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Matthew Wilson has served
as Director of the Toxics
Action Center since 1989.
The center assists local

o .| groupsinMassachusettsand

Connecticut fighting envi-
ronmental and health haz-
ards in their communities.

How did yoﬁ first get in-
volved in toxics issues?

Back in 1986, I started
1 working with a coalition
| ofgroupsinMassachusetts
who got together and put
a question on the ballot to
speed the cleanup of toxic
wastesites herein thestate
and better involve the pub-
lic in the cleanup of those
sites. The voters passed the
initiative 74-26%, creating
| one of the most compre-
i hensivecleanuplawsinthe

" nation.

At that time in 1986, there
were only about 300 0or400
toxic waste sites recog-
nized in the state; now
there are 6,000 or7,000.So
obviously we helped raise
v+ the profileof theissue, but

~.-:| we also forced the state to

go out and identify the
| sites that we knew were
out there but that they
weren't looking for.

What types of projects
. does the center work on
. these days?

| We're always helping
communities fightto clean
up hazardous waste. But
wealsoassistlocal groups
in campaigns to block un-
safe wastefacilitieslikein-
cinerators from being
- built. And wework to pre-
~ vent pollution in the first
* place by helping citizens

+

pressure companies to re-
duce their use of toxic
chemicals.

What types of environ-
mental problems have
you seen over the years?

Over the last 11 years the
center has helped 200
neighborhood groups ad-
dress a multitude of envi-
ronmental threats. The
most compelling prob-
lemsI’'veseenaretheones
that directly affect
people’s health—con-
taminated groundwater
supplies or air pollution
from toxic waste facilities
or chemical companies
that have brought cancer
and respiratory problems
into different communi-
ties. These are the neigh-
borhoods thatareliterally
right next to a dump site
or an unsafe waste facil-

ity.

Butmore and more, we're
working with people who
realize that these toxic
threats affect more than
just the immediate neigh-
borhood.

An incinerator, for ex-
ample, emits mercury or
dioxins that can migrate
for hundreds of miles. So
it doesn’t matter whether
youlivenextto the smoke-
stack—the stuff is on the
grass and cows eat it and
chickens eat it and it
passes up the food chain.

When the center started
up 11 yearsago, wemostly
heard citizens saying “not
in my backyard.” Nowa-
days, we hear “not in
anyone’s backyard.”
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Howwill the recent fund-
ing of the Chemical
Safety and Hazard Inves-
tigation Board affect your
work to prevent pollution
and clean up hazardous
waste sites?

It’s always good to iden-
tify and publicize chemi-
cal accidents, to call com-
panieson the carpetso that
they don’t do it again and
so that others learn from
themistakes and take pre-
cautions. But theonly way
we can truly prevent acci-
dents from happening
again is by reducing our
use of these dangerous
chemicals.

From our perspective, the
work thatwedoisdivided
intowhat has happened in
the past and what we're
going to have to deal with
in the future. Cleaning up
toxic waste sites is incred-
ibly costly. It's a process
that takes a really long
time, affecting the
community’s drinking wa-
ter, the soil, the health and
development of the town.

Our focus needs to be on
pollution prevention—it
not only saves lives, but
financially, it just makes
sense. ¢

“.r. the only way
we can truly
prevent accidents
from happening
again is by
reducing our use
of these
dangerous
chemicals.”



