Interview

Shay Clark

St. John Citizens for Environmental JusticA

Shay Clarkis anactive mem-
ber of St. John Citizens for
Environmental Justice
(SJCE]J), a grassroots envi-
ronmental organization in
St. John Parish in southern
Louisiana and a co-plaintiff
in NELC’s Clean Air Act
lawsuit against Bayou Steel
in LaPlace, LA. Ms. Clark
has been pursuing solutions
to environmental problems
in her St. John community
for the past decade.

How did you first get in-
volved with SJCE]J?

The group was organized
by a young LaPlace
woman who was working
for Tulane Environmental
Law Clinic in New Or-
leans. She called my hus-
band and me and invited
us to start a group to ad-
dress several environmen-
tal issues.

What kind of issues has
SJCE]J worked on?

Louisiana offered $448
million in tax breaks to
Formosa Plastics to entice
ittobuild the world’slarg-
est rayon plant in St. John
Parish. We brought to
light Formosa’s bad
record on pollution and
testified in favor of alter-
native economic develop-
ment options. Formosa
withdrew its permit ap-
plication. We've also suc-
cessfully opposed the sit-
ing ofanew medical waste
incinerator here and con-
vinced the state to limit
the amount of hazardous
waste from outside the
community that Du Pont
can burn in the parish.

What led you to file the
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lawsuit against Bayou
Steel?

In the late 80s, Bayou Steel
showed up on the Toxics
500 list.! In 1993, SJCE]
wrote a letter to the Loui-
siana Department of Envi-
ronmental Quality com-
plaining about Bayou
Steel’s air emissions. Near
the Bayou Steel plant,
people talk about the fin-
ishof their carsbeing eaten
away by pollution. There
is one lady in particular
who says that the pollu-
tion is so bad that she is
afraid to leave her house.

When we learned in 1995
about the possibility of
joining a suit against
Bayou Steel, we eagerly
joined in. We are really
glad to be a part of it.

How has Bayou Steel re-
sponded to citizen com-
plaintsaboutits pollution?

They either deny that
there is a problem or they
ignore it. The most you
canever get out of them is
a statement that they’ve
already cleaned it up—
thatit’s not a problem any
more. Meanwhileitseems
like everyone in the par-
ish has somekind of sinus
or respiratory problem or
asthma.

How hasthe LaPlace com-
munity responded to this
lawsuit, inlight of thejobs
Bayou Steel creates?

Early on, you heard a lot
about jobs versus the en-
vironment. You don’t
hear that so much any-
more. People are begin-
ning to realize that you
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can’t buy bottled air. I
think Bayou Steel work-
ers are now sensitive to
the problemsthatthey are
facing. Workers have
been instructed to ignore
the alarms signalling air
pollution violationsatthe
plant. An EP A inspection
found three inches of
dust inside the shop.
That’s three inches of
dust containing heavy
metals. I think the work-
ersaresupportive of any-
thing that will make the
company obey the law.

How has it been working
with NELC?

They are fabulous. NELC
is a tremendous national
resource. I am so im-
pressed by Josh [Kratka]
and David [Nicholas],and
Tappreciate their commit-
ment, care, attention to
detail, good sense and
good humor. When it
looked for a while like
Bayou Steel was going to
try to come after me per-
sonally, Josh and David
gave me every assurance
that NELC would protect

.me. These are guys who

could undoubtedly get
jobs with big firms, and
their commitment to this
kind of work is just awe-
some.

What do you hope to
achieve in this lawsuit?

We would like Bayou Steel
to obey the law. But be-
yond that, we would like
them to become a positive
contributor to the quality
oflifeinSt. John Parish, not
just somebody who has
been forced to comply with
the law. ¢

“Near the Bayou
Steel plant,
people talk about
the finish on their
cars being eaten
away by pollu-
tion. There is one
lady in particular
who says that the
pollution is so
bad that she is
afraid to leave
her house.”

I The Toxics 500 list was produced
in 1989 by the National Wildlife
Federation. Using data gathered
through the Toxics Release Inven-
tory, the list catalogued the
country’s top 500 dischargers of
toxic chemicals.




