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Environmental Health in Donaldsonville, Louisiana:
Assessment of Community Attitudes, Perceptions, and Experience

Introduction
The massive Deepwater Horizon oceanic oil spill of 2010, the worst petrochemical
disaster in U.S. history, has significantly raised awareness about the health and
environmental risks of chemical production. For residents of Ascension Parish,
Louisiana, an hour’s drive up the Mississippi River from New Orleans, awareness of such
risk is not dependent on a sudden tragic event; rather, in ways large and small, overtly
and less visibly, the petrochemical and related chemical industries shape everyday life
and experience (Washington and Levine 1997). Ascension, a rapidly growing parish
(with approximately 100,000 population and a 27% population growth rate between 2000
and 2006) (Louisiana Department of Health and Hospitals 2009) is home to 14 major
manufacturing companies (Air Products & Chemicals, BASF, CF Industries, DuPont,
Honeywell Specialty Chemicals, Lion Copolymer, Oxy, PCS Nitrogen Fertilizer, Praxair,
Rubicon Inc, Shell Chemical LP, Terra, Westlake Vinyls, William Olenfins) involved in
the production of chemicals, plastics, fertilizers, and other products. Indeed, the entire
85-mile stretch of the Mississippi River between New Orleans and Baton Rouge, known
colloquially as the “Chemical Corridor” or “Cancer Alley,” is filled with what aptly has
been described as “Oz-like [cities] of steel pipe, cylinders and tanks [from which] [s]team
pillows from … cooling towers… and flames from burning chemical waste leap from
200-foot-high stacks [while] strange odors and a fine mist fill the air” (Reed 1991).
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The parish seat of Ascension is Donaldsonville, a somewhat down-on-its-luck town
of 7,605 residents (U.S. Census 2010) encompassing 2.5 sq miles on the west bank of the
Mississippi River 30 miles from Baton Rouge at the northern end of Bayou Lafourche.
The town was established before Louisiana became a state as a planned settlement
because of its prime location at the intersection of two navigable waterways. Today,
Donaldsonville, with a population that is approximately 70% African American, is
surrounded by sugar cane fields and chemical manufacturing plants, which together
comprise both the main sources of local employment and potential sources of
environmental health risk for local residents. Seventy-three percent of town residents
have no more than a high school diploma, the median household income is $24,084
(compared to a national median of over $50,000), and 32.8% of the town’s families live
below the federal poverty line. The area has been described by Allen (2003) as
characterized by high rates of unemployment, illiteracy, poverty, and sickness.
Of note, Louisiana ranks among the top states in per capita production of toxic wastes
as well as in the amount of hazardous chemicals discharged into its water, air, and soil
(Allen 2003). While the existing environmental justice literature suggests the patent
ethnic and class character of the environmental “riskscape” in the U.S. (Brown 1995,
Martin 2010, Morello-Frosch et al. 2001, Sexton et al. 1993), to date there has only been
limited and scattered research on how residents of low income, ethnic minority
communities experience and conceptualize environmental health issues (Auero and
Swistun 2009, Burby and Strong 1997, Bullard 1990, Checker 2005, Couch and KrollSmith 1991, Flynn et al. 2006, Lerner 2005). Consequently, there are significant gaps in
our understanding of how people living in these communities conceive of environmental
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health risk, their sources of information and level of knowledge about this issue, and their
handling of potential conflict between access to needed employment and the local
presence of industrial and agricultural polluters.
In this light, based on ethnographic research in Donaldsonville in June and July 2010,
and in light of the important health disparities and environmental justice issues that have
been raised in Louisiana, the purpose of this report is to exam the perspectives and
experiences of life and health among low income African Americans living in the
Chemical Corridor. Specifically, the report presents findings on popular understandings
and experiences of self-reported health problems, as well as attitudes and beliefs about
hazardous environmental contaminants, their social and physical sources, and their
relationship to experienced symptoms and diagnoses.
In addition, the John Harvey Lowery Foundation (J. H. Lowery Foundation), a
community based organization committed to improving the quality of life in Louisiana's
rural parishes, is in the process of identifying priority areas to guide its work in the
Donaldsonville area. Toward this goal, the foundation is developing a needs assessment
of community health, education and economic development. A further purpose of this
report is to help inform the development of the J. H. Lowery Foundation’s planned
community assessment.

