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Background/Motivation for Research:
In 2002, contaminated soil in the Bay Street neighborhood of Tiverton, RI was uncovered as crews began digging to install a new sewer line.  The grounds had been polluted years earlier by the New England Gas Company, which gasified coal to produce energy.  Its practices left residents with many harmful contaminants in their soil including arsenic, cyanide, and lead at levels above the residential exposure guidelines.  Community members of this primarily working class neighborhood attribute the increased incidence of ailments such as leukemia, autoimmune deficiencies, bipolar disorder, seizure disorders, stunted growth, and increased anxiety to the contamination.  Since the discovery of the tainted soil, a moratorium was placed on their land and property values have plummeted and owners have been unable to sell or refinance their homes.  Many have lost their livelihoods and their quality of life has significantly decreased.

In response to the discovery of the hazard, community members joined to create the Environmental Neighborhood Awareness Committee of Tiverton (ENACT) in 2003.  Since its founding, ENACT has fought tirelessly for compensation or remediation of their land; luckily, they have had some success. In 2006, ENACT successfully amended legislation for the Rhode Island Housing and Mortgage and Finance Corporation (now called Rhode Island Housing) to create the Environmentally Compromised Home Ownership (ECHO) loan program, making home equity loans of up to $25,000 available to homeowners living on or directly touching a contaminated site, subsequently bring their home equity near zero. 

After four years of back and forth negotiation, an $11.5 million settlement was also finally obtained this year with Southern Union, the current owner of the former New England Gas Co., to remove the top 2 feet of contaminated soil and cap the remnants with an impenetrable barrier.  Land-use restrictions will also be applied for properties where soil will be capped. Clean up already began on August 31st, 2009 and is scheduled to finish in December 2009. Although residents had originally insisted on a full clean up of all contaminated soil, many have come to accept the top 2-feet of soil removal agreement as the best-case scenario and want to move forward with their lives.

Academic researchers and outreach teams from Brown University have followed this community closely since the discovery of the pollution and Bay Street residents should continue to receive our service and support until the clean up has finished. The goal of this research project is to trace the natural and social history of the actual clean up process that has begun in Tiverton and to monitor its physical progression until the end.  This project will also try to attend what Bay St residents want and need from this clean up.
Overall Research Question:
What are Bay St neighborhood residents dealing with in this clean up? How is this clean up happening? 

1. What events lead up to the attainment of the clean up? What did residents go through to achieve this? 

2. What kind of effect has this process had on the community?

3. Do the residents feel the clean up agreement is sufficient?

4. Do they expect this will end all of their problems? What other outcomes were residents expecting and how will they deal with not getting them?

Methods:


In order to answer my research question, I plan to conduct interviews with around 25 homeowners in the area, about 20 whose homes have been affected and 5 whose have not; city officials, some who are supportive and some who are not of the clean up; several ENACT members; representatives from the clean up firm and the gas company; and the Rhode Island Department of Environmental Management (DEM). Asking all stakeholders’ views on the situation will help me gain a better understanding of the situation and conduct a more thorough analysis. Similar cases of toxic contamination in other lower income neighborhoods will also be reviewed and used to supplement this research. 
Anticipated Results/Hypothesis:


I suspect there will be a wide range of responses and reactions to the clean up that’s occurring. Most likely those who have the highest levels of contamination and also those who will have the most restraining land use restrictions on their property will be the ones least satisfied with the clean up as opposed to those living on less contaminated areas. Those who have been heavily involved in the clean up, like some active members of ENACT, may probably feel this clean up is valuable and the best solution they could hope for. Alternatively, those who are not as involved may not feel this clean up is necessary and poses more of an inconvenience than anything else. Some may also feel this clean up is not adequate to the extent they believe is sufficient.


In addition, I also anticipate a lot of residents will express concern about the health effects this contamination has or will impose on them in the future and may want some sort of compensation from the gas company. I suspect some may feel bitter about the whole situation and will want to move out of Tiverton all together. Overall, I think most residents will be happy that at least some effort has been made to clean up the pollution, but in the end most people will still feel very wronged and never fully satisfied with the situation. This is a type of problem that never leaves a homeowner once they’ve become aware of it. I think I will find that this is an event that will change the neighborhood for forever.

Significance of research:


This project is significant because it will document the whole process ENACT has gone through to achieve remediation. Once this case is published, it may be used as a plan to help other affected communities understand the process.  Research and outreach done closely with a community, taking into account their knowledge and needs has had better outcomes for contaminated communities in the past. 


Thousands of instances of hazardous contamination in low-resource communities exist around this country, most of which have not been documented. Many are wrongly at risk and unaware of the danger imminent on their health. It is important to publicize these cases so that more communities become aware of their situation and feel empowered to act and seek justice.  No person deserves to be unwillingly exposed to these kinds of toxic areas. It pollutes the health of people and the environment.
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