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ABSTRACT  

The purpose of this exploratory study was to gather narratives of residents and/or community   

members who perceive the presence of the Richmond Chevron Oil Refinery in their community 

as a psychological stressor. The study used semi-structured interviews with eight community 

organizers and activists to gather qualitative data providing personal accounts of the possible 

psychological impact of living near a toxic facility with great political power in the city. The 

common trend among the narratives was the tendency of the participants to focus on a macro 

interpretation of how mental health is affected by a corporate giant. A collective sense of mental 

health was described using structural and institutional factors to explain why the city lived in a 

state of stress and poor health.  The themes explaining the impact on mental health fell into five 

categories: 1) paternalism, 2) lack of accountability, 3) physical and mental health, and 4) racism 

from an intersectional perspective. This study contributes to the literature in that it centers 

experiential knowledge of communities impacted by environmental racism and elucidates the 

dynamics between residents and the refinery’s corporate power. The historically troubled 

relationship between Chevron and Richmond continues to generate a lasting impact on the city’s 

social, political, and economic spheres. This study also highlights the need for social work as a 

profession to consider the ways in which macro forces impact communities subjected to 

environmental racism or exploitation.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 As a life-long resident of Richmond, CA., a small city situated in the San Francisco Bay 

Area, I wanted to explore an issue relevant to the city that has inspired me in many ways. An 

issue ever present for those of us who live in the city is the threat or fear that the Chevron 

Refinery could explode and severely affect the lives and health of residents in Richmond and 

surrounding areas. Growing up in Richmond, fires and minor explosions emanating from the 

refinery were familiar sights—they even seemed exciting to us as children watching the 

refinery’s flames and smoke from the school yard. I remember lining up along the fence with my 

peers watching as the smoke lingered above. As I became conscious of the severity of these 

explosions and, in general, the refinery’s daily toxic emissions, I began to interpret the refinery’s 

presence as a form of exploitation that sadly, had become characteristic of the city.  

 In 2012, a massive explosion solidified how poisonous the refinery had become in our 

city and highlighted how this toxic facility presented as a major social issue that seemed to thrive 

on the oppressive conditions. It is believed that fifteen thousand people were treated for a wide 

range of illnesses and injuries, which the validity of such figure and severity is questioned. 

Additionally, the city is known for having relatively high rates of autoimmune diseases. While 

scientists can argue for correlation and causation of these diseases with toxic emissions and 

chronic pollution as associated with the refinery, psychological stress is not as obviously 

documented. For this reason, among countless others, this researcher decided to collect stories 

directly from those affected and inquire if they perceive the refinery as a source of stress and if 
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so, how was their narrative constructed based on their involvement or residence in the 

community? 

 Following the explosion, in 2014 Chevron invested $3 million dollars into the local 

election of this rather small city (Knox & Wear,, 2014, Pp. 18). The election gained national 

attention since it was reportedly one of the most costly city elections, which begs the question, 

why would a corporate giant invest millions into a city of about 100,000 people?  

 This researcher strongly leans towards considering the refinery an entity that perpetuates 

intersectional oppression, such as racism and classism, and I have grown to resent the tension it 

creates in the city, which will be discussed more in-depth in later portions of this study. I am also 

aware of the ways in which I have benefitted from the refinery’s contributions to the city—

including receiving monetary compensation for an explosion in the early ‘90s and as a recipient 

of a scholarship partially funded by Chevron when I graduated from high school. Feeling 

conflicted and guilty seemed unproductive and implied complicity in what has become a cycle of 

oppression in Richmond; therefore, I wanted to actively partake in a project that sought to 

explore the complexities the refinery’s presence influenced the participants’ perceptions as it 

being a stressor. From my perspective, I view the refinery’s presence as highly paternalistic since 

the city is considered a city plagued by many social issues; therefore, Chevron and its millions 

are thought to benefit the city with limited revenue.  

 As I grew racially conscious and more aware of environmental justice issues, I also felt 

like the relationship not only thrived off of an intersection between race and class. The city’s 

demographics present statistics indicating a high percentage of people of color/non-white 
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individuals (City of Richmond, 2015), which seemed to match the documented trend of the 

proximity of toxic facilities to poor and communities of color (Taylor, D.E., 2014. Pp.1).  

 This study aims to explore how the presence of the Chevron Oil Refinery in Richmond, 

CA. influences residents’ perceptions of the refinery as a source of psychological stress. This 

study’s focus and exploration of possible negative psychological effects, whether that be stress, 

anxiety, anger, etc., on those who perceive the refinery’s presence as problematic, helped provide 

a more personal understanding of the state of the community health of Richmond. Using the 

narratives of community members, I gained exposure to stories that are often not publicly 

known. From my own lived experience as a life-long resident of Richmond, the city has a very 

negative reputation and its citizens are viewed in a similar perspective. Collecting narratives was 

not only important to understand the varying interpretations of Chevron as a possible 

psychological stressor, but it is also a challenge to the dominant, problematic narrative assigned 

to the city by those unfamiliar with the complex city.  

 In addition, the goal was to provide a space for a historically disenfranchised community 

to voice their narratives and contribute to growing literature on environmental justice. Ideally, 

this study would contribute to anti-racism work by centering the experiences and narratives of 

historically oppressed peoples and community members. Through personal accounts discussing 

Chevron as a stressor, social work as a field can address how the impact of environmental justice 

affects the psychological state of a community at the micro and macro levels.   

