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Environmental Justice Focus Group Meeting Notes 
Coleman Temple Church of God in Christ 

Saginaw, Michigan  
June 11, 2009 

 
 
Greetings by Pastor Hurley J. Coleman, Greater Coleman Temple Cogic Interfaith 
Organization 
 

• Introductory comments and slides by Director Steven Chester of the Michigan 
Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) 

 
• Question Facilitators:   

o Harold Core, Public Information Officer, Michigan Department of Civil 
Rights 

o Brad Van Guilder, Organizer, Ecology Center 
o Pat Spitzley, Chief at the Office of Legal Services, Michigan Department of 

Natural Resources 
o Pamela Smith, Program Manager Saginaw Lead Hazard Control Program, 

Saginaw County Department of Public Health 
o Bryant Wilke, Director, Environmental Health Services, Saginaw County 

Department of Public Health 
 
After the presentation, a series of questions were posed to community members 
regarding environmental justice issues.  
 
1.  What are the most significant health and pollution-related impacts affecting 
 your community?  
 

a) Fish consumption from the contaminated Saginaw and Tittabawassee Rivers.  
Walleye competition promotes fish consumption in these areas where people 
should not eat the fish. 

 
b) Lead poisoning from houses and the outdoor environment. 
 
c) Mold in houses.  We need more testing to determine what type of mold to 

assist with property transactions. 
 
d) Abandoned houses which are health hazards and attract vermin mold, etc. 
 
e) Active and abandoned industrial sites which contribute to polluted air, soil, 

and other nuisances.  
 
f) Asthma, which is exacerbated in certain areas and at certain times of the 

year. 
 

EJ Public Participation Subgroup Report Attachment A



 - 2 -

g) Inadequate health care.   
 
h) Inadequate access to fresh food.  There is only one full-line grocery store on 

the east side of Saginaw where you can buy fresh fruit and vegetables.   
 
i) Contaminated home grown food due to contaminated soil.   
 
j) Demolition of homes.  There is inadequate notice to folks in the area of 

potential airborne contaminants (lead, etc.) as a result of the demolition. 
 
k) Street repairs result in dust/air pollution. 
 
l) Lack of intentional environmental and public health education efforts to EJ 

communities. 
 
m) Inadequate inspection of migrant housing. 
 

2. What are the factors (social, economic, other) that have caused or 
 contributed to these health and pollution-related impacts? 
 

a) It is difficult for most of us to determine if laws have been unfairly enforced 
because we do not know what those laws are. 

 
b) Most laws are presented in such a way that to enforce them adversely affects 

the economy.  Hence, most folks will not support strong enforcement. 
 
c) There is a lack of education regarding what economic/environmental justice 

mean together, i.e., how they are inter-related.   
 
d) People in this county and in Lansing are making decisions regarding where 

facilities are being sited.  There should be local input regarding these 
decisions. For example, a medical waste incinerator was prevented from 
being sited in a poor community in this area because folks found out about it 
early and mobilized to stop it.  That is not what normally happens.  Recently a 
half-way house was approved before the neighborhood was aware and they 
did not have the political clout to stop it. 

 
e) Foundry cupolas are cleaned at night intentionally when no one could see.  I 

do not blame the workers.  It is hard to be a whistle-blower.  We need to 
strengthen the Whistle-Blower Act. 

 
f) There must be a sense of urgency to get these things done, and our 

community is not crying out about these problems as they should be. 
 
g) There should be a “gate-keeper” to decide these things.   
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h) The General Motors facility created fallout that damaged the paint on cars.  
They would fix the cars, and most folks were satisfied with that.  But the 
source of the problem was never fixed, so people’s health was still adversely 
affected. 

 
i) Brownfield redevelopments are not necessarily beneficial to the broad general 

public.  I commend the city for recent improvements in their decision-making 
in this area.     

 
j) We need more education to eliminate these pollution impacts.  How to do this 

and fund this is the difficult question.       
 