5

Environmental Hazards of Life in the Chemical Corridor

A Chemically Impacted Environment
Louisiana annually produces 16,000 pounds of hazardous waste per capita (Lerner
2004). While the state’s factories produce only about 6.5% of the chemicals
manufactured in the U.S., they are the source of 12.5% of the hazardous waste produced
nationally (Allen 2003). Moreover, the Louisiana Stream Control Commission (active
from 1949 to 1979, when it was consolidated into the Environmental Control
Commission), was a body known historically for issuing waste discharge permits to the
chemical industry with few questions asked and for rarely turning down a waste
discharge application (Colten 2000). This pattern reflects the significant degree of power
and political influence of the petrochemical and chemical industries in Louisiana
(Mufson 2010). As a Department of Environmental Quality official in charge of the
Louisiana’s waterways told documentary film maker Jon Bowermaster (2010) with
regard to an oil spill following a shipping accident on the Mississippi River, “this kind of
thing happens often in Louisiana, given the massive oil and gas industry that controls
things here.”
Notably, the Environmental Protection Agency’s Toxic Release Inventory (TRI)
database on toxic chemical releases and waste management activities lists Ascension
Parish as one of the top TRI chemical release locations in Louisiana (Louisiana
Department of Environmental Quality 1997). There are over 8.5 times more TRI
facilities in Ascension Parish compared to the state of Louisiana as a whole (Scoreboard
2010). Together, the top five TRI sites in the state absorb over 142 million pounds of
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poisonous chemicals from industrial releases annually (Colten 2000). Indeed, in 2002,
Ascension Parish ranked among the worst 10% of all counties in the U.S. in terms of total
toxin environmental releases, air and water releases, air release of recognized carcinogens,
air release of developmental toxicants, and air release of recognized reproductive
toxicants (Scoreboard 2010). The Louisiana Hazardous Substances Emergency Events
Surveillance System (Center for Environmental Health 2010), a program that collects
information on acute releases of hazardous substances throughout Louisiana, reports that
between 2001-2008 there were over 1,000 toxic industrial chemicals released into
Ascension Parish air, water and soil, with ammonia (which can cause irritation and
serious burns on the skin and in the mouth, throat, lungs, and eyes) and hydrochloric acid
(which can cause corrosive damage to the eyes, skin and respiratory tissues and lead to
pulmonary edema) being the most common in recent years. These data are based on
releases of monitored chemicals but not all industrial chemical pollutants are tracked.
For example, the Environmental Protection Agency (2010) reports, “There are no
mandated limits for power plant discharges into waterways for many common chemicals
such as arsenic, lead and mercury.”
Further, a number of studies carried out in the late 1990s found that a large
percentage of the most common industrial chemicals in U.S. commerce lacked sufficient
hazard screening data available in the public record to conduct a basic hazard assessment
of their toxicity and environmental fate (Environmental Defense Fund 1996, Environmental
Protection Agency 1998, ICF Kaiser International 1998) and, despite improvements, this
remains the case for hundreds of both older and newer chemicals, including several that
are produced in Ascension Parish (Environmental Defense Fund 2004).
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The nature of the health risk associated with living near and or working in a chemical
facility are illustrated by examining one of the chemical companies in Ascension Parish.
CF Industries, an Illinois-based corporation that reported sales of $2.6 billion in 2009 (CF
Industries 2010a), has a “world-scale” manufacturing facility on the edge of
Donaldsonville at the foot of the Sunset Bridge. The Donaldsonville plant, the largest
nitrogenous fertilizer production complex in North America, annually manufactures
approximately 5 million tons of nitrogen products from natural gas, including anhydrous
ammonia, granular urea, and urea ammonium nitrate solution (CF Industries 2010c).
Originally built in the 1960s, the 700-acre Donaldsonville complex has undergone
significant expansion since then, including considerable security updates since 9/11.
With existing technology, “generating nitrogen from natural gas is a dirty process. To
make … fertilizer, ammonia companies not only generate vast amounts of carbon dioxide,
they also emit millions of pounds of toxic chemicals each year” (Philpott 2010). In 2004,
the Environmental Defense Fund criticized CF Industries as a “deadbeat dad” for failing
to disclose sufficient hazard information about several of the chemicals it produces
(Denison 2004). Additionally, in 2000, the federal Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (2000) cited CF for 12 serious safety and health violations following a
fire and explosion in its Donaldsonville plant, an accident that resulted in three fatalities
and eight serious injuries. One of those severely burned in the incident was Leroy
Sullivan, who is now the mayor of Donaldsonville. Prior to the explosion in 2000, three
incidents had occurred at the facility during the prior five years involving releases of
flammables that caused significant on-site property damage (Toxic Risk.Com 1999).
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Concern about explosions and leaks at CF and other chemical plants has been
heightened since Hurricane Katrina hit Louisiana and nearby areas in 2005 and
significantly damaged various industrial facilities. In 2008, the Donaldsonville CF plant
lost power during Hurricane Gustav and had to suspend operations for about a week until
its power and natural gas lines could be restored. Awareness of the impact of global
warming on the intensity of Gulf-originating hurricanes has further elevated apprehension
about chemical plant safety. Most recently, as noted, the 2010 Gulf oil spill has focused
attention on the impact of industry on the health of the people and the environment in
Louisiana.
In 2009, the EPA (2009) cited the CF chemical plant in Donaldsonville as the fourth
largest polluter in Louisiana. Among the chemical plants in the Donaldsonville area, the
CF site ranks highest in terms of the total amount of TRI chemicals released into the
environment (Scoreboard 2010; levels of CF TRI releases by chemical is available at:
http://data.leanweb.org/maps/2005/asc.htm). The EPA (2010) reports that in 2008, CF
released 6,492,686 pounds of chemicals into the air over Donaldsonville, and another
1,112,286 pounds into local water systems. The five most common environmentally
released chemicals were ammonia, nitrated compounds, methanol, zinc compounds and
copper compounds, all potential health and environmental hazards.
One of the health concerns that has been raised by citizens in Donaldsonville and
nearby parishes involves the quality of the drinking water. In particular, people who get
their water from Bayou Lafourche have complained that the water tastes and smells bad.
As one lifelong Donaldsonville resident told me shortly after my arrival, “don’t forget to
buy bottled water.” The problems of the bayou stems from several sources including
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waste disposal from boats, chemical release from industry sources, and seepage of
fertilizers and pesticides from agricultural production. As a result, the bayou suffers from
algae blooms that cover the water surface, and a high level of chlorine is needed to
disinfect the water for drinking. This process, in turn, leads to the production in the water
of disinfection by-products, which requires additional water treatment. In 2009,
complaints about the water became so frequent the general manager of Lafouche Parish
Water District No. 1 issued a memo to be read to every caller complaining of foul
smelling or strange tasting water explaining the need to use chemicals to kill algae
growing in the bayou (Nelson 2009).

