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 “Fighting the Long Fight for Health in Copper Country” 

“You don’t bite the hand that feeds you. But you have to think about your health, your children, your neighbors. A lot of people were dying, people were ill from heart and lung diseases, cancer, miscarriages, learning disabilities, asthma. We knew something was going on. Having only one industry in town, we thought, “Where else could the pollution be coming from? I felt the people had the right to know.”

In southeast Arizona, the tiny rural towns of Hayden and Winkelman have been centers of mining and smelting for over a century. The towns grew up in the shadow of Kennecott and Asarco. Today Hayden’s Asarco copper plant is the last operating US smelter. Copper was king in Arizona and the industry has been a powerful force in state politics.

“If you don’t work at Asarco you don’t have a job. If you’re employed at the school district or grocery store, you are dependent on Asarco. Asarco is our way of life.”  (Hayden activist)
Concerns about impacts on workers and families haunted Hayden for decades; exposure to lead, arsenic and sulfuric acid are urgent concerns. In 1994 Hayden’s smelter was #6 in the nation for TRI releases, “among the top 20 polluters nationwide” (Phoenix New Times, 12/3/98).  

Smelterworkers and their families endured persistent economic and environmental injustice. For half the 20th century Hispanic workers were paid less (almost by half) than Anglos doing the same job. Hispanics were denied access to managerial jobs and lived in segregated San Pedro. In 1992 a Steelworkers Union local documented discrimination in workplace health; during physicals Asarco inflated results of breathing tests of Hispanic workers by 15%, concealing damage to their lungs. There is a long history of folks feeling targeted by Asarco.  

It was difficult getting agencies to respond to safety and health concerns. 1990’s government studies found no conclusive links between exposures and cancer. Asarco funded an Arizona Department of Health Services study, asserting it would “confirm … there is little if no impact from the plant on the community” (Phoenix New Times, 4/29/99). Yet home-buyers had to sign waivers releasing previous owners from liability for hazardous dust exposures. Serious illness was widespread.  

“When they did their studies, everything came out OK. Then 2-3 months later an article would come out: ‘Asarco, number one polluter in the state’. Then it would go away, everybody would continue on.” (Hayden activist)

The level of concern was intense enough for 200+ families to organize a multi-million-dollar lawsuit. The suit languished in court but was eventually bundled into Asarco’s bankruptcy*, launched August 2005 and still underway. The bankruptcy court awarded $4.8 million--over 60% will go for legal fees. Like other communities who attempted the lawsuit strategy, many felt betrayed and disappointed at the pittance they’ve been awarded. 

Still, determined activists in the Copper Fist Coalition fought for worker and community rights and pushed for clean-up, monitoring, medical care, compensation and relocation, if needed. In 2005 Asarco retaliated with a “right to pollute” suit, attempting to intimidate locals who challenged them. People pressed on, going door to door to share information with neighbors and arrange for medical testing. While the community struggles with an all-too-familiar jobs-versus-health “choice” and the union struggles to develop effective worker and community protective strategies, a deep sense of neighborly allegiance remains.

For years EPA, Arizona Department of Health Services and Arizona Department of Environmental Quality intermittently monitored the community and jockeyed for position. In 2008 EPA released the results of years of testing, finding dangerously high levels of arsenic, lead, copper and chromium, including arsenic in the air that is 60 times levels expected in areas unaffected by smelting. EPA recommended that Hayden/Winkleman become a Superfund site. Asarco offered to do the extensive clean-up without EPA involvement and although the community has lost businesses, residents and property value, leaving a boarded-up downtown, residents worried about Superfund stigma and distrusted the EPA. Despite resistance from Asarco, Arizona officials, some townspeople and the union, EPA Region 9 pressed for Superfund designation. A Settlement Agreement, finalized May 27, 2008 between EPA, ADEQ and Asarco, effectively treats Hayden as a Superfund, requiring Asarco, as the Responsible Party to remediate the site to EPA standards, under EPA and ADEQ oversight. Residents hope the clean-up will improve conditions. 

We all knew about the smoke and that funny taste in our mouth. We knew the mine was a very dangerous place to work, but we didn’t know how much those chemicals would affect everybody’s health. We didn’t know that those numbers would be tied to the yards our children play in. We didn’t know that.”
The clean-up won’t resolve long-term needs for economic revitalization, occupational safety or community health, but it is a start. At last community concerns have been acknowledged and the need for redress has been validated. 

* The Asarco bankruptcy is considered the most environmentally significant corporate bankruptcy. See the Financial Impacts section of this report. 

PAGE  
1

