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“When the wind went bad and the dust blew down, if there was smelter dust on your car and it damaged it, the smelter would pay for a paint job. They were a good neighbor--they could not control what the wind was doing with the effluent, but if you had damage, they reimbursed.” Sherri Forch, Ruston resident. 
In the 1890s, a smelter was built on Commencement Bay near Tacoma, Washington. For years the Asarco stack was the highest west coast structure and led nationally in copper production. The tiny square-mile town of Ruston grew up around the smelter, with most residents depending on Asarco for jobs. Although the smelter closed in 1985, Ruston and neighboring Tacoma deal with continuing impacts.
 

From the early 20th century, local press reported on smelter smoke, damaged vegetation and respiratory troubles. There were citizen research efforts, lawsuits and union inquiries into working conditions; sulfur dioxide, lead and cadmium were persistent concerns, while arsenic-contaminated ores made Ruston’s smelter the nation’s chief arsenic producer and polluter.
  

While 1970s studies showed local schoolyard contamination, Steelworkers union activists launched The Smelterworker newsletter. Editor Rodger Jones explained, “If they had concerns about the kids and their exposure to arsenic, what about people working at the plant?” The Smelterworker interpreted public health research and challenged Ruston-Asarco’s company doctor, who built a career publishing studies from employee medical records. Although Dr. Pinto claimed there was no significant damage from industrial exposure to arsenic, he eventually acknowledged that arsenic elevated lung cancer risk among former smelter workers. Still, many in Ruston argued that concerns were exaggerated. Asarco provided Ruston with its tax base and municipal services; plant managers often doubled as town officials. Retiree Fred Greer remembers, “Everything was organized around the company. They picked up the garbage for free and put out the fires. Asarco had a skating rink and bowling club. There were times when Ruston was the only solvent town in the region because of Asarco.” 

In the 1980’s EPA head William Ruckleshaus launched public meetings in Tacoma, to help craft a national standard for industrial arsenic. National media tracked tensions between participants wearing buttons proclaiming “Health” and those arguing for “Jobs.” Less attention was given to those saying “Both.” 

In 1983 the 97-acre facility became part of the Commencement Bay/Tideflats Superfund site. In 1985, Asarco shuttered the smelter because of shifting metal fortunes and renovation costs. But the story ran as “environmental pressures close the smelter”, with a strong aftertaste of “jobs versus health.” This was considered one of the nation’s most contaminated sites, following a near century of operation in an increasingly urbanized area, with high levels of site contamination and broad regional impact.

Washington State pushed for cleanup standards matching state guidelines: arsenic 20ppm, lead 250ppm. The EPA-negotiated standards were less protective: arsenic 230ppm, lead 500ppm. WA Department of Ecology staff sometimes called Ruston a “foreign country,” because of their limited access. 

In 1993, Asarco’s stack was leveled. Reactions were mixed; some celebrated Ruston's new post-industrial identity, while old-timers grieved the loss of a way of life. “I come down here to remember what it used to be,” says retired worker Chuck O’Donahue. “Sometimes you’re absolutely mad at the world … other times you’re kinda happy. You walk into a store and people say, ‘he used to be the business agent at the smelter.’ ‘Oh, jeeze, that goddam place.’” 
The region still struggles with Asarco’s legacy. Agencies and organizations (Citizens for A Healthy Bay, Washington Toxics Coalition) have shaped a long-term strategy for soil health. 1500 yards in Ruston/Tacoma have been cleaned, but tests show 1,000 square miles impacted. State Representative Upthegrove spearheaded legislation to clean-up areas affecting children —schools, daycare centers, parks. The Tacoma-Pierce County Health Department offers a Dirt Alert public education program. 

Clean-up screeched to a halt in August 2005 when Asarco declared bankruptcy. US Senator Cantwell accused Asarco of shedding liabilities and setting a low bar for corporate responsibility. Washington State is pressing for a settlement to support regional monitoring and remediation.  

Doubts remain about the condition of the Asarco Superfund site. With EPA oversight, Asarco sold its property to a developer to build a waterfront urban village --  high-end homes, condos and shops. This brownfield redevelopment, promoted for gracious living and post-industrial promise, is controversial. Locals feel out-priced as the town shifts from blue-collar to upper middle class. Jobs with Justice reported unsafe conditions for immigrant construction workers exposed to contaminated soils, and has pushed for affordable, low-income housing. Concerned citizens started a local newsletter The Ruston Connection to raise issues and share information with interested neighbors.  

Asarco boasts of a successful collaboration between government, company and community. But the complex bankruptcy and a troubled economy leave many wondering if they’ll forever be haunted by toxic exposures and toxic debt. 

Quote to be put in box: 

“In my view, so many people with power – the EPA, the developer, the majority of the elected leadership of Ruston – have, at times, smiled their way through the cleanup process in their eagerness to get this phase completed and move on to getting the site developed. Where is the definitive data from testing the toxicity of the site? Wouldn’t providing the public that information be the simple way to dispel doubts about the cleanup?”        Virginia Carpio
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