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Abstract

Environmental surveillance d#&an particular, data from air monitoring conducted bgassroots community groufiss
presumed to empower community members with respect to neighboring indisstilies; furthermore, extensions of data
collecting ability are assumed to represent exmparssiof empowerment. This paper challenges the ilah empowerment
follows from the collection of copious surveillancealaarguing instead that the degree and kind of emmpuoent environmental
surveillance supports is @emined by the manner in which surveillance datamiade meaningful. Examining contrasting
interpretations of environmental surveillance d#te, paper shows how they variously construct empaweet in terms of the
power to define issues, the power to enforce laws, and the powssdsec The three forms of empowerment vary in the level at
which they enable community groups to fstuggesting that the empowering potential of surede rests in large part on
strategic interpretive choices.

Introduction

On April 21, 2005, residents of Chalmette, Louisiaput Exxon Mobil®s Chalmette Refinery under
surveillance. Working with an environmental justioonprofit called the Louisiana Bucket Brigade
(LABB), St. Bernard Citizens for EnvironmehtQuality (SBCEQ) installed an expensive air moniwo
measure ambient concentrations of six toxic chelmiadeased by the refinery. Reahe data from the
Sentry monitor were posted online, allowing residdo see, at any time, the levels of bemzaaluene,
xylene, carbon disulfide, hydrogen sulfide, and sulfur dioxide that they weeghiomg(Cannizaro and
Barbier 2005)

The Chalmette Air Monitoring Project (CHAMP) was artension of the community groupOsgoing
efforts to monitor the refineryOs effects on aaliu Residents had previously measured conctons

of air toxins using ObucketO air samplers and filitaeels and accidents at the refinery with home video
equipment(Louisiana Bucket Brigade.d.. Moreover, CHAMP mirrored environmental surveillanc
activities in numerous other Ofenceline commun@ieshere resideactivists have used a variety of
strategies and devices, including the bucket ard Skntry, to watch the environmental Bwofs of
neighboring industrial facilities.

Efforts by communities to monitor industryOs effeoh air quality can be considered a form of
Osousveillancg®ann, Nolan, and Wellman 20Q3Although they lack the element akefectionism®
community members are not subject to surveillangeéndustrial facilitie®N they nonetheless constitute
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Osurveillance from below.O Like other kinds ofsgeillance, community environmental monitoring
explicitly aims to empower the surveyor§hrough their monitoring, community groups expicgain
advantage over neighboring companies in campaigekirsg environmental cleamps and community
relocation. And because they allow residents to tnordompanies® activities continuously, -teaé
monitors like the Sentry are regarded by residants their norprofit allies as the most powerful of the
available tools.

But the assumption that environmental surveillarscempowerinil and that continuous surveillance is
especially sBl begs a numbreof questions central to our understanding of the ioglahips between
surveillance (or sousveillance) and empowerment. what way(s) are residents empowered by air
monitoring? How effective have different formsrobnitoring been in furthering commities® campaign
goals? What advantages does continuous monitoring confer over more sporads d&br
Owatchdogging,O including air sampling with bukets

In this paper, | argue that the degree and kind of comitnempowerment fostered by environmental
surveillance dependsot on the extent of the data produced by monitoring, as tende assumedit
dependsrather,on how those data are interpreted. Empowerment, | suggeststructed in the process
of making surveillance data meaningful, ang iitature varies depending on the contexts chosen fo
interpretation.

My argument draws on qualitative research conduirtdtiree Louisiana communitisChalmette, New
Sarpy, and Nordd each along the Mississippi river within 30 milesN#w Orleans, and eh adjacent to
one or more major petrochemical facilities. In the course bthographic research during an
environmental justice campaign in New Sarpy (2@02003), | observed residefisse of buckets and
bucket data in their struggle against the mfinnext door; | also conducted sestiuctured interviews
(whose topics included air quality and air monitgjirwith residents of both New Sarpy and the
neighboring town of Norco, representatives of petrochemical faciliieboth towns, environmental
regulators, and organizers at Aoifits that supported the communities. In 2007, | interviewed CHAMP
participants and other users of riale monitoring technologies about their experiemdth the new
devices. Finally, since 2001, | have maintainedlationship with LABB, an environmental justice ron
profit that assisted offered both organizing assistance and technjabrt to campaigns in New Sarpy,
Norco, and Chalmette, volunteering in a varietycapacities over the years. This volunteer wuak, at
moments, made me a peripheral participant in theygtes over interpretation that this paper desgsrilat
one point, for example, | created an automated tool to allow bucket taseompare their measurements
to government standards and scragnlevels; at another, | supervised a group of engineering students
working to make meaningful Sentry data in whichviolations of laws were apparent. While in every
case it has been environmental justice activiste Wave identified the need for thisterpretive work,
undertaking it on their behalf has helped me to underStamdan extent that would not have been
possible through interviews aldNeheir use of monitoring data as explicitly aimeddigrupting, and
providing alternatives to, regulatois@@rpretations of data.

