My many and varied accomplishments have at heart some core themes. My desire to be productive and to make a better world. My commitment to fairness and justice. My willingness to put myself body and soul into any task I undertake. 

My accomplishments defy easy pigeonhole or categorization while full of contradictions and surprises. 

A family raised me 

George Cables, Helens Song (My Muse)

1. What made you suspect that there might be environmental justice disparities in some of Maryland's watershed restoration programs?
There were several events observations and realizations that drew my interest and attention to how the State allocates watershed restoration monies. While I drew many inferences and conclusion that I could not defend or fully document, it occurred to me that there was a pattern of political expediency and inside wheeling and dealing that seemed to govern exactly whose environmental problems got addressed.

A few years ago I was stunned to learn that a local Waterkeeper organization was awarded a million dollar grant of federal stimulus money, which was used to restore a beachfront site in Shadyside Maryland. The beachfront while classified as a public park is bracketed on either side by gated private property and so it is all but inaccessible to anyone but the local waterfront residents who have key cards, parking passes and who have been briefed on the access rules to the public area which are not posted in any public place. This stunning parcel of land overlooks the Chesapeake Bay and one can see the residence of the Waterkeeper across just across the channel. On another occasion I learned that a local watershed organization that works on the Anacostia River received a $200,000 grant to operate a restoration project at the site of a massive multi-phase construction project called Konterra that has been widely touted as the largest earthmoving project on the northeastern seaboard and which is financed by the Gould family, the successors to one of the largest private fortunes in America. I noted with interest that the watershed advocacy organization that got the award did not testify or participate in the planning board hearing about the project and did not file comments about its environmental impacts or concerns crated by the project. While touring living shoreline projects funded by the State of Maryland on the eastern shore’s Corsica River I was struck by the amazing rural waterfront McMansions perched on the beachfronts of this isolated haven of the rich. The million dollar mansions sat on vast meadows or manicured turf that sloped down to sandy beaches with the occasional cabana or boathouse style tiki bar. At a prime location where the bulk of the million dollar restoration effort had been installed, I was told the owner of the adjacent house had been appointed by the Governor to chair a local commission to recommend where state restoration monies should be expended. Clearly she had recommended the frontage by her house! I was told that her husband was a deputy administrator of the Federal Emergency Management Agency.  And finally I was involved in litigation aimed at getting redress for my watershed after an illegal or at least poorly written wetlands permit was issued to put a giant box culvert through the middle of a headwaters stream in Landover. All of the project mitigation was approved in other watersheds around the State because MD/MDE warranted that there were no suitable mitigation sites located within the Patuxent watershed. This seemed so unlikely tome with all of the many and far flung and well documented potential projects on the river. But when I contrasted this notion with the ethic of the regulatory agency to use the no net loss of wetland policy to zealously help developers permit projects it occurred to me that there could possibly be problems of expediency associated with this peculiar belief that nothing in the Patuxent was actually worthy or suitable for mitigation.

It only made it seem more egregious to me that the Woodmore Town Center site was and is in a fairly blighted area of Prince George’s County and yet the mitigation was variously spread out over a mitigation fee in lieu bank in Charles County, some went to Western, MD and a bit went to the Anacostia River which is of course severely urbanized and plagued by water quality problems but that various Federal mandates and private funders such as Summit Fund have recently begun to concentrate in the Anacostia. It occurred to me that whatever the Anacostia lacked in practical resources was more than made up for in term of political will to allocate funding to its problems.  But the people of modest means who live in Landover sacrificed water quality in order to get some big box stores. The developer investment the environmental improvements elsewhere. 

I began to think of something an environmental justice advocate in Mississippi had once told me. He said, if we were truly serious about cleaning up the planet then we would certainly start with fixing the worst problems first and then the relatively easy ones would not be much of a problem at all. This made sense to me on both an intuitive and a common sense level. Would it not be efficient to indentify dignify where the biggest environmental problems were and then invest public money in fixing those problems?  I was pretty sure that my own observational history of what was being done did not necessarily fit that prescription. In fact as I visited gated communities in Annapolis where great effort had been made to market the privacy and exclusivity of certain neighborhoods as part of the community values, I consistently found a sense of entitlement by the privilege residents therein that the state should be spending money to save their privatized recreational playgrounds and backyards. Wealthy people were utterly convinced that Saving The Bay was completely synonymous with saving their own real estate investments and aesthetic sensibilities. It appeared to me that there was sense of entitlement by wealthy and influential people to use the public treasury to preserve their own amenities and that there was very little transparency to how these decisions were being made and almost no sense of inherent fairness that public money should be spent in ways that benefit the general public. Oddly, I found that residents and beneficiaries of these projects assumed that what was good for them and their pals was likewise good for the area waterways. Their pride of ownership and their steadfast belief in their own love of their dominion made clear that these were ideas that were completely subject to debate and moreover, there remains to this day, no practical place to have such a debate.  