3.  What does it mean to you to have a healthy, safe, and livable community?  
 

a) It means that I can leave my door unlocked; I have access to health care; I 
have swimmable, fishable rivers, fresh air to breathe, well-kept lawns, etc. 

 
b) Must be “we”, not what “you” or “I” want.  Injustice someplace is injustice 

everyplace.   
 
c) People who live in healthy communities cannot identify with people who live in 

unhealthy communities. 
 
d) We have a neighborhood watch.  We discuss abandoned homes, pit bulls, 

which vacant homes/lots need grass cutting, etc.  If there is a need, we do it.  
We get together and cut the grass and do what needs to be done.  We need 
continuing community discussion to solve our problems. 

 
e) We have been guilty of allowing so much neglect to take place.   What should 

be natural has become unnatural.  Livable, healthy communities cannot be a 
cliché but rather a true value people are willing to fight for.   

 
f) People have learned to live with chemical and other pollution.  As economic 

times get worse, people are even more inclined to look the other way. 
 
g) We need to demand more from our elected officials on environmental issues 

such as we do for police protection, etc. 
 
h) Somebody needs to get up and scream that this is just not right. 
 
i) What is the DEQ doing with respect to education outreach in schools?  
 
j) Environmental Justice (EJ) goes beyond the rules and laws.  We need to 

pursue balance in equitable approaches to solving environmental problems.  
Most people affected will not ever be at this table.  We must go to them!  
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k) We must address at risk youth, gang violence, etc. 
 

4. What state and local agencies are most involved with health and 
 environmental issues in your community? 

 
a) We have a good relationship with our local health departments. 
 
b) Most folks identify with local rather than state agencies.   
 
c) There is very little direct involvement or communication with DEQ and other 

state agencies.  Most contact is via newspaper.  
 
d) Those who did have contact with DEQ have found staff accessible, 

knowledgeable and willing to come into the community.   
 
e) I hope DEQ folks would have a greater EJ presence in the Saginaw area as a 

result of these outreach efforts. 
 
f) We have a responsibility in Saginaw to speak up more.  But we need to 

continue this dialogue.  The people suffering most are not here today.  We 
must make DEQ accountable.   

 
g) Need more honest, direct communication.  It is difficult to do this with 

politicians and bureaucrats.   
 
h) We have lots of laws and rules but what we need is application.  Most people 

think there is no use in this.  We must believe that something will come of 
this. 

 
i) I wish I could say that people I have spoken within the DEQ have been 

interested. 
 
j) It would be better to address these EJ issues as public health issues rather 

than environmental issues because more people are interested in health 
issues.   

 
k) A person disagreed with that last statement.  People do now relate to 

environmental issues, more so than ever before.  People understand what 
being “green” means. 

 
l) Since some relate preferentially to public health or environmental issues, we 

need to connect the two.  
 

EJ Public Participation Subgroup Report Attachment A



 - 5 -

m) One issue is the air monitoring system.  We need an air monitor in Saginaw, 
not many miles away!  Saginaw is not Detroit, Chicago, etc.  We are not 
viewed as the big problem.  We have to identify projects here that must be 
addressed! 

 
n) We need a green jobs initiative in Saginaw. 
 
o) We need an EPA grant to advise folks regarding fish consumption. 
 
p) We need to give our students a role in this EJ work, such as river research, 

etc. 
 
q) Must communicate in layperson’s language. 

 
5.  What should a state environmental justice plan include to address the 
 health and pollution-related impacts in your community?  
 

a) The elements shown on the “components” slide (Disparate impacts, Petition 
process, Public participation, Integration into DEQ activities, Inter-
departmental integration, Role of local units of government) are generally on 
track.   

 
b) Also, we need: 
 

o an “EJ Ombudsman” or coordinator in every community to connect state 
EJ activities to each community. The ombudsmen would empower and 
educate the community and know who the players are and who to contact. 

 
o a method to recruit the actual folks on the block   
 
o an education element 
 
o a method to address abandoned houses 

 
c) The petition process would be helpful to allow reconsideration because of a 

disparate impact discovered after the decision was made.  New Jersey has a 
fairly developed petition process.  However, they were unprepared for the 
number of petitions they received. 

