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Diamond: A Struggle for
Environmental Justice in
Louisiana’s Chemical
Corridor

By Steve Lerner
Cambridge, MA:MIT Press, 2004. 296 pp.
ISBN: 0-262-12273-1, $27.95 cloth

Amazon.com lists over a dozen volumes on
environmental justice, but only a few
recent writings about disproportionately
higher exposures to toxic and hazardous
substances in low-income communities
and people of color. Now there is another.
Lerner and others writing on this
topic make it clear that “environmental
justice” is an oxymoron. As a rule, those who live and work where chem-
icals and radioactive materials are produced are poor. Likewise, wastes
from homes, industries, and weapons manufacture are deposited in poor
communities. Environmental injustice is perhaps a better descriptor.
Accusations of environmental racism are not uncommon among
those living in affected communities and their advocates. This was true in
Diamond, a small, exclusively African-American neighborhood in the
town of Norco, a few miles upriver from New Orleans. Norco was
named for the New Orleans Refining Company built on plantation land.
Over time, the oil business expanded to produce fuels, solvents, and other
petroleum-based substances. Royal Dutch Shell and its successor, the
Motiva-Equilon Alliance, have owned the business in recent decades.
Lerner details this history, describing how complex social, racial, and eco-
nomic factors combined to deny African-American residents many
potential benefits of the growth of the oil industry. He lays out the condi-
tions that led them to believe passionately that their health and well-being
were at severe risk from exposures to pollution released from the refinery.
A major explosion occurred in a unit in the Shell refinery early morn-
ing on 4 May 1988. Seven workers died and 48 people were injured, some
of whom were community residents. Over 4,000 people were temporarily
evacuated. Lerner suggests that this was a tipping point for the Diamond
community. The event lurked in the background as data describing leaks
of pollutants into the surrounding areas were reported by Shell in the
1990s in response to new federal rules. Leadership in the community
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evolved. Margie Richardson, a local teacher, formed Concerned Citizens
of Norco. Environmental justice advocates gravitated to Norco to support
the citizens. And eventually Shell agreed to buy out the neighborhood.
The book provides a deep level of detail on these people and the process.

The epic struggles in the 1970s and 1980s among residents, indus-
try, and government to find a satisfactory resolution to community expo-
sures to hazardous substances all seem to have a curiously common set of
characters: the key local community activist(s) who emerge(s) from
obscurity to a position of leadership; a core of nonresident advocates who
bolster these community leaders; a representative who speaks for the
industry but cannot commit the fiscal resources for putting things right;
local, state, and federal environmental and health agency representatives
who can help define the problem but are powerless to change the funda-
mental conditions in the community; expert consultants retained by the
community, government, and industry—few of whom agree and none of
whom are trusted by a majority; attorneys representing citizens or indus-
try; and, finally, the media reporting on key events and observers (usually
academics) who write papers and books about the process.

These were all present in Diamond. Lerner identifies with citizens
and advocates who demanded relocation. Unlike white residents of
Norco, the African-American community perceived unacceptably high
risks and insignificant benefits. Although they lived with the same envi-
ronmental contaminants, white residents believed that the oil economy
strengthened their economic, educational, and social infrastructure.
They did not support their African-American neighbors’ demands to
have their houses purchased by the oil industry, and they did not relo-
cate. Lerner notes that the unity of purpose in the Diamond neighbor-
hood eventually resulted in a buyout and exodus from a foul and
potentially dangerous toxic chemical environment. This success also
disbanded an African-American community with roots spanning three
centuries and ended the de facto segregation of Norco.

DAN VANDERMEER

Dan VanderMeer was among the senior management staff at the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention that created its Center for Environmental Health.
In 1984 he received the U.S. Public Health Service highest civilian award for
helping establish the federal Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry. He
was the Department of Health and Human Services’ principal representative in
the response to the national disaster at Love Canal where he coordinated health
studies and recommendations in support of the eventual relocation and restoration
of a major portion of the community.

A History of Epidemiologic Methods
and Concepts

Alfredo Morabia, ed.