Episodes from these three communitiashile not necessarily representative of the manymainities
across the globe that use air monitoring, espgciaickets, to conduct environmental surveilldfa@an
nonetheless offer insiglmto the range of available possibilities for imeting monitoring data and the
variation in the kinds of empowerment constructed in each. Depending @ortexts in which data
from surveillance is made meaningful, Oempowermentéfomunities canefer to residents® power to
define environmental issues, to enforce environmental laws, or to chibh@se environmental
circumstances. These forms of empowerment areengoilly potent. Increased power to define
environmental issues contributes to cormityy membersO ability to challenge established structures of
environmental decisiemaking and environmental injustice; ttaelded power to enforce laws increases
residents® status within those structures. But therpttwchoose, as we shall see, indidlizes
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environmental action with doubkdged consequences: while potentially increasimgneonity members®
knowledge of local risksthis mode of interpretatioalso opens them to blame for not making better
choices. Among the contributions of this stuthen, is to show how OempowermentO constructée in t
context of neoliberal models of choice can in feshstrain empowered individuals® ability to push fo
structural change.

In the next section, | argue that the interpretation of data, while estitotive aspect of the power
dynamics associated with surveillance, has received relativéle lattention in discussions of
sousveillance or resistance to surveillance. Adtescribing the evolution and variety of air moriitg
activities in fencelin&eommunities in the third section, | briefly recount the chicaped contexts in which
communities and other groups struggle to make enwiental surveillance data meaningful. Sectioe fiv
examines three contrasting modes of interpretBtias exemplifiecby a report on bucket results in New
Sarpy, use of Sentry data in Chalmette, and prasent of findings of an industrgponsored air
monitoring program in Nordé showing how OempowermentO is constructed in dactierstanding the
relationship between iarpretation and empowerment, | argue in the papeniidusion, is essential to
sociological understanding of the relationship kediw surveillance, inequality, and empowerment,
including understanding of the ways that data déree subvert or play intmeoliberal forms that have
been shown to heighten inequality (e.g. Collins et al. 2008). Furthee thelerstandings can inform
effective mobilization of surveillance technologlesrelatively powerless or marginalized groups.

Interpretation and  Surveillance -from -below

In its contemporary form, surveillance is undertaken \aitheye to intervention. That is, surveillance is
not simply the act of watching, of collecting numbers, images, and d#terto track activity. A second,
constitutive part of surveillance is thgal of, in David LyonOs terms, Oinfluencing or managirsg tho
whose data have been garnerfd©n 2001, 2)

In principle, individuals may be influenced by thectfaf surveillance itself: one will be on his best
behavior when he knows he is being watched, or so the theory goes. Buttineprthhe mechanisms
through which data become a tool for influemcimeople or managing populatidhshat is, for exercising
powelN are often far more complicated. Surveillance stsdhas, in particular, highlighted the
infrastructures involved in transforming data iimterventions. These include computational toolsiciv
aggregate data about individuals to create populatihat can be acted @Willse 2008; Guzik 2009)and
technological systems, whidntegrate individualized surveillance technologies into existing progi@ms
centralized decisiomaking and social contrdMonahan and Wall 2007) Regulatory regimes, while
often left implicit in studies of surveillance practices, alsd central to the processes through which data
becones actionable information: surveillance to preverime or determine compliance uses laws and
regulations as the basis for evaluating the dataac®itl and deciding how to intervefsze for example
Minnaar 2007; Gad and Lauritsen 2009)

The power dynamics entaildd a surveillance episode depend in large parttsninterpretation and
intervention aspects. Research on surveillanceimeguality in particular suggests myriad ways that
power is asserted and inequalities reinforced through regulationifictesy systems, and computer
algorithms that help actors engaged in surveillatcaletermine how to intervene on the basis of
surveillance datdDoherty et al. 2008; Kenner 2008; Pallitto and kiey 2008) However, attempts to
disrupt the power relations associated with various forms of surveillance haJg &rgaged with the act

of surveillance itself, attempting to prevent the collection ofueate data(Marx 2003) rather than
challenging the processes through which those dataused to influence or manage those under
surveillan@. Nor have interpretation and intervention beefoaus of countesurveillance activities,
which turn the camera back on surveying entiti&xcept where counteturveillance has shown police
officers and other officials breaking the law, little attentihas been paid to the mechanisms through
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which data collected Ofrom belowO could be intesge allow its collectors to exert influence oveore
powerful actors or institutionggMonahan 2006 makes a related critique.)