Perceived Health, Epidemiology, and Environmental Justice Issues
What is the perceived health burden of living in this kind of industrially restructured
environment? This is a hotly debated issue about which there has been only limited
research in Louisiana. Overall, perceived health status has been falling among the
residents of Louisiana since 2005, when the mean score on a self-evaluation of health
surveillance conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2009) was 7.1
(with 8 being in excellent health and 0 being poor health). By 2009, the mean score had
dropped to 5.6. Epidemiological data are also of note. The state is ranked as having the
47th worst health among the 50 states, including suffering from a high premature death
rate with 10,614 years of potential life lost before age 75 per 100,000 population (United
Health Foundation 2009). A case-control mortality study conducted in 20 parishes of
Southern Louisiana by Marise Gottlieb et al (1981) found that people in the corridor who
get their drinking water from the Mississippi River have as much as a 2.1 times greater
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odds of developing rectal cancer compared to residents who do not get their water from
the river. Cancer rates in Louisiana, she found, were highest in or downstream from the
chemical corridor. In another study, Gottlieb et al. (1982) found that residents in
southern Louisiana who live within one mile of a chemical facility have 4.5 times greater
odds of developing lung cancer when compared with those who live further away.
Gottlieb and colleagues (1982:162) concluded that “residential proximity to the
petroleum and chemical industries may be an important risk factor for lung cancer in
Louisiana.” Of note, Marise Gottlieb terminated her research when she began to fear that
it could lead to her suffering severe consequences at the hands of those who do not want
stricter regulation of industry or exposure of the health risks of industrial contamination
(Marise Gottlieb, personal communication, 2010).
An example of the potential danger of living in Ascension Parish occurred on August
22, 1996 when an equipment malfunction at Borden Chemical resulted in the release of
8,000 pounds of ethylene dichloride, hydrogen chloride (HCI), and the known carcinogen
vinyl chloride monomer. As the HCI gas passed through the plant’s ammonia unit, it
formed a dense chemical cloud that blew across a nearby highway causing a car crash A
state trooper sent to the scene of the incident reported that it was impossible to see
anything and that he had developed eye, skin and throat irritation. Both the state trooper
and his wife (who later cleaned his uniform) were subsequently hospitalized for toxic
chemical exposure. The next year, an explosion at the Borden plant in a vinyl chloride
storage tank caused an emergency evacuation of the nearby community on Christmas Eve
(Allen 2003).
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Beyond acute episodes like the CF and Borden plant incidents, there are broader
health problems potentially linked to exposure to industrial waste, agricultural pesticide
and fertilizer runoff, and other environmental contamination of the sort found in
Ascension Parish, such as the annual burn off of harvested sugar cane fields, known
locally as “burning the shucks.” Smoke from agricultural burning produces a complex
mixture of carbon, tars, liquids, gasses like carbon monoxide, and particulate matter of
various sizes, including particles of less than 2.5 micrometers in size that can penetrate
deep into the lungs. Research suggests that heavy exposure is linked with breathing
difficulties, aggravated asthma, and premature death, especially in children and the
elderly (Hansen and Carlson 2004).
Elevated rates of cancer, skin inflammation, significant respiratory problems, and a
range of other health threats, have been described among people living in the chemical
corridor (Allen 2003, Lerner 2005). In a community study in a parish near Ascension,
Carruth et al. (1997) found that the most common health problems reported by residents
included skin rashes, respiratory-related complaints, reproductive difficulties, and
headaches. The majority of participants also expressed strong concerns about the high
incidence of cancer in the area.
The overall cancer rate in Louisiana in 2005 was approximately 17% higher than the
national average (Ledford 2009). For communities in the Chemical Corridor, the state
tumor registry reports that the “cancer incidence rates for white men and women were
lower and for African American women were higher than in Louisiana, but these
differences were not statistically significant. Incidence among African American men,
however, was significantly higher than in the state as a whole” (Andrews et al. 2010:2-3).
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Moreover, in 2001, Louisiana had the second highest state cancer death ranking (after
Kentucky) in the nation, with African American men and women bearing an unequal
burden of cancer mortality. Between 1996-2000, there were 395 and 214 cancer-related
deaths for African American men and women respectively per 100,000 population
compared to 250 and 167 per 100,000 population for white men and women respectively.
These mortality rates attributed to cancer for African Americans in Louisiana compare to
rates of 356 and 199 per 100,000 population for African American men and women
nationally (and 250 and 167 per 100,000 for white men and women nationally)
(Louisiana Cancer Control Partnership 2009). Notably, between 2002-2006, the number
of cancer deaths among African American men per 100,000 population grew to 403.4
(compared to 247.8 for white men) (Andrews et al. 2010). In terms of the state’s overall
mortality patterns for all causes, the annual death rate for African Americans is 1,200 per
100,000 population compared to 931 per 100,000 among whites (United Health
Foundation 2009). Unfortunately, epidemiological data on the linkage of cancer rates to
environmental exposure are limited in no small part because “occupational and
environmental exposures have been under addressed” (Fontham 2010) reflective of the
fact that cancer-related environmental research funded through the National Institute for
Environmental Health Sciences has been flat since 1999 (Reuben 2010).

Local Responses to Living in an Impacted Environment
How do the presence of cooling towers discharging visible fumes into the air, the
kinds of emergency incidents described above, loss of family members to cancer, and, to
the degree that they are reported in the mass media, available chemical release and
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environmental health data impact people, especially poor people, living in the Chemical
Corridor? In a magazine interview in 1991, Amos Favorite, an Ascension Parish resident
and activist who had previously had crosses burned on his lawn for attempting to
integrate the local high school, explained
I lost my uncle James Barber and his son Israel… I lost another uncle, Jorden
Favorite, his wife, Pipine, and their son Isaac. Then there was another uncle,
Herbert Favorite. My cousins Lizzie and Emily died in their 40s. Then there was
my aunt’s husband, Josene LeBlanc… Our people used to live to be 95, 100,
years old… Now even the young people are dyin’ (Reed 1991).
In response to these losses, Favorite helped to found Ascension Parish Residents Against
Toxic Pollution, a small environmental activist organization that filed and won several
small lawsuits against local chemical manufacturers. Ultimately, however, the group
could not stop the growth of the chemical industry in Ascension Parish. The power of the
industry intimidated local citizens. Noted Favorite,
Organizing was frightening for many of the people… This industry is
economically very powerful in Louisiana. The communities' needs are great, and
their resources are few. Often it forces them to accept the companies' money and
sing to their tune (Dupré 2010).
Even some family members were critical of Favorite’s challenges to the industry and
rejected his approach. According to Favorite, “They don't understand that its silence that
hurts us most” (Reed 1991).
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In addition to direct experience, the nature of everyday thoughts, attitudes, and
feelings about environmental health in places like Donaldsonville are conditioned by
prevailing cultural messages about the local quality of life and the safety of industrial
production emanating from various sources including dominant voices like those of the
government and the chemical companies.