 
6.  What other advice or comments do you wish to provide to assist us in 
 developing a statewide environmental justice plan? 
 

a) What are you trying to accomplish?  Do you want one plan to address all?   
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b) What other agencies besides DEQ should be involved?  Michigan 
Department of Transportation, Department of Community Health, Civil Rights, 
Michigan Department of Energy, Labor and Economic Growth, Michigan State 
Housing Development Authority.  What do all these agencies have in 
common?  

 
c) What is the DEQ ready to tackle?  Is the end goal to tell people not to eat fish, 

or to clean up the problem?   
 
d) The EJ Workgroup needs a mission statement as to what EJ means.  
 
e) Education is the key. 
 
f) There is no impact on any area that does not eventually affect all areas.  The 

weakest part of the community is often what is “known” and affects the 
perception of the entire community. 

 
g) People are ready for change, but it takes money. 
 
h) Local experts need to add their voice to the debate.  They are not always 

consulted by the decision-makers. 
 
i) People have to know the DEQ staff personally for this effort to work. 
 
j) You need a big splash when this EJ Plan is launched.  Do not come out with it 

unless everything is in place.  We do not need another program that does not 
work. 

 
k) You need to include the legislators.   
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Environmental Justice Focus Group Meeting Notes 
Tip of Mitt Watershed Council 

Petoskey, Michigan 
June 12, 2009 

 
 

• Introductory comments and opening slides by Director Steven Chester of the 
Michigan Department of Environmental Quality 

 
• Question Facilitators:   

o Harold Core, Public Information Officer, Michigan Department of Civil 
Rights 

o Brad Van Guilder, Organizer, Ecology Center 
o Pat Spitzley, Chief at the Office of Legal Services, Michigan Department of 

Natural Resources 
o Pamela Smith, Program Manager Saginaw Lead Hazard Control Program, 

Saginaw County Department of Public Health 
 
After the presentation, a series of questions were posed to community members 
regarding environmental justice issues.  
 
1. What are the most significant health and pollution-related impacts affecting 
 your community?  
 

a) Emissions from coal-fired power plants which result in mercury deposition to 
area water bodies is a huge Environmental Justice (EJ) issue for Native 
Americans and other folks in this area due to subsistence consumption of 
fish. 

 
b) The Bay Harbor contamination site needs remediation due to mercury, etc.  

This mercury may migrate to the surface water.  There are many other sites 
that need remediation.  There is an operating cement plant near Lake 
Charlevoix which is a major pollution source of mercury.  The quality of water 
in this area is unmatched so addressing these concerns must be a priority 
before it is too late. 

 
c) On-site septic systems near the many pristine surface waters in this area 

often are not functioning properly and local health departments have no 
“teeth” in their regulations to cause owners to correct.  Need to nudge 
legislators for better legislation and a state-wide sanitary code. 

 
d) Storm water management in towns is a significant problem. 
 
e) There are a large number of Leaking Underground Storage Tanks in Northern 

Michigan and inadequate clean-up funds. 
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f) Regional transport of air contaminants.  Remote areas in the Upper Peninsula 
have exceeded ozone standards due to pollution generated in Chicago.  We 
need more monitors in this area. 

 
g) Water withdrawals that will harm our wetlands and water bodies. 
 
h) Land use.  We realize that this is primarily a local issue. 
 
i) Mining and excessive oil and gas exploration.  Oil and gas remediation is a 

major concern especially given the potential for the reclassification of old 
wells.  Otsego County seems to be particularly bad for this. 

 
2. What are the factors (social, economic, other) that have caused or 
 contributed to these health and pollution-related impacts? 

 
a) Mineral rights relative to property rights are out of balance.  It seems these 

rights favor the mining companies rather than the property owners.  How can 
a property owner possibly keep these exploration rigs off their property?  
Owners feel disempowered.  

 
b) Community impacts are not so pronounced in Northern Michigan. 

 
3. What does it mean to you to have a healthy, safe, and livable community? 

 
a) We have a healthy community relative to many others in this state.  However, 

the important question is: Are we penalized from receiving grants and other 
consideration because we have such good water quality, etc.?  We have a 
pristine environment in many ways, but we only have this opportunity to keep 
it that way.  We need some regional equity in the state EJ plan; otherwise, 
this area will not ever be viewed as a high priority for EJ work. 

 
b) Appropriate use of land. 
 
c) Getting youth (and others) outside to enjoy the environment. 