Understanding the potential of surveillance to ewgo marginalized groups, themequires a better
understanding of the relationship between sousveillance data and interventidhat are the
infrastructures that give meaning to data colled¢bkedugh surveillancérom-below? How do they exert
influence or compel action? And in whaays do they rely on, disrupt, reinforce, or recguife existing

power relations?

Surveillance in the Environmental Justice Movement

St. Bernard Citizens for Environmental QualityOBQEQ) use of the Sentry air monitor to put the
Chalmette refineryunder surveillance is but one example of a widespread tretidei environmental
justice movement (EJ): the use of air monitorinchteology by community groups to watch neighboring
industrial facilities.

While residents of fenceline communities haveragls been in a position to observe flares, fireg] a
unusually large releases of odiferous chemicals from their industighbours, systematic surveillance
of facilities and their impacts on air quality arguably began withatheent of Obucket brigai® in the
mid-1990s (O'Rourke and Macey 2003; Overdevest and Mayer 2008usksthe history of bucket
brigades) Now an integral part of community organizing unkireds of fenceline neighborhoods around
the world, bucket brigdes revolve around an air sampling device knowthasbucket. The bucket,
shown in figure 1, enables residents without scientifinitng to measure levels of hazardous pollutants in
their air: a bucket collects a sample of the anthéémin a norreactive plastic bag; the sample is then sent
to a commercial laboratory, which uses a standaddecedure to determine chemical concentrations
(see Ottinger 2010 for a more detailed discussiom) bucket brigades, episodic sunailte with
bucket§ which produce shotierm OsnapshotsO of air quality during especiallpdorous periods is
often complemented by lower tech forms of monitoring. One bucket brigadtbdak, for example,
encourages community members to keep a log buatkrécords the date and time of Opollution incidentsO
and to use video cameras to document flares an#lesfimam facilities(Larson 2002)

As environmental justice activists became expegdngith buckets, they sought other air monitoring
technologies that could expand their ability to track indeisfacilities® effects on local air quality. In fall
2002, for @ample, the Louisiana Bucket Brigade (LABB) and the Texas SEEMtiGoatwo nonprofits
groups working with fenceline communities throughout the Gulf region, workédangtofessor at
Massachusetts Institute of Technology to test abmmof haneheld ar monitors to see how well they
would work in community contexts. By 2005, acttgiflad embraced two devices manufactured by the
Cerex Corporation (later to become Argos Scientifithe Sentry, which SBCEQ and LABB deployed in
Chalmette, beams ultraolet light at a sensor positioned some distance away (about 100 yards is
desirable) and produces rdahe readings of chemical concentrations in the intengeain The Hound

is a portable version of the Sentry. Integrating light soarmksensor intone black box about a yard
long and a foot square (see figure 2), the Hound is partigydagular with community groups and their
non-profit allies. Most commonly used for intermittent, deiwe surveillanc8l collecting reattime data
about air toxics @ncentrations at random times in the parts of a community perceibedmost

pollutedN the Hound is considered an advance over the bucket, at l¢ashim of its ability to document
industryOs environmental effects. Like the Sentry, it pesdasteadstream of dafd a moving picture

to the bucketOs snapshot.
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Figure 1: Bucket air.sampler (L), open to show sampling bag (R)

Figure 2: The Hound air monitor
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In addition to using buckets, Hounds, and Sentriesntmitor nearby facilitiesenvironmental justice
activists used their air monitoring efforts to pdshincreased, official surveillance of industrgallution.

In many communities, including Chalmette, seeinghssifcated monitors like the Sentry installed at the
fenceline of he neighboring facility was an explicit campaign goal. Community agtiviis fact
succeeded in expanding surveillance capacity in aroos cases, though the group responsible for
surveillance has differed from case to case. |al@htte, the state envitmental regulatory agency, the
Louisiana Department of Environmental Quality (LDE®et up three new, retiine monitoring systems
around the Exxon Mobil refinery. In other placéise industrial facility itself agreed to establigh
monitoring programseveral northern California refineries operate Bestat their fencelineand others,
like Shell Chemical in Norco, Louisiana, monitor guality in the community using a sampleased
protocol that mimics the one used by regulatory agetfsess Ottinger 2010)Finally, someommunities
have won their own monitoring equipment in consent decrees with neighborifiiekacihe Eastwick
neighborhood of Philadelphia, for example, owns both a Hound and a Sentry @dtafe consent
decree with the neighboring Sunoco refinettypugh the difficulty of setting up and maintaining the
Sentry has thus far prevented them from deploying i