New York:Springer-Verlag, 2004. 405 pp.
ISBN: 3-7643-6818-7, $119

Agriculture and the Nitrogen Cycle:
Assessing the Impacts of Fertilizer Use
on Food Production and the
Environment

Arvin R. Mosier, Keith Syers, John R. Freney, eds.
Washington, DC:Island Press, 2004. 374 pp.

ISBN: 1-55963-710-2, $40

Corporate Environmentalism and Public
Policy

Thomas P. Lyon, John W. Maxwell
Cambridge:Cambridge University Press,

2004. 306 pp. ISBN: 0-521-81947-4, $85

Electronic Scientific, Technical, and
Medical Journal Publishing and Its
Implications: Report of a Symposium
Committee on Electronic Scientific, Technical,
and Medical Journal Publishing, The National
Academies

Washington, DC:National Academies Press,

How Cancer Works

Lauren Sompayrac

Sudbury, MA:Jones and Bartlettt Publishers, 2004.
110 pp. ISBN: 0-7637-1821-1, $26.95

Make Your Mark in Science: Creativity,
Presenting, Publishing, and Patents, A

Guide for Young Scientists

Claus Ascheron, Angela Kickuth

Hoboken, NJ:John Wiley & Sons, 2004. 256 pp.

ISBN: 0-471-65733-6, $29.95

Novel Compounds From Natural
Products in the New Millennium:

Science and Technology in the National
Interest: Ensuring the Best Presidential
and Federal Advisory Committee
Science and Technology Appointments
Committee on Ensuring the Best Presidential
and Federal Advisory Committee Science and
Technology Appointments

Washington, DC:National Academies Press,

2004. 224 pp. ISBN: 0-309-09512-3, $50.50

Setting Priorities for Large Research

Facility Projects Supported by the
National Science Foundation

Carbon Dioxide Utilization for Global
SustainabilitZ

Sang-Eon Park, Jong-San Chang,
Kyu-Wan Lee, eds.

Burlington, MA:Elsevier, 2004. 625 pp.

ISBN: 0-444-51600-X, $253

Cell Surface Receptors: A Short Course

on Theory and Methods
Lee E. Limbird

New York:Springer-Verlag, 2004. 218 pp.
ISBN: 0-387-23069-6, $85

A 68

2004. 122 pp. ISBN: 0-309-09161-6, $28.25

G Protein Coupled Receptor-Protein
Interactions

Susan R. George, Brian F. O’Dowd,

David R. Sibley, eds.

Hoboken, NJ:John Wiley & Sons, 2004. 320 pp.
ISBN: 0-471-23546-6, $149

Global Carbon Cycle Integrating
Humans, Climate, and the Natural
World

Christopher B. Field, Michael R. Raupach, eds.
Washington, DC:Island Press, 2004. 568 pp.
ISBN: 1-55963-527-4, $45

Potential and Challenges

Benny K-H Tan, Boon-Huat Bay, Yi-Zhun Zhu
River Edge, NJ:World Scientific, 2004. 336 pp.
ISBN: 981-256-113-7, $65

Petit Point: A Candid Portrait on the

Aberrations of Science
Pierre-Gilles de Gennes

River Edge, NJ:World Scientific, 2004. 80 pp.
ISBN: 981-256-011-4, $14

Rachel Carson: A Biography

Arlene R. Quaratiello

Westport, CT:Greenwood, 2004.

168 pp. ISBN: 0-313-32388-7, $29.95

Committee on Setting Priorities for NSF-
Sponsored Large Research Facility Projects,
National Research Council

Washington, DC:National Academies Press,

2004. 236 pp. ISBN: 0-309-09084-9, $41.50

The Genetic Code and the Origin of Life
Lluis Ribas de Pouplana, Godfrey Maurice, eds.
New York:Springer-Verlag, 2004. 270 pp.

ISBN: 0-306-47843-9, $145

Teen Guides to Environmental Science
John Mongillo, Peter Mongillo

Westport, CT:Greenwood, 2004.

Five Volumes, ISBN: 0-313-32183-3, $249.95
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