/> Nuestra Casa

CRCENOTICIAS

JUNE 2026/ ISSUE 10

WHY ARE THERE SO MANY CONTAMINATED SITES IN EAST PALO ALTO?

In the United States, race, not income, is the strongest factor determining who lives near hazardous waste
facilities and toxic sites. African American and Latinx communities are the most affected. East Palo Alto is
home to a large Latinx community and has 77 contaminated sites.

Map of East Palo Alto’s Groundwater Rise
This map shows the expected emergent groundwater in dark gray under a
scenario of 52-inches of sea-level rise by 2100.

Like many other communities where most residents

are people of color in the Bay Area, East Palo Alto

has been shaped and segregated by long histories of

discriminatory housing policies that led to unequal
—— access to resources.

East Palo Alto’s problem with contaminated sites is

bt adirect result of the area's history.

The emergent groundwater layer comes from Pathways Climate Institute &
San Francisco Estuary Institute.

Housing discrimination practices in the Bay Area meant that people who weren’t white were only allowed to live in
certain places. A long time ago, buying a home or renting was only possible for people of color in certain communities
that didn’t have any restrictions on who could live there. For many years, East Palo Alto was the only place in the
Bay Area where African Americans could buy or rent a property. Historically, facilities that contaminated
communities were placed in these diverse areas because these communities had less political power to fight against a
facility in their neighborhood. White communities had political power to fight against the facilities, so many hazardous
facilities ended up in poorer, racially diverse communities.

In San Mateo County, Romic Environmental Technologies is just one example of this siting practice. It operated as a
hazardous waste management facility in East Palo Alto from 1956 to 2007. When Romic started operating out of East
Palo Alto in the 1950s, the city was predominantly African American, one of the only cities in the Bay Area where Black
Americans could live. At the time, African Americans didn’t have the right to vote and faced serious and often violent
consequences for protesting. East Palo Alto was also unincorporated at that time. Residents had no political power to
fight this zoning decision.

Housing discrimination is now illegal, and anyone has the ability to live where they want, but its history has long-
lasting impacts to this day.
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What is Groundwater Rise?

Groundwater is fresh water stored
several feet underground. We get it
from rain, melting ice, or snow. In our
communities, sea level rise is causing
our groundwater to rise. By the year
2100, the Bay Area is expected to see
3 feet of sea level rise. As sea level
rises, saltwater pushes groundwater
up towards the surface since the
fresh groundwater floats on top of
the salty seawater. This is happening
in neighborhoods close to the San
Francisco Bay, like East Palo Alto.

Groundwater rise can become a
problem before sea-level rise does.
Groundwater near the coast is
connected to the ocean, and as the
sea level rises, it pushes the
groundwater upward, potentially
causing flooding from beneath the
ground before the ocean itself floods
the coast.

-
-

Subscribe to the PACT mailing list.
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HOW WILL GROUNDWATER RISE IMPACT MY
COMMUNITY?

Aside from flooding, groundwater rise also pushes underground
contaminants toward the surface of the soil. A contaminant is any
substance that makes something impure, unclean or unsafe. These
contaminants are often toxic substances left behind from human
activities like industrial waste dumping and leaking underground
chemical storage tanks.

Contaminants can affect the environment and human health. Plants
grown in contaminated soil may absorb harmful chemicals. When
that happens, they may not be safe for people or animals to eat.
Contaminants can also move into groundwater and surface water,
affecting drinking water. They can increase the risk of health
problems when people come into contact with contaminated soil,
water, or dust. Many contaminants cause skin irritation, breathing
problems and can even cause cancer. It is important to know that
these health issues are not actively affecting the Bay Area. Rather,
they are a possible concern in the future due to groundwater rise.

When groundwater rises, it mixes with contaminated soil. During a
storm, contaminated water can spread and mix with stormwater.
Once it mixes with stormwater, it moves through the ground and can
get into old, cracked pipes or drainage systems. It can even enter
buildings through these cracks.

These problems can occur even at old industrial sites that have been
cleaned up. That's because sometimes the cleanup only required
putting something over the contaminated soil. For example, instead
of removing the contaminated soil, the soil is covered with a concrete
slab. This new groundwater rise problem is making past cleanup
efforts less effective.
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Sites of Greatest Concern in East Palo Alto

This map shows the expected emergent groundwater in dark gray under a scenario of 52 inches
of sea-level rise by 2100. The white diamonds represent the sites of greatest concern.

