting in
January, at which time they choose a new chairman. The Board has a status similar to a board of
directors of a large corporation in that it sets policies and depends on the County Administrator,
county officials, and department heads to carry out its wishes” (County of Kings Official
website). Considering the county’s economic dependence on the agricultural sector, the Board of
Supervisors has maintained close ties to the industry by serving their special interests.

The county has four incorporated cities (Hanford—the county seat, Avenal, Lemoore,
Corcoran) and three unincorporated towns (Armona, Kettleman City, and Stratford). According
to the United States Bureau of Census, the population of Kings County grew from 35,168 in
1940 to 49,954 in 1960, and 73,738 in 1980 and 152,982 in 2010. Almost half of the population
is either White or Hispanic/Latino; the other half are African-Americans, Asians, multi-race,
American Indian, and Pacific Islander (U.S. Census 2010). About 95% of the land in Kings
County is under private ownership. The remaining land is administered by the city, county, or
federal governments. The land administered by the federal government consists of the Lemoore
Naval Air Station and land under the administration of the Bureau of Land Management.

Although most people are familiar with the Central Valley because of its agricultural
industries, the region is also known as “Prison Valley” because several of the nation’s prisons are
located within the county’s rural communities. Kings County hosts two prisons, neither of which
has had any particular effect on development. Half of the population of Avenal in 2010, 15,505,
was the prisoner population incarcerated at the Avenal State Prison. When someone says they
are from Avenal, county residents often jokingly ask “What crime did you commit?” The prison
is a low-medium security complex and was one of the first prisons in the state to be actively
solicited by city residents and the county in the 1980s with the hope of bringing development to
the area. The facility opened in 1987 on 640 acres of land, with a designated capacity of 2,320.
Now, a prisoner population of over 6,500 inmates makes it one of the largest, most overcrowded
prisons in the state. The number of staff at the facility is 1,517 and the prison has an annual
budget of $144 million (California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation website).
Avenal also hosts a municipal solid waste landfill operated by Waste Connections Inc., a full-
service solid waste disposal company.
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The city of Corcoran is known as the “farming capital of California.” It has some of the
richest and largest farms in the world (particularly cotton) in the very same area that was once
home to the Tulare Lake Basin. Here too, as in Avenal, a state prison doubles the city’s
population. The California Substance Abuse Treatment Facility is also located here. The prison
facility was built in 1988 and is one of the toughest and highest security facilities in the state. In
2010, the population for the city was 24,813 with a prison population exceeding 13,000 inmates.

In 1956, “President Eisenhower signed the Military Construction bill for $81 million to
build the Lemoore Naval Air Station. The site was near the old abandoned army air field about
five miles west of Lemoore” (Kings County Centennial Committee 1992, p.184). Today the
population of Lemoore is 24,531 with the station comprising nearly 3,000 active duty personnel
and 4,000 family members, “offering sailors, Marines, and civilians a small hometown
atmosphere of rural America” (ibid.). The station hosts the Navy’s entire West Coast fighter-
attack capabilities and in 1998, Lemoore became home to the Navy’s newest-strike fighter
aircraft, the F/A=18E/F Super Hornet. During 2001-2004, the Navy brought four new fleet
squadron and many of their personnel work at the Aircraft Intermediate Maintenance
Department, Strike Fighter Weapons School Pacific, and Center for Naval Aviation Technical
Training Unit to Lemoore.