Regardless of who has primary responsibility for raipg monitors, communities that have won
expanded air monitoring programs through the@impaigns have access to monitoring data. Typically
data from reatime monitors is made available on a website, abgwcommunitymembers to watch
fluctuations inchemical concentrations in (almost) real time, &amd&heck monitor readings when they
experience foul odors. (Data from sampling, like ti@tNorco, is provided to residents in periodic
reports.) Community agitation for increased monitoring ihdustry and agencies, no less than
environmental justice activistsO own monitorindnwitckets ad Hounds (and, more rarely, Sentries), has
thus increased their capacity for surveillance of neighlgdandustrial facilities.

Contexts of Environmental Surveillance

Monitoring data collected in fenceline communitiashether by residents, industrial facilities, or
regulatory agencies, ultimately takes on meanindnénaverlapping contexts of grassroots environmental
justice campaigns, contested environmental healdnee, and regulatory standards for air quality.

In a community campaign, residents concerned abolutsl from a neighboring industrial facility, and
its effects on their health, organize demand adiiom the facility (Ryder 2006) In extreme cases like
Norco, Louisiana, residents may want the facilityrélocate them because of fears for their heaith a
safety (Lerner 2005). In other cases, they may want the facility to make specifigrammental
improvementsl among SBCEQOs demands, for example, was the-phiasehydrogen fluoride (HF), an
especially toxic chemical. Where community grotppse organized against neighlmyifacilities, their
pollution- and healthrelated grievances are typically compounded by frusmmativith industry
representatives® treatment of residents. Community enentbay feel that facility officials are
disrespectful to residents, dismissive efjitimate concerns, and deceitful about their emnrental
records(Ottinger 2005, 12425). In many cases, decisionakers even refuse to meet with community
groups (Ryder 2006) In this context, residents look to air monitoritg document a facilityOs
environmental impacts, show that officials are dyimhen they assert that their facility does notehamy
impact, ando intensify the pressure on decisiorakers to negotiate with the community.

Among the factors making for contentious relatidretween industrial facilities and their residential
neighbors is the state of knowledge about environmental health. Fencelimaunities are often
convinced that their members suffer from higheesadf certain diseases than people who live further
away fran industrial facilities, and that they are sickecause of pollution from a nearby facility. These
local understandings, however, are rarely borne psckentific studies, for a series of reasons. Sieisl

for statistical significance make it veryffttult to prove elevated rates of disease in drpapulation like
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those of fenceline communitiéallen 2000) Causal links between chearal exposures and health effects
are also notoriously hard to demonstrid@eyant 1995; Head 1995; Tesh 2000 nd studies that have the
potential to show pollutionOs effects on community health are unlikelydonbleicted in the firstlace,

as a result of the way that scientific researcfuigled and rewarde¢Frickel et al. 2010; Frickel 2008;
Hess 2007) The result is persistent conflict beten, on the one hand, community groups,
environmentalists, and sympathetic scientists wai@ebe that appropriately designed studies woutrsh
that pollution harms the health of fenceline comities and, on the other hand, representatives of
chemical ompanies who defend the authority of a body of knowledge that shows no causakioannec
between industrial pollution and community health. Air quality monitoring the flames of this conflict
by documenting residents® exposures to chemicals withiagtdige to contribute to understanding the
health effects of those exposures.

Regulatory standards for air quality also help defime contexts for monitoring in fenceline commiasit
albeit incompletely. The U.S. government regulaasient air levis of only six pollutants: nitrogen
oxides, sulfur oxides, particulate matter, ozone, lead, and totdlleaeganic compounds (VOCs). Air
monitoring conducted and called for by environmEiiatice groups, in contrast, focuses on specific
VOCs, knownalso as hazardous air pollutants or air toxicslumiog benzene, toluene, xylene, methyl
ethyl ketone, carbon disulfide, and hydrogen salfidOf the Ocriteria pollutantsO regulated by tBe U
Environmental Protection Agency, only sulfur dioxits measted by the Sentry and Hound; none are
measured by buckets. Several state governmewtading Louisiana and North Carolina, have ambient
air standards for hazardous air pollutants. Otates and federal agencies like the American Boxic
Substancesral Disease Registry publish noegulatory screening levels that define thresholds dfe s
ambient concentrations of chemicals. The scientifincertainties around health impacts of chemical
exposures reverberate through all of these goventahattempd to set limits on toxic chemicals in the
ambient aifTesh 2000)although all of the standards or ssmang levels are based on health studies, the
limits set by different agencies for a single chemhican vary by orders of magnitude. The
incompleteness of regulatory standards for hazardaupollutants has arguably been a factor in $trikd
facilities® willingness to submit to environmental suaretN a refinery would be far more reluctant to
install a Sentry if the data collected could bedubg a regulatory agency as the basis for a penalty
(personal communication with Don Gamiles, January2228). However, it also allows monitoring data
to be interpreted in multiple, often conflicting ways.