What can | do about contaminated sites in

rsity Ay

Rank: 3 e—_ o
Site Name: ROMIC CHEMICAL CORPORATION

Address: 2081 BAY ROAD

Contaminants: *HALOGENATED ORGANIC COMPOUNDS,
*HYDRYCARBON COMPOUNDS, *HALOGENATED SOLVENT -2
Contaminated Media: NONE SPECIFIED

Rank: 2 (TIE)
Site Name: MYRTLE STREET HIGH SCHOOL CAMPUS PHASE2 _, §.
Address: 980 and 992 Myrtle Street

my community?

If you are worried about a specific site or have questions
about what is being done for cleanup, you can contact the
supervisor of the site. It is your right to be informed,
demand faster remediation, and public updates:

@3y

Rank: 1 (TIE)
Site Name: RHONE-POULENC - PRIMARY SCHOOL

Address: 1200 WEEKS STREET <

Contaminants: ARSENIC, CHLORDANE, DDD / DDE / DDT, OTHER Q
INSECTICIDES / PESTICIDE / FUMIGANTS / HERBICIDES, TOXAPHENE
Contaminated Media: SOIL

mankame) X evmonae.commer| ®© RHONE-POULENC - PRIMARY SCHOOL: Sherry Gamboa
:M“gmmwm“?, DDE/ DOT, TRICHLOROETHYLENE (sherry.gamboa@waterboards.ca.gov)
R = e « RHONE-POULENC - 1990 BAY ROAD SITE - SOUTH OF
Wtiinin.. WEEKS STREET SUBAREA: rb2-sfbay-
contactus@waterboards.ca.gov

Jgandsxien

ComtamivancARSENI 00,008 oo ch0 Do W, %, ) e MYRTLE STREET HIGH SCHOOL CAMPUS: Mellan
Rank:2(1iE : Songco (mellan.songco@dtsc.ca.gov)
i i o S S e MYRTLE STREET HIGH SCHOOL CAMPUS PHASE 2:

Contaminants: DDE, DIELDRIN, DDT, DDD, LEAD, CHLORDANE
Contaminated Media: CSS, SOIL

Travis Tran (travis.tran@dtsc.ca.gov)

The emergent groundwater layer comes from Pathways Climate Institute & San Francisco Estuary Institute.
Site locations and information was gathered from the State Water Resource Control Board’s GeoTracker
database, or the Department of Toxic Substance Control’s Envirostor database.

*If you are interested in knowing how these sites were picked out of the total 77 in the area, you can
find more information on the methods used below.

ROMIC CHEMICAL CORPORATION: Gavin McCreary
(gavin.mccreary@dtsc.ca.gov)

If you want to stay informed about the work multiple organizations are doing to address the issue of groundwater rise and
contaminated sites, join Peninsula Accountability for Contamination (PACT)’s e-mail list. You can also join your local Climate
Change Community Team (CCCT) to stay informed about these and other climate issues in your area. The East Palo Alto CCCT
meets the Second Thursday of every month from 6-7:30. Contact lesley.lopez@crcommunities.org for more information. All

residents are welcome!

*How did we pick these sites?

There are 428 contaminated sites within a 5-mile radius. This radius includes Redwood City, North Fair Oaks, Belle Haven, and East Palo
Alto. Climate Resilient Communities (CRC) decided to do something about it. Given limited resources, CRC wanted to rank which sites
required immediate attention. They worked with environmental engineers to create a ranking system. Using this ranking system, they put

the list of 428 sites in order of risk to environmental and human health.

Then, CRC sought community input through its Climate Change Community Teams (CCCTs). They included North Fair Oaks, Belle Haven,
and East Palo Alto CCCT meetings in this process. CCCT participants completed a survey rating site characteristics that mattered most to
them. For example, they were asked how important the type of contaminants at a site, or a site being near a school, was to them. Using this
community input, CRC re-ranked the list of 428 sites. The rankings were created based on site conditions, environmental justice and/or
social vulnerability considerations, potential opportunities for future development, and flood hazards. Over 10 factors were considered for

each site.

The map above shows the 5 sites with the highest ranking within East Palo Alto. These sites are most important to address first, given
limited resources. Community members want them investigated, monitored, and cleaned up faster.



