
WANT TO KNOW MORE?
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westberkeleyalliance.org/

WANT CLEAN AIR?
Call: 1-800-334-6367

every time (24/7) that you smell 
the odor!

Health Risk Facts
West Berkeley Alliance for Clean Air and Safe Jobs

The West Berkeley Alliance for Clean Air and Safe Jobs is focused 
on getting Pacific Steel Casting Company (PSC) to clean up. PSC 
says its operations are safe, and that the Health Risk Assessment 
(HRA) they are producing will say so too. But the consultants that 
designed the HRA were paid by PSC, and PSC was allowed weeks 
to remove “trade secrets” before turning over only partial HRA data to 
the Bay Area Air Quality Management District (BAAQMD). PSC and 
BAAQMD also signed a backroom, no-public-input-allowed settlement 
agreement allowing PSC to add “odor neutralizers” to emissions, 
masking PSC’s odor but not removing toxics.

What is Pacific Steel Doing to Our Air?
PSC Second Worst Cancer Risk
A Pacific Institute analysis shows that, of all Bay Area TRI (Toxic Release Inventory) facilities ranked 
for carcinogen risk-related impacts in 1997, Pacific Steel Casting Company ranked 2nd highest for 
carcinogen risk out of 30 industries.1 In 1997, Pacific Steel was far from peak production. According 
to Pacific Steel, their production levels have been dramatically increasing since 2000.

EPA Shows PSC in Worst 1% of Health Risks
Dr. Michael Wilson of the University of California Berkeley’s School of Public Health states in a 2006 
report that from 2002 - 2003 Pacific Steel Casting showed a 38% increase of criteria air pollutants 
and an 84% increase of toxic air pollutants, and that the U.S. EPA stationary source risk ratings for 
2,171 industrial sites in six Bay Area counties ranked Pacific Steel Casting as the 12th highest risk.2

Got Asthma?
A 2004 report by the Oakland/Berkeley Asthma Coalition states that Berkeley has an asthma 
hospitalization rate 250% the national Healthy People 2000 objective, disproportionately among 
people of color. The study also states that West Berkeley has the highest rate of asthma 
emergency room visits in all of Berkeley, in part because, “These areas are more heavily impacted 
by industry that releases a multitude of pollutants into the air….”3

PSC Must Come Clean and Clean Up
PSC’s carbon adsorption device will filter out odors if used properly, but not all toxic pollution. It’s time 
for PSC to be a good neighbor by implementing comprehensive Toxic Use Reduction (re-engineering 
to use few toxic chemicals to begin with), Continuous Emissions Monitoring with easy public access 
(to prove PSC reduced toxics and to continuously check that PSC is still clean), and full disclosure of 
all pollution data.

 1 Pacific Institute for Studies in Development, Environment, and Security. “Air Pollution Health Risks to Neighborhood Residents.” 
http://www.neip.org/downloads/aphr.pdf
 2 Michael Wilson, Ph.D. March 30, 2006 document about Pacific Steel Casting and Toxic Use Reduction. Document redistributed on 
request by Alliance (see contact information below).
 3 Oakland Berkeley Asthma Coalition. “Oakland/Berkeley Asthma Hospitalization Report,” Vol.1, 2004. http://www.ci.berkeley.ca.us/
council1/images/asthma%202004.PDF
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To the Honorable Members of the California State Senate and Assembly and Governor Newsom:

California’s leading environmental justice, land use, and conservation organizations—109 in 
number and representing hundreds of thousands of constituents throughout the state—are writing 
you at this critical moment for one purpose: to urge you to protect and preserve the California 
Environmental Quality Act. 

For over 50 years, CEQA has improved the health of our cities and protected our state’s vital 
natural resources, now threatened by climate change. CEQA has also provided a powerful venue 
to uplift the voices of our state’s most underserved communities, serving as a public health and 
environmental bill of rights. CEQA promotes our democratic values, providing the public with 
opportunities to offer considerations on new projects that will impact their lives and their com-
munities.

However, even as our most vulnerable residents increasingly rely on CEQA to protect their 
communities, special interests have intensified their longstanding efforts to cripple the law. Their 
strategy is to flood the media with rhetoric scapegoating CEQA for numerous complex econom-
ic problems, ranging from the state’s housing crisis to its decline in population. Critically, these 
charges collapse upon closer examination, as they rely largely on inflated language and specula-
tion, and misrepresented stories, not actual evidence. Still, many of the proposed amendments to 
CEQA, which cite this nonexistent evidence, would gut the law across-the-board.