Empowering Interpretations

Communityindustry conflict, contested health science, andrimgete regulatory standards together give
meaning to air moniting data from fenceline communities. Residents, theirprofit allies, industrial
facilities, and regulatory agencies all participaténterpreting data and, in the process, relateeaillance
data to potential interventions. Community empowernieattheme in various interpretations; however,
the different interventions they suggest each structupmemrment quite differently.

Power to Define Issues

At LABB, an elderly AfricanAmerican woman named Dorothy Jenkins is held umragxemplar of
environmental surveillaneBom-below. Over a tweyear period beginning in 2000, Jenkins took several
bucket samples in her front yard in New Sarpy, Louisiana, to documeetfétots of the oil refinery right
across the street. Although she was an éalbpecdedicated sampler, it was what she did with tasults
that made her something of a legend. In anedbunted incident, Jenkins met with the plant manad

the neighboring Orion refinery and complained almuglease that had fouled the aithier community.
The plant manager insisted that there had beereleagse from the refinery that day. At that pothg
story goes, Jenkins whipped out the results frobueket sample taken during the alleged release and
thrust them in front of the pté manager. OThen tell me why there was benzene in my neighborhood at
levels that violate state standards?O an LABB fundraisimgpbplet quotes her as asking.
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The story offers a window into a common way of ipteting environmental surveillance datapesally
bucket results, and the kind of empowerment it implies. Buckettsdselle were not used in conjunction
with health studies or other data in an attempprive that the Oriomefinery was harming residentsO
health. Instead, they took on meanin light of the refinery managerOs assertion that there had been no
release. In that narrow context, they upset the ysomker dynamic between the white, male engineer
representing a muitnillion dollar company and the retired cafeteriarkey who lived next door. Where
refinery officials had previously been able to asseeirtexpertise to brush off residents® complaints,
JenkinsOs bucket data demanded an explanatiomwiligrthe results of her surveillance down like a
gauntlet, Jenkins put thefigery manager on the defensive, forcing him to regporher question.

This kind of tableturning maps on to a form of empowerment that \astetommunity organizer Paul
Ryder calls Otaking the initiative.O0 Conceived agaleto fenceline communityrgupsO ability to win
campaigns that target local facilities, Otakingiriteative means that you are taking the actidrat tefine
what the campaign is about. Everyone else isretting to your actions@®yder 2006, 43) When a
community group can define the issMesnd keep the more powerful company in the positibhaving
to reacN Ryder suggests, it can forthe company to take its grievances seriously and to negatiat
resolution that makes conditions in the communitiyese

As JenkinsOs question to the plant manager suggestsatory standards for air quality are a second
important context for int@reting bucket data. But her comparison between bucket data and regulatory
standards also represented an attempt to takenitiegtive, to define the campaign issues to whicbren
powerful entities would have to respond. The state standards to whidfuéstion referred regulate
annual average levels of benzene; JenkinsOs hdateetreflected air quality over a period of several
minutes. Technically, the two numbers were incomsneabl& but by comparing them, as bucket
wielding residents routinely ddenkins pushed to define the problem of air quality in hemuanity as

one of extreme levels of chemicals during releases, rather tinaaleaverage levels.

ActivistsO interpretations of bucket results in ¢batext of state standards, then, imagimepowering
community members by forcing not only industriakifities but also regulatory agencies onto the
defensive. The point is highlighted by table of results from six buekeples presented lrand Sharks:
Orion RefiningOs Predatory PropeRyrchasesa report released in late 2001 by Concerned Qiize
New Sarpy and LABB (see figure 3). Organized bgroftal, the table describes the associated health
effects for each of four air pollutants, lists gmreening level published by the ndgring state of Texas
and the regulatory standard set by Louisiana (d@hanehree of the four cases), and reports measured
concentrations that, for the most part, exceedtheening levels. Like the high benzene reading day
when Orion claimed rtoto have had a release, the lack of regulatorydstals for chemicals with
dangeroussounding health effects (e.g. Oattacks the nemsysiemO), present in the community at levels
an order of magnitude greater than a neighboriaig stonsiders healthgemands an account. Then why,
we might imagine Jenkins saying to an LDEQ repregtene, are there no regulations for whatOs in my
air?