Dominant Voices
What do chemical industry and government representatives have to say about
chemical plant or other industrial or agribusiness pollution in Donaldsonville? The image
chemical manufacturers like CF Industries present to the world is that of accountable,
community-conscious organization and “good neighbor” that provide needed jobs,
produces useful products, and “develop[s]… the [local] natural resources (water and
natural gas) in a responsible manner” (CF Industries 2010b). Further, as CF reports on its
website, “It is the philosophy of CF Industries to conduct its business and operate its
facilities in a safe and secure manner designed to protect the environment and the health
and safety of its employees” (CF Industries 2010d). As one example of its commitment to
protecting the environment (three other examples, all from Florida, are also described on
the corporate website), CF points out that at its phosphate mine in Hardee County,
Florida, the company takes special care to protect the gopher tortoise, which is listed by
the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission as a ‘species of special concern.’ When CF
contractors find a tortoise burrow, the animal is removed, marked, and relocated to a
previously mined area that has been reclaimed. Over the last ten years, the company
reports it has relocated approximately 500 tortoises and all of these animals are tracked
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for movement and survival. Unfortunately, no information is provided about how well the
relocated tortoises fare however. Moreover, and more germane to the issues of concern
here, no information is provided on the website about environmental efforts at the
Donaldsonville plant or the impact of CF production processes on the people of the town.
Their health is not tracked by the company nor by any of the other chemical
manufacturers in the area.
As an expression of their sense of neighborliness, in 1985 several Ascension Parish
chemical companies came together to form CAER (Community Awareness Emergency
Response) “to educate area residents about the industry’s function in the community.”
CAER is composed of 14 chemical company representatives and the Office of Homeland
Security and Emergency Preparedness. Expressive of its mission, in 2010 CAER sent out
a calendar to the homes of residents of Ascension Parish that included instructions for
what to do “in the unlikely event that we are faced with a chemical emergency.” Each
month of the calendar included a color photograph of Louisiana’s natural environment
which, save for one picture of several Gulf oil rigs enveloped in morning fog, presented a
pristine landscape of state wildlife, forests or swamps, and clear flowing water.
Paradoxically, in light of the Gulf oil spill that was to began with a sudden and deadly
explosion on the evening of April 20, 2010 and result in the country and the world
subsequently being repeatedly shown images of coastal birds shrouded in a suffocating
blanket of viscous brown oil, the August photograph was of a group of pelicans wading
peacefully in an unspoiled Gulf marsh. Included at the bottom of each page were
healthful tips, many of which focused on lifestyle and behavioral factors in health
including the benefits of regular exercise, the value of using sunscreen and sunglasses for
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protections from the dangers of excessive exposure to UV radiation, and the importance
of keeping stairways clear of debris to avoid falls. Also included was an introduction to
Wally Wise Guy, a CAER-sponsored cartoon turtle (dressed trendily in backwards
baseball cap and red sneakers) that is used in PK through 2nd grade presentations about
how to “shelter in place” in case of an industrial emergency. A critical reading of the
calendar is that its underlying cultural function is the naturalization of the chemical
industry in a world in which oil rigs and pelicans are routine features of the environment
and wise individual behavior is the best route to a safe and healthy life. Also of note, in
its emphasis on “shelter in place,” CAER ignores the considerable disparities in housing
found in Ascension Parish and the poor insulation of the housing of the poor (Wright
1999). As a result, in a chemical emergency with air-borne toxic fumes a poor person’s
home may offer little in the way of shelter.
Expressive of the industry orientation to environmental issues, at a 2003 conference
entitled “Communicating in a Volatile World” sponsored by the American Chemistry
Council (formerly the Chemical Manufacturers Association, a trade and lobby group of
over 150 major chemical companies in the U.S.) one of the emphasizes was on how, in an
emergency situation, to focus the message to the public on “the response and
coordination among the chemical company, fire department, police department, hospitals,
Red Cross, etc. Do not refer to the chemicals or facility/transportation failures that
caused the disaster” (Harden and Walker 2003).
Another message of the chemical industry, as stressed on the website of the Louisiana
Chemical Association (LCA) (2010), is that “There is no Cancer Alley.” This is a false
image, the website stresses although the only support offered for this claim is an
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unreferenced study conducted by researchers at Louisiana State University. Further, the
website stresses the need to “Support science-based health care studies and promote the
information about lifestyle” (emphasis added). Also emphasized is the need to block
“frivolous” medical lawsuits brought against the industry by legal advocate organizations
on behalf of clients.
With reference to the governmental voice on environmental health, the Louisiana
Department of Health and Hospitals is mandated by state law to issue a Health Report
Card that documents health problems and trends in the state. In the discussion of cancer
in Louisiana, the report provides the following explanation of the primary risk factors for
the disease: “The National Cancer Institute estimates that tobacco use accounts for 30%
of cancer deaths, with dietary factors and sedentary lifestyle accounting for another third”
(Louisiana Department of Health and Hospitals 2009:80). While there is one brief
mention of “exposure” as a cause of a rare form of cancer, the Health Report Card fails to
address the regular release of known carcinogenic or other toxic substances into
Louisiana’s environment.
As opposed to cautionary health and environment labels like Cancer Alley and the
Chemical Corridor, terms used by environmental and environmental justice activists,
government reports adopt a business perspective and term the parishes along the
Mississippi between New Orleans and Baton Rouge the Industrial Corridor. More
colorfully, and widely disseminated especially in tourist literature, is an image of
Ascension Parish as the Gateway to Plantation Country. Typical is this description,
which appears in the Ascension Parish Health Profile (Louisiana Department of Health
and Hospitals 2005:13): “Ascension Parish, located in the heart of Plantation Country,
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mixes Old South traditions with exciting new offerings. The quaint towns are surrounded
by sprawling sugar cane fields and beautiful cypress swamplands.” Emphasized here is a
celebration of the “historic legacy” of the grand antebellum plantations with their
impressive columned mansions and beautiful grounds, a tradition that in fact only lasted
from the 1820s to the Civil War. Largely lost in the invented history that is characteristic
of Plantation Country messages is the fact that the lifestyle of the white families that
occupied the imposing Mississippi River plantation estates (some of which are now
operated by the government and private companies as luxuriant tourist destinations) was
made possible by the enslavement of black people, a sleight of hand no less telling than
efforts to render the chemical industry as good for the environment. Also missing is
mention of what else the “quaint towns” of Ascension Parish are surrounded by.
In sum, industry and government sources historically have tended to deploy
alternative representations that downplay the occurrence and health implication of
corporate pollution and to point instead to ‘lifestyle choices’ to explain the health
problems of residents in the Chemical Corridor. As Allen (2003:137), citing Krieger and
Bassett (1986:81-82) notes, “The ‘lifestyle’ excuse for poor health in the region, which is
economically depressed, directs attention away from research [on] issues such as poor air
and water... [Instead the poor are told] they are responsible for their own health problems
and what is needed is health education ‘to counsel minorities (and the poor) to eat better,
exercise more, smoke and drink less, be less violent, seek health care earlier for
symptoms, and in general be better health-care citizens.”
One consequence of incongruity between official and dominant voices on the role of
industrial pollution in the origin of health problems, on the one hand, and the immediate
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lived experience of communities (e.g., evidence of high rates of serious disease), on the
other, has been described by Auero and Swistun (2009) as “toxic uncertainty.” This
cognitive and emotional state is characterized by the embrace, to some degree, of
scientifically unsound information about health and the environment, acceptance of
“shifted responsibility” (i.e., blaming sufferers for their health problems), denial of risk
(or acceptance of risk but denial of its seriousness), and a tendency to see anthropogenic
dangers as natural features of the environment, an issue explored in the remainder of this
report.
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Research Methods