 
4. What state and local agencies are most involved with health and 
 environmental issues in your community? 

 
a) 501(c) (3) and other volunteer organizations have the biggest impacts.  They 

provide assistance for environmental improvement projects such as stream 
bank restoration.  They also function as “ombudsmen” between the 
community and regulatory agencies. 
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b) The tribes and conservancies are also very involved and helpful in this area. 
 
c) Local health departments often provide valuable help. 
 
d) The DEQ is also a valuable resource.  It is about the people.  Personal 

interaction and face-to-face meetings are preferred.  Some staff are much 
better than others.  Many of our issues are regional or even global in scope.  
We need the DEQ’s involvement to address these concerns.   

 
e) Drain commissioners and local planning and zoning folks are also very 

involved.  They do not always have environmental considerations in mind 
when making their decisions. 

 
f) We must educate and inform folks at all levels who are involved with health 

and environment issues.  There is a strong passion in this area by most folks 
to protect the environment.  Many just need to be educated.  We need more 
funding for this outreach. 

 
5.  What should a state environmental justice plan include to address the 
 health and pollution-related impacts in your community?  
 

a) Require better alternatives analyses for large projects of concern such as the 
coal-fired power plants.  The plan should include this. 

 
b) Require cumulative impact analyses for all projects.  Native American look at 

these impacts on the next 7 generations. 
 
c) Recognize regional differences in implementing EJ.  Northern Michigan often 

feels ignored by state agencies.  The plan must not exclude this region from 
EJ considerations.  What should be the scope and scale of the region?  It will 
be a challenge to see this area as an EJ priority relative to many urban areas. 

 
d) Require pre-application meetings and placing early information on the 

internet.  This could trigger the formation of stakeholder groups and early 
public participation. 

 
e) Fair treatment for everyone.  
 
f) Certain areas (such as Class I) are so important and pristine that we need 

legislation along with this EJ plan to protect them. 
 
g) When you think about it, implementing EJ is just good public policy in general. 
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6.  What other advice or comments do you wish to provide to assist us in 
 developing a state- wide environmental justice plan? 
 

a) TMDL grants for surface water discriminate against this area.  Is it possible to 
get grants to prevent/protect?  This is much smarter than cleaning up 
contamination after the fact. 

 
b) Need to take a multi-disciplinary approach.  We tend to be “silo” thinkers 

when it comes to the environment as well as in many other areas. 
 
c) The EJ plan should incorporate incentives similar to the Clean Corporate 

Citizen program to reward folks for doing good things for the environment. 
 
d) We should not have to trade jobs for health.  Environmental benefits must be 

valued equally with economic benefits. 
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Environmental Justice Focus Group Meeting Notes 
Council for World-Class Communities 

Benton Harbor, Michigan  
June 23, 2009 

 
 

• Greetings by Dr. Marcus Robinson, President and CEO, The Consortium for 
Community Development 

 
• Introductory comments by Ms. Paula Sadler 

 
• Opening slides by Director Steven Chester of the Michigan Department of 

Environmental Quality 
 

• Question Facilitators:   
o Harold Core, Public Information Officer, Michigan Department of Civil 

Rights 
o Brad Van Guilder, Organizer, Ecology Center 
o Pamela Smith, Program Manager Saginaw Lead Hazard Control Program, 

Saginaw County Department of Public Health 
 
After the presentation, a series of questions were posed to community members 
regarding environmental justice issues.  