Further, interpreting bucket data in the contextimfomplete regulatory standards for air quality is
imagined tooffer an additional opportunity for communities to empower themselvds neipect to
neighboring companies, as a chapter of Paul Rydgodd Neighbor Campaign Handboadlevoted to
community environmental surveillance makes cldarit, bucket promulgatoDenny Larson argues that,
in the absence of regulatory standards for ambéis of most air toxics, community groups showdd s
their own standards:
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Hydrogen Sulfide: Carbon Disulfide:
Attacks the respiratory system ~ Attacks the respiratory system
Texas Screening Level: 1 ppb Texas Screening Level: 1 ppb
Louisiana State Standard: None Louisiana State Standard: None
January 29, 2001 5.09 August 30,2000 40
February 21, 2001 5.75 October 1, 2000 1.4
August 31,2001 2.17 February 21, 2001 2.4

June 7,2001 3.8
Carbonyl Sulfide
Attacks the nervous system Known Carcinogen
Texas Screening Level: 1 ppb Louisiana State Standard: 3.76 pbb
Louisiana State Standard: None August 30,2000 14
August 30, 2000 22.2 October 1,2000 24
February 21,2001 2.3 February 21,2001 4.3
June 7,2001 2.58 August 31,2001 110

Figure 3: Presentation of Bucket Results in Land Sharks report

For much of what the companiesatischarging, however, there isnOt a legal stamdar
what can be in the air in your neighborhood, so ampunt is legal. You can still say,
OLetOs say youOre in compliance with the laweyooidn compliance with me living
here. | canOt stand #tenk. 1Om not going to take this pollution ragndown on me any
more. HereOs my compliance standard for your aoyrgmad youOre going to meet that.O
(Larson 2006, 73)

Environmental monitoring data that reveal the hatesegulatory standards, then, offer communities a
opening to define the issue of air quality, to set standards to whiclonmgany must react.

Interpretations of bucket results that give surveillade¢a meaning in the context of plant manager
assertions and incomplete regulatory standards ¢bostruct community empowerment in a particular
way: an empowered community is one able to defiea lenvironmental issues and force other actors to
respond to them. The degree to which community st$hare able to achieve this kind of empowerment
through environmental surveillance varies greattpnf community to community, and activistsO
redefinitions of air quality issues are, in the face of regulatory standardsyus at begOttinger 2010)
Regardless of the extent to which it is realizedwéner, the model for empowerment is significant in
light of the contrasting ways that other interptietas of environmental surveillance data counstr
empowerment.

Power to Enforce Laws
In April 2005, SBCEQ took environmental surveillaffoem-below to a new level. Working with the
Louisiana Bucket Brigade, they set up a Sentry moorin the community to track the impact of the
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neighboring ExxorMobil refinery. For nearly two months, the Sentopok a measurement of toxic
chemicals in the air once every minute, arounddioek. While simply mobilizing the technology to
watch the refinery constantly was an accomplishmeiiiself, the way SBC& was able to use the data
made their monitoring especially powerful. Wittime first week of operating the monitor, the LABB
volunteer overseeing the technical aspects of the project identifiedi@d during which average sulfur
dioxide (SQ) levelsexceeded the National Ambient Air Quality Standdas24-hour average levels of
SON a finding SBCEQ and LABB publicized soon after iprass release:

During a 24 hour period that began at 6 AM on AgSf', the monitor detected readings
of sulfur diokide Bknown to trigger asthma attacksat levels that violate EPA standards.
The air is allowed to exceed the EPA limit once perear; the level was exceeded
within the first week of operating the monitor. (Rolfes and Ford 2005)

Using the federal standards to make environmentaieillance meaningful, the press release stretssd
community monitomg with the Sentry had done something that buckets could not: show conclusively tha
ExxonrMobil was running afoul of the law.

While this presentation of monitoring data has Enties with the ways bucket data was mobilized in
New Sarpy, the versioaf empowerment that it constructs is importantly different. Botarpretations
invoke regulatory standards; however, the presemsitdf bucket data discussed in the last sectiosodo
in a way that highlights the incompleteness andi@gaacies of thastandards. The Sentry finding, in
contrast, draws on the authority of the regulastandard to underscore the significance of suaueik
data. Moreover, while Chalmette residents, just like Newp\Sersidents, used their air monitoring data
to putthe neighboring refinery on the defensive, theieiptetation of Sentry results in the context of the
EPA standard does not redefine the issue of ailitguas CCNSOs use of bucket results does; rather,
uses the established infrastructure of reguastandards to establish the seriousness of the problem.