The ethnographic study described in this report grew out of discussions on
community health and social needs between the author and the J.H. Lowery Foundation.
The methodological plan for the project included the following two components.
1) Formative work: This began with online and archival research and examination of
databases on environmental health issues in rural Louisiana, including sources on local
contamination and health effects in Ascension Parish. This work was carried out in April
and May, 2010. Subsequently, beginning in June 2010, meetings were held with
Foundation members and local community supporters to plan the implementation of the
ethnographic study, arrange meetings with local gatekeepers (e.g., elected officials,
community and neighborhood leaders, health care providers, environmental activists, and
religious leaders). This work was intertwined with observational surveillance of the
research site to identify key landmarks and features.
2) Qualitative data collection. A convenience sample of 31 local residents was
recruited through phone contact with individuals suggested by the Foundation, street
outreach, and flyers posted in local community markets, churches, and community
institutions (e.g. the town library). Based on an open-ended interview guide developed in
collaboration with the Foundation, consenting participants (as approved by the University
of Connecticut Institutional Review Board) were interviewed concerning knowledge,
attitudes, and concerns regarding environmental health issues, perceived local
environmental risk, and experienced individual and family health problems. All
community participants were African American and ranged in age between 18 and 94
21

(mean age =38.8). Almost all had been lifelong residents of Ascension Parish, and most
had spent all of their lives in of Donaldsonville. The majority of participants were male
(76%), almost half (45%) of participants had not completed high school, and only four
had attended college. Most were unemployed or employed in lower income manual labor.
Community members received $15 in compensation for their participation in the
interviews, which lasted between 30-60 minutes. Interviews also were conducted with
local environmental activists and community providers.
All interviews were tape recorded, transcribed, and content analyzed based on a set of
themes (e.g., assessment of the local quality of life, experienced health problems, concern
about contamination, linkage of contamination to local health problems, view of the
relative contribution of lifestyle vs. environmental causes in sickness, and expressions of
needed changes and means of barriers to achieving such change) reflective of the
environmental health concerns of the study.
In addition, the study was provided with data on the causes of death of all people who
died and were buried in Donaldsonville by a local mortuary for the year of 2009. The
director of the mortuary indicated that all of burials it handles are African American and
that her mortuary buries about half of the African Americans who are buried in the town
each year. These data were examined to develop an estimate of the relative importance of
cancer as a cause of death in Donaldsonville.
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Research Findings

Mortuary Data Findings
An examination of the mortuary data provided to the project indicate that there were
approximately 150 African American deaths in Donaldsonville in 2009 (double the
number for the mortuary that provided data), of which 17.5% listed cancer as the cause of
death. The average age at time of death for individuals who died of cancer was 57.5
years compared to 61.2 years for all other causes of death. These figures are compared
with an average life span of 72.2 years for African Americans and 76.6 for whites in
Louisiana, and an overall average life expectancy in the U.S. of 78 years (Burd-Sharps et
al. 2009). The mortuary data, while limited, suggest that African Americans in
Donaldsonville die at a notably younger age than do African Americans elsewhere in
Louisiana and people in the U.S. overall, and this is especially the case for those who die
of cancer.