Our groups want to remind you of the unique protections that CEQA affords all Califor-
nians and the environment. The Act has saved critical natural resources, protected public health, 
averted public safety disasters, provided important community benefits, and transformed poorly 
planned projects into greener, more equitable ones. We urge you to keep these benefits in mind 
as you review proposed amendments in the new year, and to keep CEQA strong for the future 
well-being of our state.

CEQA Promotes Environmental Justice 

CEQA is an essential tool for California’s low-income communities and communities of 
color, who already suffer from excessive pollution and inadequate infrastructure. CEQA requires 
developers to disclose hard data about how industrial projects will impact people living, working, 
and going to school in these vulnerable communities. The CEQA process allows members of the 
public to demand that additional harm to their communities be avoided or significantly reduced.

Environmental justice groups have used CEQA litigation to require companies to mit-
igate the effects of polluting projects, such as mammoth warehouse logistic centers located in 
urban areas and intensive oil and gas drilling. The law has also ensured that new housing devel-
opments include necessary infrastructure and that residents are safeguarded from fire hazards and 
toxic contamination on site. CEQA also helps protect low-income residents concerned that new 
luxury housing could lead to gentrification of their neighborhoods, displacing vulnerable tenants.
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Environmental justice communities are already overmatched by the vast economic and 
political power wielded by the proponents of these projects. Yet, the building industry and other 
special interests have proposed CEQA amendments that would tilt the balance even more sharply 
in favor of developers and business interests and against these vulnerable communities.

For example, a proposal requiring petitioners to post a large bond before filing a CEQA 
lawsuit would severely undermine, if not completely eviscerate, community members’ ability to 
bring enforcement actions. CEQA is primarily enforced through citizen suits. If citizens cannot 
enforce CEQA, the rights the law affords them would become meaningless and the law could 
be—and will be—violated with impunity. Damaging projects would then be approved without 
the public transparency and environmental mitigation that CEQA requires.

Our leaders in Sacramento should support proposals to empower vulnerable commu-
nities, not eradicate rights they have had for more than 50 years. Rather than weakening 
CEQA, we urge you to support proposals that explicitly recognize environmental justice con-
cerns as a component of CEQA (like its federal counterpart, the National Environmental Policy 
Act), require translation of key CEQA documents into non-English languages, and enhance 
public notice requirements.

CEQA Helps California Combat Climate Change

CEQA plays a critical role in helping California reach its climate goals by requiring devel-
opers to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from their projects. For example, a CEQA suit 
challenging the flawed GHG analysis for the “Newhall Ranch” project in Los Angeles County 
led to a settlement that made the project far more climate-friendly. The developer of this massive 
new development—one of the largest ever approved in the County—agreed to project changes 
like zero net-energy buildings, solar generation, and electric vehicle chargers that cut total GHG 
emissions nearly in half. Newhall Ranch is now under construction.

As the Newhall example shows, California can promote robust development and protect 
its environment. But to work, CEQA’s core protections must remain in place, not be erod-
ed by weakening, ill-advised amendments proposed by special interests. For example, one 
recent proposal would discourage, or even prevent, courts from setting aside project approvals, 
even where the court finds serious CEQA violations. This change would thwart CEQA’s primary 
purpose—to identify environmental harm and measures to reduce this harm before a project is 
approved. It would also extinguish the incentives of lead agencies to comply with the law be-
cause their violations would have no meaningful consequences.

Every year, the effects of climate change become more pronounced as California faces dev-
astating wildfires and creeping sea-level rise. Now is not the time to undermine the law that helps 
California lead the nation on climate resilience.

CEQA Protects Unique Natural and Cultural Resources

CEQA critics assert that the Act has been hijacked by “abusers” and no longer protects the 
environment. But here, critics distort the facts for their gain. As our organizations can attest, pub-
lic agencies and community members rely on CEQA, day-in and day-out, to protect California’s 



wildlife, forests, lakes and rivers, farmlands, urban green spaces, and other natural resources—all 
in the face of a rapidly changing climate. The law also safeguards our state’s outstanding histor-
ic and cultural resources, including natural and cultural resources for indigenous communities. 
Indeed, only CEQA requires that agencies inform the public about how new development will 
impact these resources and mandates effective mitigation before a project is approved.

CEQA’s critical role in protecting natural, cultural, and historic resources is evidenced 
in every corner of the state. Examples include requiring developers to fully disclose how a 
proposed resort near Lake Tahoe would impact the Lake’s water quality and to identify measures 
protecting its unique clarity; reducing severe wildlife risks from sprawl development proposed in 
rural San Diego County; preventing the destruction of rare wildlife habitat at the headwaters of 
Little Bear Creek above Lake Arrowhead; and reaching an agreement with California State Uni-
versity Long Beach to permanently protect a sacred site listed on the state and national registers 
of historic places.