Interpreted in the context of authoritative (as oppdsedcomplete) regulatory standards, environmental
surveillance empowers communities with respecteigmboring companies by allowing theto borrow,
and even extend, the stateOs power over inddsiilifies. Through monitoring, community members
become potential enforcers of environmental Mvasrole, in fact, made available to them in the @lea
Air Act more generally through its prision for citizen enforcement suits. Commupriigsed monitoring
also expands the stateOs capacity for surveillahdedustrial pollution and, in turn, its abilityot
determine compliance. In this construction, then, an empowered cominmiitcommunit with the
ability to participate alongside regulators in grdorcement of environmental laws.

The two versions of empowerment-egrist in community environmental surveillance podge of course.
LABB and SBCEQ also looked at their data in wayattchallenged the adequacy of regulations
(interview with Brian Swett, July 25, 2007), and buckees in New Sarpy and elsewhere strive to
participate in environmental enforcemdf'Rourke and Macey 2003)The distinction is nonetheless
important because of the different political po8gibs entailed in the two form of empowerment.
Interpretations of surveillance data that leverage régylaagency authority for community
empowerment are likely to garner the most concneg¢@rterm results for community grousExxon
Mobil was cited for its violations under thee@h Air Act as a result of SBEQOs eff(®anborn 2005
because of the robustness of standards desdrilibd last section. On the other hand, empowerhert
figures community members as participants in enfoergmestricts their ability to challenge the adayua
of legal and regulatory framewoilsa kind of intervention central to the initiatitaking, issuedefining
form of empowerment.

Surveillance & Society 8(2) 230



Ottinger: Constructing Empowerment Through Interpretations of Environmental Data.

Power to Choose

Following bucket monitoring by residents, in 2003tzell Chemical facility in Norco, Louisiana, ptgelf
under surveillance. Rather than installing a -teaé monitor like the Sentry, as a number of its
counterparts had, or would, Shell set up six itwsimg stations in NorcoOs two square miles dfleesial
area and, following a protocol used by the LDEQitm air toxics monitoring program, determined
chemical concentrations with 2¥ur samples taken every sixth day. At the end of the first thosths

of monitoring, the company presented its results to the community. Asaudd expect, they compared
their data to the LDEQOs regulatory standéuatsitting the chemicals detected in the samples but not
regulated by the stdteto show that air toxi levels in Norco were within the legal limits. BShellOs
presentation to the community also included a less obvious interpretatiangraph entitled, ONorcoOs
Air is Similar to Other Cities,O average valuesl@Butadiene measured at NorcoOs sonitoring
stations were compared to levels measured by th& EBP5 other cities, including Houston and
Minneapolis (figure 4).
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Figure 4: Interpretation of Air Monitoring Data by Shell Chemical

Putting environmental surveillance data in the eghtf air quality measurements in other cities, Shell
chemical representatives constructed a third versioempowerment. Discussing the graph in a media
briefing, Shell®s Health, Safety, and Environment manager Randyrédagekplained that the data gave
residents the information they needed to decidetfemselves where they wanted to live. There were
places where the air was cleaner, he acknowledged, but thosepigbésiot have the kinds of amenities
that one would enjoy in an industrialized arda INorco. Surveillance data, in this interpretation, was
thus seen as a contributor to the #imnefit calculations of community members. An empowered
community was one made up of individuals with tbdity to make informed choices.

While it is easyto criticize ShellOs interpretation as spurioussaticserving (Norco, population 3600, is
scarcely a OcityO comparable to Houston or Mintisgpthe connection that it forges between
environmental surveillance and a particular notidrempowermenaschoice is nonetheless important.
The version of empowerment constructed in the caispa of NorcoOs air monitoring data with that of
other cities is influential and widespread: scholars from actbes social sciences have shown
empowerment organizedamd personal responsibility and individual choice to be part and parcel of
neoliberal political project§see for exampldeve 2007; VersSanso 2008jkimed at Oextending and
disseminating market values to all institutions and social ac{iBr@vn 2003) Yet neoliberal logics
have also been widely critiqued for their social and environmental comssxple Projects that
individualize and/or privatize action on environrtedrissues, foexample, have been shown to perpetuate
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inequalities, limit structural critigue, and silendessenting voicegGuldbrandsen and Holland 2001;
Galusky 2003; Perkins 20R9To the extent that environmental surveillancedainterpreted to advance
community members® power to choose, then, it weakm to support quite a limited form of
empowerment, especially when contrasted with thveepdo define issues or evemetpower to participate
in law enforcement sought by activists.