Ethnographic Findings
Most participants did not view Donaldsonville as a healthy place nor did they view
their own health as particularly good, except for some of the younger individuals (18-35
years of age). Exemplary are the problems described below:
[My health] ain’t too good. Everyday, I am weak… I have this wheezing on
my chest ... My knees are bad. And I have this skin rash right here on my
shoulder. I had that awhile but I have gone to the doctor’s and it makes it go
away. But it comes back every now and then…. I know my nerves are very
23

bad…. [My daughter] be in and out of the hospital or the doctor’s, you know.
She be going for her throat. I couldn’t tell you what exactly, she doesn’t tell
me everything.” (Man, age 54).

I had a miscarriage in 1985 and one in 2000. I got problems with my breathing.
I be coughing and my heart be beating fast…. I had allergies. I have to breathe
through my mouth.” (Woman, age 48).

Some people wavered on their health status. For example, one participant who
initially described his health as excellent proceeded to talk about having had heart
problems. Another, who initially said he did not have any health problems, subsequently
mentioned having seizures and anemia. Participants noted the following were common
health problems in Donaldsonville: cancer, diabetes or “sugar” (which some participants
saw as being different than diabetes), high blood pressure, heart problems and “fluid”
(edema), asthma and sinus problems, and “low blood” or anemia.
Also reported were various health problems among participant’s children and
grandchildren:
“My grandson be sick often and I brought him to Dr. Reddy. He had a fever and
was throwing up. I have to take him back next Tuesday. When I bath my
grandson in the water, his skin on his toes comes off, it peels off and his hands too,
peeling in the water. He is 6 years old, he is too young to be peeling like that. I
took water and boiled it then freezed it but he started throwing up again.”
(Woman, age 48).
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“Sometimes when we bathe him, he loose his skin. And sometimes he be
breathing and he loose his breathe and we have to take him to the hospital. He be
breathing hard like he had been running. He be laying down, sleeping and
breathing funny, we have to take him to the hospital. We did that twice… They
were saying that at our house, if it rained maybe some stuff got wet, and the wood
could be molded. And he has a behavioral disorder. He is getting speech therapy
and they are running tests to see if he has behavioral disorders. If you try to teach
him, his mind cannot focus on it, it just wonders off and do something else.” (Man,
age 26)
Without doubt, concerns about environmental health in Donaldsonville had been
elevated by the Gulf oil spill, which participants reported they watched regularly on T.V.
and discussed, often daily, with friends and family members. Still, this event only
exacerbated prior concerns, as most participants reported local contamination was
something that they had a history of discussing socially and contemplating personally.
Further, participants, apprehension and unease appeared to be deeper than mere
“pollution talk… [that was] to a large extent, an artifact of outsiders’ [including my]
incursions” (Auyero and Swistun 2009:82). Participant responses that bear specifically
on the issue of toxic uncertainty are reported below.

Embracing scientifically unsound perspectives
Generally, participants did not embrace scientifically unsupported views of the
environment or the causes of their health problems. Although they lacked any detailed
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knowledge of the chemicals released by the plants or their specific potential health risks,
they tended to see the plants as the source of toxics that threatened their health, as
indicated by the following comments made by participants.
“What I feel is that when people inhale the chemicals, that is what makes
them sick. That is what I believe. Because when I was working at the plants
and you inhale that stuff, it make you sick. It is the [chemical] plants what
they got all around here. Ain’t nothing but the plants. Sometimes you gotta
watch what kind of food you eat too. Because the animal be eating things and
it make you sick.” (Man, age 56)

“As far as the chemical plants and stuff, this is a very dangerous area because
we have a lot of fumes we inhale. When they are letting off steam, we can
smell the ammonia and stuff like that. Its not a healthy place per se, its not a
health place. It be scary. You don’t know what you are putting into your
lungs.” (Woman, age 66).

“I believe [it is the chemical plants] because I am not the only one in town that
have a vitamin D deficiency. Actually like five or six of the people I work
with at the library have a vitamin D deficiency. We all taking these little green
gel pills for it. We also be using the old remedies like getting sun light and
eating egg yokes to build up our vitamins… I think the pollution takes a toll
on people…” (Man, age 28)
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As these participant comments suggest, most people assumed that the chemical plants
were a significant threat to their health, although not the only one. Many also believed
that agribusiness, particularly the post-harvest burning of the sugar cane fields, was a
cause of disease, as noted by these two participants:
“[There is] the smoke from burning the sugar fields. When they be burnin’ the
shucks. You get all that there smoke.” (Woman, age 48)

“And like in Back-of-Town (the poorest section of Donaldsonville) a lot of
people have their house near the cane fields. They have problems with the air
quality cause they burn off stuff and there is run off into the ditches.” (Man,
age 28)
One of the other environmental causes of sickness in town mentioned by
approximately 25% of participants was waste discarded by people in an area locally
known as “the dump”:
“…[T]here has always been a dumping in the back of the levee. We used to
call it the dump. People would dump anything they wanted. I was raised two
blocks from the river and people would dump whatever they wanted there.
And we would play there. Every year seepage water would cover that dump.
Whatever that water picked up from that dump it seeped into where people
lived. There was always seepage water in our yard.” (Man, age 63)
Also regularly mentioned by participants was the clogging of the town’s sewage
system, as one participant (male, age 19) noted: “Well you have the Behind-the-Tracks
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(and label used for Back-of-Town area) and when I was in school there it stinks with
sewage just backing up. And the kids complain because they smell that stuff.”
Finally, individuals also attributed health problems to smoking and the stress of
unemployment and interpersonal conflict (including physical violence). Thus, in response
to the question “which do you think is more important the way people live (e.g., smoking,
drinking, lack of exercise, poor diet) or pollution of the environment by industry, while
some participants, like the individuals quoted below, discounted lifestyle, even smoking,
as a primary factor in local health, others, like the individual quoted below,
“I think it gotta be way more than people say drinking alcohol, or smoking.
Some folks I know been smoking all their life and don’t have cancer. Some
people work in the plant all their life and get cancer. I think it is more than a
cigarette, I think it is more pollution of the air. If they checked the air that
would save a lot of lives. You hear stuff everyday about pollution and you
walk around and you smell.” (Man, age 45)