 
1.  What are the most significant health and pollution-related impacts affecting 
 your community?  
 

a) Children are not learning to eat properly. 
 
b) Lead-based paints affect children’s education. 
 
c) Two nuclear plants are located near by.  The impacts of those plants are 

unknown. 
 
d) Housing issues.  We have slumlords and ghostlords.  There is so much 

vacant housing. 
 
e) Schools with asbestos contamination.   
 
f) Housing units sitting on contaminated property. 
 
g) Air contaminant transport issues due to our proximity to Chicago. 
 
h) Illicit dumping by the citizens themselves, and by developers. 
 
i) Lack of local medical treatment.  There is nothing within walking distance. 
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j) Lack of auto emissions testing.  Many of our cars are older and should be 

tested. 
 
k) Construction related pollution. 
 
l) Lack of education about pollution issues. 
 
m) Chromium soil and groundwater contamination.  We need grants to help us 

clean up these sites. 
 
n) Aging infrastructure causes sewer backups in basements and overflows to 

rivers that have health impacts.  There are no dollars to remedy these 
problems. 

 
o) Ox Creek is a historically contaminated creek that needs to be cleaned up. 
 
p) HIV epidemic and cancer clusters in this area. 

 
2. What are the factors (social, economic, other) that have caused or 
 contributed to these health and pollution-related impacts? 
 

a) Historically, people were encouraged to contaminate this area more so than 
other areas and now we have trouble cleaning it up. 

 
b) Lack of education and lack of knowledge on environmental processes. 
 
c) We were such a manufacturing hub during the hay days of manufacturing and 

now it is the community’s responsibility to clean up what companies have left 
behind. 

 
d) There has been a lack of enforcement requiring companies to clean up their 

own messes. 
 
e) The Harbor Shores Development is the single greatest environmental 

injustice in this area.  It is paradoxical that we are meeting in the very building 
where these activities were planned.  This project is stealing the heart of the 
only public park in the community.  What occurred was a takings of public 
land for private use.  People’s concerns were minimized in the report.  The 
disenfranchised in this area have become that way for good reason.  This 
meeting is a start to improve on these things. 

 
f) There was a counterpoint to the last statement.  The Harbor Shores 

Development has cleaned up serious contamination with the help of DEQ in 
the development process.  It is providing a positive environmental 
transformation. 
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g) Benton Harbor was deemed the worst place to live in 1989 by Money 

magazine.  We have not improved since that time.  This Harbor Shores 
Development is built on injustice and is not the will of the people.  There is 
another side to Benton Harbor that developers do not see. 

 
h) We experienced a social collapse in 2003 because of the way people in this 

community have been treated by all levels of government. 
 
i) We have had many meetings and are told that the city will review and 

respond to our letters and that never happened.  We need the intervention of 
state and federal agencies because the city does not respond to the citizens. 

 
j) Commenters on the Harbor Shores Development were 7 to 1 in favor of the 

project. 
 
k) Need health insurance to mitigate these impacts. 
 
l) Need to address contamination issues. 
 
m) Need to prioritize environmental issues so we can address them. 
 
n) Ox Creek flow was cut-off intentionally by industry. 
 
o) Need education. 
 
p) This will take a vast group to change, some from within and some from 

without.  From the penthouse to the outhouse. Romance without finance is a 
nuisance. 

 
q) Code enforcement is so important.  The amount of dumping by the general 

citizenry is incredible.   
 
r) At the end of the day, we need to take personal responsibility.  There must be 

consequences for breaking the rules. 
 
3.  What does it mean to you to have a healthy, safe, and livable community?  
 

a) Jobs and a sustainable lifestyle. 
 
b) We are hit harder than most communities in almost all areas because we are 

a poor community. 
 
c) Everyone can afford medical care. 
 
d) Life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. 
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e) You cannot have a healthy community if you have no hospital.  This is one of 

the greatest environmental injustices in Benton Harbor. 
 
f) There is a major scandal going on now with the city police force.  That is a 

safety issue.  There must be trust between citizens and the police for a safe 
environment. 

 
g) Housing fit for humans. 
 
h) Leadership with vision and voice who can articulate this vision rather than 

merely voice complaints.  Leaders must be willing to speak truth. 
 
i) Need block clubs who have the power to address concerns. 
 
j) Need schools and children who love learning and who graduate with the 

ability to go to college. 
 
k) Healthy and wealthy (not money – but abundance) is synonymous.  
 
l) My children can go outside and play.  I can have my windows open and 

breathe fresh air. 
 
m) We are an African American community, yet we have lakefront and river front 

property.  We need better fish consumption education and postings. 
 
n) The 2003 uprising got a lot of media attention.  There were focus groups that 

came up with ideas that needed to happen.  But nothing did happen.  Need to 
hold people accountable. 