Additionally, interpretations geared toward cheasempowerment neglect the ways that negativeltata
that is, data showing evidence of poor air qullliban actually undermine residents@groto choose.
Informed choice models poorly represent residentsO refasdiving in fenceline communities from the
start (see Ottinger forthcoming); however, commumbtembers deciding to move away based on
(presumably empowering) data about local quiality would likely have difficulty selling their homes.
Low property values and even rbdingN lendersO refusal to underwrite mortgages in certain
neighborhood¥ often characterize life in fenceline communities. Monitoring gatawing air toxins in a
neighborhood at unhealthy levels would likely only exacerbate these Kremdsresidents, figured as
choosers in a free market, would find their pragdtigpportunities to select a different place televen
more circumscribed.

Levels of Empowerment

A variety of possibilities exist for interpreting data coted through environmental surveillance of
industrial facilitie$\ whether by community groups or by facilities or ukgors at residents® behest.
They can be made meaningful in the context of aarfe deceit and regulatory inadequacy, as in CCNSOs
presentations of bucket results. They can be compared to statetioegutansidered authoritative, as
some of the data from Sentry monitoring in Chalme&tere. And they can be interpreted in thetexinof

the riskbenefit calculations that community members are presumed to make waberg to live, as
Shell®s monitoring data were.

Choices about interpretive strategies have impbeatifor community empowerment. Each of the three
interpretations arguably enhanced community menibeisility to act. However, the level at which they
were empowered to act varied dramatically from omerpretation to another. CCNSOs interpretation of
bucket results supported a challenge to existing environmental regime®wed structures at the most
fundamental level: by highlighting the unacknowledig@mpact of industrial pollution and the inadegy

of regulatory standards, bucket data allowed residents to redefires ie§ air quality and force more
powerful actors to react to attacks on their competence. Theretiation of Sentry data in the context of
regulatory standards, in contrastioaled Chalmette residents to intervene at a leasdational level,
though possibly with more authorffytemporarily abandoning their critique of regulatstgndards, they
used the infrastructure that the standards provided to exert influertbe arigiboring refinery. ShellOs
interpretation of its monitoring data as empoweriagidentsO choice, finally, focused on possibilities
action at an individual level, yet it ignored theustures that, in practice, constrain individubbice in
fencelinecommunities and offered no opportunity for struaturitique.

Understanding the contributioNsor potential contributior$ of surveillance to empowerment thus
requires examining the processes by which surveillaset®s are made meaningful. Just because
community groups have data about neighboring in@dgacilities, it cannot be assumed that theitigb

to influence the powerful corporations that runnthieas been expanded. We must also ask how thair dat
are translated into action or interventiowhat kinds of intervention are made possible layious
interpretations; and, to the extent that studiesun¥eillance and empowerment incorporate a norraativ
project, how adequate the forms of empowerment enabled by various itatopeare to reding social
inequality. In the case of environmental survetlarof air quality, modes of interpretation that allo
community members to question the ways that enwiemtal issues are defined clearly make a greater
contribution to ameliorating environmi&l injustices. Modes of interpretation that privilege individual
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choice, on the other hand, offer few possibilittes undermining structures of injustice and mayreve
exacerbate thelmaking environmental surveillance one more examepfethe disempoweing
tendencies of neoliberal logics.

At a practical level, this analysis underscores ithportance of interpretive choices for sousveitian
practitioners. Different ways of making surveillance data meamiingtffucture the possibilities for
intervention differently. Refusing the authority of regulat standards as an interpretive infrastructure,
for example, can allow for more fundamental challefglest adopting the authority of standards may
heighten a challenger groupOs influence.

Perhaps morémportantly, this study suggests that the empowering giatesf surveillancefrom-below
rests in large part on the ability of sousveillancectitianers to control interpretive choices. A
community group would never interpret data fromsaimpling inthe context of personal choices the way
that Shell did. However, as environmental survedamcreasingly uses the Sentry and comparable real
time monitoring devices that generate an enormalsme of data, community groups, lacking scientific
or staistical expertise, are becoming less and less abietérpret surveillance data on their own. With
regulatory agencies and industrial facilities more likeo be involved in the interpretation of data,
environmental justice activists who championed-teaae monitors, thinking they would extend the kind
of empowerment supported by buckets, may find their copious data interppretagis that restrict rather
than expand their ability to influence industrial facHi
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