Despite CEQA’s essential part in protecting California’s natural resources, CEQA critics 
have proposed measures that would drastically curtail public comment on CEQA documents. We 
strongly oppose these changes, which would restrict the public’s longstanding right to participate 
in the land use approval process. Public comments benefit everyone, including the lead agencies.

Other proposals would permit agencies to rely upon outdated significance thresholds and 
analytical models for years after the environmental review process begins. This is irrational; 
scientific knowledge in areas like climate change and public health can change rapidly. Allowing 
governmental officials to rely on obsolete science or discredited data undermines the role of an 
environmental impact report as an accurate informational document.

CEQA Is NOT a Major Impediment to Housing Production

CEQA critics have loudly claimed, without credible supporting evidence, that the Act is the 
principal cause of California’s housing shortage. In response, the Legislature has adopted mul-
tiple CEQA exemptions in an effort to encourage infill housing. We strongly agree that the state 
needs solutions to address its affordable housing crisis. However, we urge lawmakers to refrain 
from adopting further CEQA exemptions and instead focus on finding answers to the actual caus-
es of the housing shortage.

Multiple independent studies—from the Rose Foundation, the Association of Environmen-
tal Professionals and UC Berkeley Law—have concluded that CEQA is not a major impediment 
to housing development in California. The housing crisis is a national phenomenon; even states 
without strong environmental laws are experiencing housing shortages. In California, however, 
housing production is increasing. A recent Department of Finance report found that state housing 
creation reached a 15-year high in 2022, with a strong CEQA in place.

As experts in different reports have documented, the principal barriers to housing production 
in California and other states are high land and construction costs, restrictive local zoning, and 
lack of financing for affordable housing—not environmental laws. In the City of San Francisco, 
for example, over 58,000 fully entitled housing units remain unbuilt. These projects completed 
the environmental review process but were never constructed due to other factors. Furthermore, 
many housing projects do not require any environmental review due to the various exemptions 
for housing as well as tiering from specific or community plans.

https://rosefdn.org/wp-content/uploads/CEQA-By-the-Numbers-2023-5-5-23-Final.pdf
https://protect-us.mimecast.com/s/SG2mC73np9I47PysBUo2w?domain=califaep.org
https://protect-us.mimecast.com/s/SG2mC73np9I47PysBUo2w?domain=califaep.org
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/Delivery.cfm/SSRN_ID4081183_code3320833.pdf?abstractid=3956250&mirid=1
https://www.yahoo.com/now/opinion-california-housing-development-remains-110021236.html
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2023-05-04/california-population-loss-housing-growth-pandemic-affordability-department-of-finance
https://rosefdn.org/wp-content/uploads/CEQA-California_s-Living-Environmental-Law-10-25-21.pdf
https://sfplanning.s3.amazonaws.com/default/files/publications_reports/HousingBalance16.pdf


Moreover, CEQA litigation does not disproportionately target infill housing, another of 
the many charges spread in the media by CEQA’s opponents. The leading CEQA study of 2023  
found that the vast majority of challenged housing units were located outside of urban areas. The 
study also found that the rate of CEQA litigation is very low: only 1.9% of all projects requiring 
an environmental review document faced legal challenge in the years from 2013 to 2021.

In 2019, the Senate Committee on Environmental Quality and the Senate Committee on the 
Judiciary rejected arguments that CEQA was impeding housing development. Its report conclud-
ed that “additional changes to CEQA might do less to promote development and more to under-
mine the law that ensures that development is undertaken responsibly.” Nothing has changed in 
the last four years to alter the Senate Committees’ conclusion—except that developers have 
more aggressively demanded changes in CEQA to serve their own interests.

Conclusion: CEQA Should Be Preserved and Strengthened 

We live in a time of unparalleled threats to our environment and communities. With climate 
change, every Californian faces increasing risks from wildfires, persistent drought, rising seas, and 
overheated urban spaces. Many of these risks fall most heavily on the state’s most vulnerable citi-
zens, who already bear disproportionate burdens from California’s powerful polluting industries.

For over 50 years, Californians have depended on CEQA to ensure our state remains a 
healthy place to live, work, and visit. This is not the time to weaken California’s foremost envi-
ronmental law. Instead, CEQA should be strengthened to meet this era’s unique environmental 
challenges and to provide disadvantaged communities better access to the law. 
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https://rosefdn.org/wp-content/uploads/CEQA-By-the-Numbers-2023-5-5-23-Final.pdf
https://senv.senate.ca.gov/sites/senv.senate.ca.gov/files/ceqa_background.pdf
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