 
4. What state and local agencies are most involved with health and 
 environmental issues in your community? 

 
a) Planned Parenthood. 
 
b) CARES provides AIDs testing in the community. 
 
c) DEQ has helped with cleanups and Harbor Shores, etc. 
 
d) DNR has also been extremely attentive. 
 
e) Cities of Promise Program has brought together people from a number of 

state agencies and has helped Benton Harbor. 
 
f) The city has a Brownfields Authority. 
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g) DEQ is the first call I would make if I had an environmental problem. 
 
h) I would call the federal government.  I have not gotten any results from local 

or state agencies. 
 
i) A couple of years ago, we had a drinking water emergency at a school and 

we were not sure who to call. 
 
j) Loraine Thomas of DEQ’s Kalamazoo office is extremely helpful. 
 
k) I get responses from DEQ but I do not always like the response. 
 
l) Need better link between all levels of government. 
 
m) DEQ is positive and professional but not always what I want to hear. 
 
n) Need to improve linkages and strengthen local government relations. 
 
o) Need to lobby in Lansing for what citizens want. 
 
p) We do not know how to stop doing what we have been doing for many years. 
 
q) In Benton Harbor, we do not do recycling.  We have not passed a green 

initiative resolution.  So we need to do more locally. 
 
r) A community liaison or Environmental Justice (EJ) ombudsperson would be 

useful if this person is a grassroots person and is connected to the people.  
Otherwise, it would be a useless position. 

 
s) The lead problem is still here.  We talked about this many years ago and still 

nothing is being done. 
 
t) Must not shake hands with a closed fist. 
 
u) My experience has not been good with agencies actually solving the 

environmental problems we have brought before them. 
 
v) We do not take advantage of the opportunities that are there.  We do not 

even know what the Berrien County Health Department (BCHD) does, which 
is their fault, and it is ours.  For example, BCHD is doing free HIV testing at 
the bowling alley this Saturday.  They are even giving away free pizza, but 
people do not take advantage of these opportunities. 

 
w) It is difficult when you are focused on survival to take advantage of these 

opportunities. 
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x) Certain agencies are pressured politically to do things that do not live up to 
their own mission statements. 

 
y) There was a one-stop telephone number for the community that people used 

but when the funding went away so did the number. 
 
z) We do not use the local newspapers as we should. 
 

aa) CARES needs to do something for dialysis as well as AIDS. 
 
bb) Drug trade is a huge environmental problem.  We were once the fruit belt.  

Now we are the crack belt.  There is a huge dumping of drugs here because 
we are in between Detroit and Chicago. 

 
5.  What should a state environmental justice plan include to address the 
 health and pollution-related impacts in your community?  
 

a) It is difficult for us to dictate the process, but you should provide best 
practices that have worked in other communities as guidance for this 
community. 

 
b) Education factor is huge. 
 
c) Local ordinances should be reviewed to see how they fit with the state plan. 
 
d) Need line of communication with state to help us educate ourselves on EJ. 
 
e) There needs to be a linkage between what EJ means and the key health and 

environmental issues of the local community. 
 
f) Need to implement more lead abatement in Benton Harbor houses. 
 
g) Need to implement more green policies and apply for more grants, etc. 
 
h) Plan needs to address crumbling infrastructure. 
 
i) Need to keep focus groups going to keep our eyes on the prize. 
 
j) Need the draft policy to review and comment on. 
 
k) Petition process should be a mechanism to empower the community.  Seems 

whenever we have done this in the past there is something wrong with the 
petition, i.e., not enough signatures or whatever.  Need to go to the 
community. 
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l) The timing is very important.  2010 is probably the biggest government 
turnover in the state, so we need something in place by then. 

 
6.  What other advice or comments do you wish to provide to assist us in 
 developing a statewide environmental justice plan? 
 

a) I feel that all federal, state, and local agencies have failed us in the Jean 
Klock park project.  Hence, I have not been able to respond to a lot of these 
questions. 

 
b) Needs to be some mechanism for redress, such as the petition process. 
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