I could not wrap my mind around the irony that a 110 ten mile waterway that comprises the State’s longest and deepest intrastate waterway embracing seven counties was less worthy of State investment than a 12 miles only obscure river that few Marylander had ever heard of that was located in a rural and isolated rich neighborhood on the eastern shore.  As I toured these restoration sites in the course of my work and I began to chat with residents. I saw a further pattern that was even more disturbing. There was open hostility to my attempts to unravel the merits of why these sites were more worthy of preservation than say sites in poorer neighborhoods or where residents have experienced generations of unabated environmental degradation and strife. Unquestionably affluent and politically influential residents considered that their neighborhood were more worthy. I heard rationales that restoration money would go further in their neighborhood than in some unseen rural destination. It seemed obvious to such people that the closer they are   to the Bay, the more worthy they are of preservation. That a byproduct of making the Chesapeake Bay both the symbolic and practical center of our drive to protect local ecosystem has the collateral effect of increasing the value and desirability of their holdings. That to them, the rallying cry of Save the Bay also meant save our neighborhood, People were proud not only of their address and zip code but their ability to engage influential decision makers and to attract public resources to benefit this cause. A resident told me quite proudly about the project that they got funded where the Executive Director of the Chesapeake Bay Trust who lives in their neighborhood came to the civic association and helped the organization prepare and frame the proposal that would go to their civic association in order to get funding. Yet there was abject hostility toward my own ideas about public access and public benefit. The resident in these favored communities clearly believed that the best way to protect these valuable and beautiful places was to restrict access to them to their friends and family. The people they assured me who also had a sense of stewardship for such places. By implication their beliefs supported a tacit option supremacy where only those with the cost of admission should or could have access to these gated, private and inaccessible places even though they were being restored with monies acquired from the general public treasury. 

So, while I could not prove the existence of any particular conspiracy, I felt in my bones that culture had emerged in the Bay region that directed a significant share of Bay preservation resources not to where the problems were the worst but instead to where the mass of political and policy influence reigned with the greatest force. It occurred to me that the lack of objective and transparency in the decision-making about restoration resources was probably utterly indefensible or at least subject to considerable difference of opinion but that this sort of review was not likely to occur as long as there was an absence of publicly disclosed information about the end results how these decisions ar e currently being made.  

2.  How do these disparities impact the mission of the Patuxent Riverkeeper?  

My program’s ability to mobilize resources to restore and protect the watershed at least in part relies on accurate benchmarks f watershed health and the ability to pinpoint area where there are specific problems. If the State’s willingness to educate 

3. One could argue that it's a wise use of taxpayer dollars to concentrate restoration resources in areas of the state where you can "get the most bang for the buck" in terms of nutrient load reduction and wetlands creation.  What's your counter for why urban parts of the state should receive more investment than they currently do?

I think where Federal monies are involved there should be some shjowing of general public benefit and some equity in how the resources are assigned.  The most bang for the buck is an expressio of I also bleiev that while the most bang for the buck is a useful princuople it raiss questions about what the “:bang” is. Is it the the most improvement for water quality or is it thye resoluton oif the sources and places wher reh very worst pollution and resoiurce degradation problems exist? I think bang fir the buck is a standards that is so undefined or subjective that it beasr a much tighter deficntion than a trie rationale. How about most lives extended from abated environmetal health problems? Or perhaps the most severe human health hazards resolved.  

4.  Are environmental groups complicit in the way these programs currently work?  Does there need to be greater engagement from the environmental community on establishing greater equity?  

I think that relative equity is on various radar screen to different degrees. There are certainlky groups who consider that any improvement of water quality is steo in the right direction without resopect to priority, disparity or heiarchy.  I do nto think there is a conspiracy of environmental groups to deprive pooer neighborhood of retsartio opportuties or benefits. I think  these groups self define their sense of where the problems are They work most acutely on those neighborhood problems there are weel aware of. The problem  is that the movement is homegenous and simply doe snto consider or ebven know about problems that exist outside of the members accustoimed areas of endeavor.  There is a general assumption tat we call share the same opportunities and reality base and so it comes as real surprise to some members of the environment community that minority neighborhoods experience every different an unrelated problems and issues related to the environment. 

4. How can the Patuxent Riverkeeper or other organizations use this research to push for policy change in Maryland and elsewhere?  

The plight of non environmentalist or non-engaged people and the under served needs to be brought more squarely

6.  Do you have any ideas for additional research with respect to environmental justice that should be done on Maryland's environmental programs?