The World Health Organization (WHO) issued a recent report that measured air quality in
1,100 cities (capital cities and cities with more than 100,000 residents) across 91 countries. Of
the 375 U.S. cities included in the list, 36 exceed the air quality standard set by WHO of twenty
micrograms of particulates per cubic meter, on average. Of the ten worst performing cities in the
U.S., five are located in the Central Valley (Berg 2011). According to Keith Winkler, Director
of Kings County Environmental Health Services, “It’s no real surprise that the San Joaquin
Valley is one of the nation’s smoggiest regions and home to some of the highest childhood
asthma rates. Consider the geographical location of the county within the valley, right smack
down in agriculture country, waste, industries, major highways and interstate. There are a lot of
reasons for this problem” (personal communication). The Kings County Community Health
Status Report 2008-2009 cites the following:

e Approximately 85% of pregnancies are unintended in Kings County.

e The County has one of the highest levels of teen pregnancies in the state.

e According to 2005 data, the prevalence rate of asthma in children 17 and under in the
County is 24.7% —the the second highest in the state.

e Obesity and diabetes is a common condition that is responsible for a significant number
of deaths and disabilities in the County. There are more than 11,000 residents living with
diabetes. The County ranks first for deaths related to diabetes among eight valley
counties.

e Valley Fever is a disease caused by a soil-growing fungus that becomes infectious when a
person inhales the spores, though it cannot be spread from person to person, and can be
fatal. This is a growing problem in the County, especially among 20-54 year olds, with
men and African Americans being more disproportionately affected.

The unincorporated communities in the county lack basic infrastructure, services, and amenities
that are commonly associated with healthy living. Obesity in Kings County and the San Joaquin
Valley has reached epidemic proportions. Adult obesity is defined as a Body Mass Index (BMI)
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of 30 or higher. The 2003 California Health Interview Survey (CHIS) revealed that 16.1% of
adolescents, 67.5% of non-senior adults, and 59.2% of seniors were considered overweight and
obese in Kings County (Jhawar and Wallace 2005) making them vulnerable not only to diabetes
but also to high blood pressure, high blood lipids, asthma, sleep apnea, and orthopedic problems.

The county suffers from lower educational attainment rates than the rest of the state as a
whole. Thirty percent of Kings County residents have not graduated from high school.

Kingdom of Kings

Kings County was named after the Kings River, considered the region’s most precious
resource that sustains the agricultural economy. Early accounts of the region described it as a
desert with little value except for water streams and the naturally watered areas along the Kings
River (recall, the Tulare Lake). On January 6, 1805, Lieutenant Gabriel Moraga leading the first
Spanish expedition to the Central Valley region, noted in his diary that on that particular day, a
previously unknown stream of water was discovered and christened in praise of the Feast of the
Epiphany. The name served as a tribute to the biblical story of the “Three Wise Men” or the
“Three Kings from the East,” a story mentioned in the Gospel of Matthew wherein a group of
men from the East, upon hearing of the birth of Jesus Christ, followed the star of Bethlehem to
find Christ and worship him. They came bearing gifts of gold, frankinsence, and myrrh. Though
the Kings River was named the Rio de los Santos Reyes (River of the Holy Kings) (Farquhar
1926), the divine designation did nothing to boost the first impression of most travelers and
settlers who came to the area later. In 1850, Lieutenant George H. Derby, a U.S. Army
topographical engineer who surveyed the southern region of the San Joaquin Valley, described
the land as “barren, decomposed, (with) no trace of vegetation but a few straggling artemisias,
scorpions, centipedes and a small but extremely poisonous rattlesnake about 18 inches long
which, with the gophers and ground rats, are the only denizens of this unpleasant and
uninhabited spot” (Gayton 1948).

One enthusiast was Pastor Edward Martinus Stensrud of the Trinity English Evangelical
Lutheran Church, who arrived in California at the end of the nineteenth century. In response to
inquiries about land and agricultural conditions by American Lutherans Stensrud researched and
developed a nearly 300 page document (1916) to provide comprehensive records of the church in
California and its leaders and followers. Believing that it was his “Christian duty” to document
the resources and development of the state and its counties be intended to “give authentic
information regarding the potentialities of soil and climate in California...to benefit those of our
brethren in other parts who contemplate going out in search of a home in this distant land”
(Stensrud, preface). He likened the potential of the region to the Islamic pilgrimage to Mecca,
and encouraged Lutheran followers to migrate