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 “No Borders,” is a collaboration with three communities dealing with environmental and health impacts from a century of exposure to the operations of the American Smelting and Refining Company (ASARCO). Using writing and video we are documenting the experiences of citizen activists and researchers who are struggling to safeguard jobs and future development while protecting public health and community well-being. 

Some questions that drive the project are: How can communities gain access to information and educate themselves and their neighbors about the risks of industrial pollution? How can working class communities and communities of color develop resources and create their own visions of sustainable community life? What strategies can they develop to hold corporations accountable to community concerns? How can community groups develop effective coalitions across borders of region, nation, race, and class? How can unions and environmental activists establish common ground when jobs and health are both at stake? 
To answer these questions we are collaborating with the communities of Ruston and Tacoma, Washington; Hayden, Arizona; and El Paso, Texas, to document their 100-year relationship with Asarco and their struggles for public health, environmental justice, and workers' rights. We are chronicling their efforts to create a viable economy, while protecting health and community well-being. We are also developing relationships with Asarco's main union, the United Steelworkers, and with the Sierra Club, which has a long and respected history of working with communities living in the path of industrial contamination. Finally, we are familiarizing ourselves with the histories of some of the other 75-plus communities that are struggling with the impacts of their long relationship with Asarco and whose experiences form an important part of the "Asarco story."

The by-products of Asarco's copper mining and smelting are toxic metals: primarily arsenic and lead. Asarco declared bankruptcy in 2005 after selling itself and its main assets to its Mexican affiliate, Grupo Mexico. The bankruptcy is enabling the company to shed clean-up liabilities and resume operations. This creates a crisis for communities with unremediated sites and health problems. At the same time the Steelworkers believe the bankruptcy creates opportunities to gain oversight of Asarco’s plants, improving worker health and safety. Asarco’s precedent-setting bankruptcy has implications for communities, unions and public agencies concerned about environmental justice and corporate accountability. The bankruptcy may also directly affect the capacity of the Superfund project to enforce mandated clean-ups.

Our project has three connected sets of outcomes: 1) media (a video documentary, a short organizing video for community education and outreach, and a project website enabling community resource and information sharing, and access to project videos, transcripts and documents); 2) writing (an anthology of community writings, entitled "Community Voices," analytical articles, and a book situating community experience in the context of public policy, struggles for corporate accountability and globalization); 3) a community network gathering where members of Asarco-impacted communities can learn from each others' experiences and consult with a health and legal resource team. Our documentary work is being developed in dialogue with grassroots efforts so we can contribute to and learn from our partner communities. 

Our project will: 

(1) Document and support the efforts of citizens, community groups and unions to inform themselves and educate their communities about public health and environmental justice;

(2) Explore the development of broad-based constituencies, encompassing environmental, labor, and social justice organizations; 

(3) Connect communities and workers to identify common experiences, analyze the fundamental causes of the situations they face and develop strategic solutions; 

(4) Chronicle the history of one of America’s oldest corporate producers and polluters to spur public discussion about the need for corporate accountability in a borderless economy; 

(5) Document workers' struggles for safe conditions for themselves and their communities;

(6) Explore the potential for working class communities and communities of color to build cross-border and regional movements;

(7) Encourage public reflection about the need for economic development that is safe and just. 

Our project supports the work of citizens in working class communities and communities of color who struggle creatively and persistently with complex issues, with minimal access to agency support or health/legal expertise. Globalization enables corporations to easily move operations and capital, but it has also produced emerging community strategies. Borders are being redefined not just by corporations but by the communities where they are sited; Asarco's assets may be unreachable in Mexico, but Asarco's emissions cross borders, creating the potential for relationships between affected groups. In El Paso, environmental activists from Texas, New Mexico and Mexico have mounted a campaign to educate their community about the dangers of smelter emissions and prevent Asarco from re-opening. The United Steelworkers Union has created solidarity relationships with Asarco's unions in Mexico and Peru. The Steelworkers and the Sierra Club created a Blue-Green Alliance that champions environmentally sustainable economies and jobs. Our own project will support the development of a network of affected communities to share experiences, strategies and potential solutions through the construction of a Community Network Gathering. We believe communities all over the U.S. have much to learn from these efforts to educate, build broad-based social movements and envision a just future.
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