“I think it is the stuff that you are inhaling, not the life style. See, before when
they didn’t have all these plants, we didn’t have all this sickness. Then when
they started building all these plants, people started leaving here, fast, I am
talking about dying. I sit down and think about that all the time. I don’t talk
about it much to other people though” (Man, age 54).
Others said both lifestyle and pollution were equally important, or they were
uncertain about the relative importance of the two causes of disease. Despite the AIDS
pandemic and on-going A/H1N1 influenza pandemic, infection was rarely mentioned by
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participants as a cause of disease and few infectious diseases were mentioned as health
problems in Donaldsonville.
Despite the strong emphasis placed the health dangers caused by the local chemical
companies in the remarks of participants, there was a degree of uncertainty in their
attribution of sickness causation to chemical pollution, as typified by the following
comments:
“Well we used to live very close to the CF plant right there. I lived 5 minutes
from that plant and the ammonia in the air was bad. When they used to pollute
the air and let those chemicals out, with ammonia, it used to blow our way.
You could smell it, it was so strong. … It probably affected my people. My
daddy died back then and it probably had affected him.” (Man, age 48)

“…I have trouble breathing. One day I got dizzy, real dizzy. I got light headed.
That was about … two weeks ago…. I don’t know, it could be the air. Might
be the water, I don’t know. They got that oil spill in the Gulf, right. I don’t
know if that got nothing to do with our water. The water is not good. We do
not have good water around here…. I don’t know why. (Man, age 26)

Moreover, the view that the fumes released by the chemical plants was harming people’s
health was not universal, as suggested by the following exchange with a 19 year old
male:
Participant: “Well, I am anemic and I been having low blood since I was 5
years old.”
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Interviewer: “Did you ever wonder if your low blood was caused by exposure
to chemicals from the plants around here?”
Participant: “No, no, I just pray to God. No that don’t affect me.”
This individual, in fact, felt his own behavior, including his consumption of snack foods,
was the primary cause of his health problems. He also believed that the degraded quality
of the sewer system in Donaldsonville and the tendency of the pipes to get blocked was a
particularly unhealthy situation. Further, he expressed considerable concern about the
Gulf oil spill, and had been praying for those most immediately affected.
In short, while recognition and concern about industrial and agribusiness pollution
was a dominant theme in the explanations offered about the sources of health problems
by residents in Donaldsonville, there was, as in Flammable, “a diversity of coexisting
views and deeply held beliefs” (Auyero and Swistun 2009:66).

Shifted Responsibility” Blaming the Victim
While participants who smoke or admit to eating “junk food” admit that that is
probably a factor in their health, they do not, for the most part, engage in blaming the
victim of sickness for bringing it on themselves. Participants feel quite frustrated with
their neighbors on three counts:
•

Violence, crime, and drugs

•

They won’t do anything to improve things in town

•

Dumping trash behind the levee or elsewhere

But they do not see their neighbors as the primary cause of health problems, these they
attribute primarily to:
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•

Chemical companies

•

Agribusiness

•

Failure of government to protect them

These forces are seen as largely beyond their power to influence, forces that are separate
from them, and not well understood (except for recognizing the profit motive is probably
involved).

Denial of risk (or acceptance of risk but denial of its seriousness)
While environmental risk and its probable sources were recognized among
participants, neither pollution nor its impact on local health were issues of constant
concern and worry. As one man who had lived in Donaldsonville for over 60 years
observed: “For people living around here for a long time we don’t worry about it, we
don’t think about it, we are used to the fumes.” Additionally, some people reported being
bothered by the smell of the chemical plant releases but did not necessarily link this
experience to health problems. For example, one participant reported:
“The chemical plants have hurt the air. A lot of times we be walking out of
[work] at night and we say, “what is that smell?” And [co-workers] be like, “I
want to throw up, oh. Let’s go back in.” If we go outside for a break, we have
to come right back in. We smell it, it is messing up the air.” (Woman, age 37).
This individual, while experiencing chemical plant emissions as unpleasant, did not see
the fumes as a grave threat to her health or the health of her children.
Even among those who did stress environmental risks to their health, this issue is
hardly a subject of “constant, sustained, scrutiny” (Quyero and Sistun 2009:82). For

31

example, in celebration of the 4th of July holiday, the people of Donaldsonville, black and
white, gathered in large numbers in a local park just below the levee that overlooks the
Mississippi River and happily spent several hours in typical holiday activities (e.g.,
listening to or ignoring speeches by dignitaries, visiting carnival booths, consuming
snack foods, purchasing light-flashing toys for their children, watching and cheering the
fireworks display, chatting in shifting clusters with neighbors and family members).
Wandering through the park, industrial contamination was not a subject heard among the
multiple small group conversations. Other concerns, from the weather, to the desire to
buy a new car, to the location of the latrines, to the pending birth of a baby were among
the many topics under discussion. And yet, even here, industrial contamination was an
inescapable issue, as a table had been set up to collect donations for the victims of the
Gulf oil spill.
Moreover, it was evident that among many people in Donaldsonville there is an
acceptance of risk as a trade off for access to a job, especially among those who had been
looking from employment for many months; thus during interviews younger unemployed
individuals said they would happily take a job in a chemical plant if they could get one.
Still, a number of participants, especially those under age 40, said they would like to
leave Donaldsonville if they could. Most of these individuals, however, said they do not
know where they would go and did not have the money to leave. Further, many were tied
to Donaldsonville by the presence of multiple relatives with whom they lived
interconnected lives.
Additionally, participants expressed a sense of frustrated resignation because they
believed that “small people” can’t do anything about what “big people” do. In this, they
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express a certain level of acceptance that living with environmental risk is unavoidable,
it’s the way things are (like death and taxes).

Seeing anthropogenic dangers as natural features of the environment?
This attribution does not appear to be going on among residents of Donaldsonville/
People do not see the chemical plants or their waste as natural or part of nature. The same
is true with regard to the fumes given off during the burning of sugar cane stalks, or the
dumping of waste into Mississippi River or Bayou Lafourche. Rather, they see these
dangers as anthropogenic, being the products of either corporate or individual behavior,
as indicated by the follow participant comment.
[W]hen I was a child.., there were trees every ten feet from one end by the
river to the other end by the railroad track, large Oak trees…. That was before
we had any chemical plants in this area. The birds were here, robins were
here, and it was just very beautiful scenery. There were camphor trees…
there were camphor trees all over the place. Then all of a sudden we had many
plants built close by to the city, within 5 miles of the city, chemical plants…
This killed off all of the trees and the birds all gone.” (Man, age 63)
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Conclusions and Recommendations

As Bullard (1993:97) indicates, “Communities are not all created equal. In the United
States, for example, some communities are routinely poisoned while the government
looks the other way. Environmental regulations have not uniformly benefitted all
segments of society.” In a place like Donaldsonville, where the unpunished release and
dumping toxins are daily affair, has this led to the kind of “toxic uncertainty” described
by Auyero and Swistun (2009) in their study of Flammable, a heavily polluted
shantytown in Argentina? The precise perspectives of participants, while clearly
reflecting aspects of “toxic uncertainty,” appear to be a sign of a somewhat different
response than the people of Flammable to living in a polluted environment, one that
might better be termed “toxic frustration.” Individuals who experience toxic frustration
feel reasonably certain that the environment is unhealthy, point to the huge
manufacturing plants and agribusinesses around them as the primary causes of their
environmental suffering, but also believe there is not much they can do about it given
their socioeconomic status and the unresponsiveness of the local or state government. As
a result, on a day-to-day basis, they usually avoid thinking about these issues too much
unless they are prompted by specific events (like an oil spill, a chemical plant explosion,
an unexplainable illness of a child, a sudden upturn in the foul taste of the local drinking
water, the questions of a researcher, or similar events large and small). Rather, they go
on with their lives and hope and -- given the strong presence of the church in the
everyday lives of participants – regularly pray, that things will be okay or even improve.
Moreover, toxic frustration does not exist in isolation from other aspects of social
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experience but rather is a component of a wider and deeper sense of enduring
disappointment, social injury and political economic marginalization, a pattern Auyero
and Swistun also reported for Flammable. Toxic frustration in Donaldsonville, in part,
also reflects a disappointment with the ultimate failure of an earlier grassroots effort by
the Ascension Parish Residents Against Toxic Pollution and a prevailing sense that no
one will help them with their plight.
Still, everyday toxic frustration, while expressing a palpable sense of acquiescence
and powerlessness should not be read as a permanent acceptance and submission to
ecological hegemony by powerful industrial polluters. Participants recognize a need to
make changes even if they are not sure how to go about it and have not identified
confidence-raising leaders with whom they are willing to risk even further social and
economic losses.
Are there signs of change viewable from the grounded perspective of ethnography?
The emergence of a community based organization like the J. H. Lowery Foundation in
Donaldsonville might represent one indication of emergent change. Moreover, one of the
participants in the study has become active in a multi-parish grassroots community
initiative called the Louisiana Environmental Justice Community Organization Coalition
(LEJCOC) that seeks to improve the environment through nonconfrontational negotiation
with the chemical companies and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Working
with some friendly officials at Obama Administration EPA, this individual and his
colleagues in the LEJCOC are concerned about developing environmental action training
and education for youth in Donaldsonville and in the parish. As an old expression in the
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African American community suggests, from tiny mustard seeds sometimes grow giant
trees.
Comparison of the Flammable and Donaldsonville cases, suggests the occurrence of a
range of alternative responses to living in industrial pollution impact sites. Indeed, a third
contrastive case--what might be termed anti-toxic activism—can also be found in
Louisiana. Approximately 160 miles west of Donaldsonville lies the small town (375
homes) of Mossville, where residents have formed an activist organization called
Mossville Environmental Action Now (MEAN) to directly challenge (through law suits,
protest activities, testifying at hearings, and seeking of mass media attention) the
chemical plants that have been erected around their town since World War II (Martin
2010). Developing community-based initiatives to improve health and health conditions
in light of widespread health-damaging industrial degradation of the environment and the
patterns of environmental racism that have typified this process will depend on acquiring
a better understanding of the range of responses found in low-income and marginalized
communities that commonly are selected for the production and dumping of
environmental toxins, the set of social or other factors that contribute the local acceptance
of particular community responses to industrial pollution, and why these responses
change (e.g., to or away from acquiescence) over time in communities.
Based on the findings presented in this report, the following recommendations are
made:
•

Efforts should be initiated to increase youth and community awareness of and
involvement in stewardship of the environment in Donaldsonville using a
participatory strategy. This initiative should stress increased awareness and
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knowledge about the environment and environmental sustainability issues,
including environmental justice, anthropogenic pollution, the impacts of
pollution on communities and human health, and alternative action approaches
to identifying, evaluating, and addressing community concerns about
environmental quality issues.
•

Additional assessment of health, environment, and social issues is needed in
Donaldsonville, including clarification of community prioritization of
concerns about threats to the quality of life in Donaldsonville.

•

Objective scientific assessments of environmental pollution and health
assessments of human exposure to toxic chemicals in Donaldsonville should
be conducted to determine the level of threat to human health and well-being
faced by community members as well living in various parts of town, as well
as the chemical threat to local flora and fauna in the Donaldsonville area.

.
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