 Given the documented acknowledgment of the absence of literature examining mental 

health effects of place-based hazards, such as toxic facilities, on poor communities and 

communities of color (Arrigo, 2015, Martin & Do 2014), presenting the voices of those affected 
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and those willing to vocalize their experience can push against the dominant narrative or 

interpretation of the refinery’s presence, as well as the misperceptions of those living in 

Richmond. As a result of snowball sampling, many of the participants happen to be involved in 

various social justice movements within the city. Activism seemed to be a trend among 

participants, however, interestingly enough, provided a range of perspectives. Through intensive 

interviewing, I explored how the presence of the oil refinery has shaped the mental health 

narratives or perceptions of the city’s residents who consider the refinery a problematic influence 

or stressor of the city.  

 Additionally, the controversy in Flint, Michigan, which made public the foul condition of 

their water source, elucidates why it is absolutely essential to consider how racialized 

communities are perpetually neglected and traumatized by life-threatening environmental 

conditions. While the physical and physiological effects of place-based hazards often become the 

focus of health-related issues, the manner in which these issues psychologically impact a 

community is not always the focus. As mental health professionals, it seems imperative to 

consider a person-in-environment approach that intentionally considers the physical 

surroundings, such as place-based hazards, affects the person as a whole by allowing them to 

shape their narrative. As previously stated, pollution may be linked to physical and physiological 

health issues, however the complex and intersectional psychological effects of stressors like 

Chevron may be easily overlooked since mental health is not a as easily discussed. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

 This chapter will present relevant, existing literature providing context for possible 

psychological impact on specific communities living near toxic facilities and will also explore 

the saliency of narratives of those affected. Additionally, this chapter will provide context of the 

history and current state of Richmond, California paired with the inclusion of a description of the 

relationship with the Chevron Oil Refinery.  

 Since 1902 Richmond, California, a small city of approximately 103,701 people in the 

San Francisco Bay Area (City of Richmond, 2015) has been caught in a compromised 

relationship with the Chevron Oil Refinery. Since the early development of the city, Chevron has 

established itself as a major political and economic influence (Chevron Richmond, 2015). 

Chevron is proclaimed to be the top employer in Richmond—employing roughly 2,191 people 

(City of Richmond, 2015).  The refinery has contributed millions of dollars to the local school 

district by funding projects, supporting the sciences, providing scholarships for students, and 

grants for teachers (Chevron Richmond, 2015). While the refinery publicizes its community 

involvement and support, its presence is linked to a vast amount of toxic pollution and 

subsequent community health issues. Although there are community efforts to push for 

regulation of pollution, as well as attempting to require that the refinery assume more community 

responsibility in terms of taxes, Chevron has historically exercised major political influence in 

the city, which has shaped the city’s environment and climate both literally and figuratively.  

 Through exploratory interviews, many complexities of Chevron’s presence will be 

highlighted in this study with a strong emphasis on how it is interpreted as a psychological 



	
   6 

stressor by residents and those active in the anti-Chevron effort. Given how strongly this 

community with multiple social stressors is affected by Chevron’s presence and how limited 

personal accounts are made public, centering the narratives of those directly affected would add 

to the literature of multiple fields. The study will explore if those who live in the Richmond 

community perceive Chevron as a psychological stressor. And, if so, why or how? 

 The majority of Richmond’s residents are people of color (Juhasz, 2009. p. 16) and many 

live in close proximity to the refinery. According to demographic statistics released by the City 

of Richmond’s Planning and Building Services Department, only 17.1% of the city’s population 

identify as “White not Hispanic or Latino,” therefore indicating an overwhelming majority are 

people of color (City of Richmond, 2015).  The refinery is located near the unincorporated 

neighborhood of North Richmond, whose population is 97% Black, Latino, and Asian 

(Environmental Health News, 2012). The Silent Spring Institute study suggests that toxic 

pollutants contribute greatly to the poor health conditions of Richmond’s residents (Green Brody 

et. al, 2009). Due to being a historically and presently exploited, “vulnerable” population, 

existing testimonies and studies suggest disproportional health defects. Given the political power 

of Chevron in the city of Richmond, it is possible that those negatively affected by toxins emitted 

by the refinery may not have the resources or privileges to address their health needs largely 

caused by this environmental issue. 

 Throughout Richmond’s history, Chevron has been responsible for multiple explosions 

and the emission of dangerous toxic chemicals (Green Brody et. al, 2009). According to a study 

conducted by the Silent Spring Institute published in the American Journal of Public Health, 

exposure to the combination of toxins emitted by these types of refineries are hypothesized to 

cause “premature puberty, asthma, obesity, and cognitive development that disproportionately 
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affect low-income, minority populations” (Green Brody et. al, 2009). While physical health 

effects are more salient indicators of the refinery’s harmful presence, it is essential to explore 

how people interpret the presence of Chevron in the community and if they perceive the refinery 

as a stressor. In turn, the focus on mental health effects will provide a more in-depth 

understanding of the state of community health in Richmond. Additionally, it will provide 

perspective of how the refinery contributes to the marginalized community whether that is 

positive or negative.  

 Former Mayor and current City Council Member, Gayle McLaughlin, reported that  

“Time and time again…the Richmond City Council has heard testimony from residents about the 

impact of refinery emissions on their lives: burning eyes, shortness of breath, foul smells, 

residues on cars and windows” (Juhasz, A., 2009. p.16). In 2010, the State Court of Appeals 

upheld the decision that Chevron violated state environmental laws (Juhasz, A., 2010. p. 1). 

When Henry Clark, a lifelong resident of Richmond and Executive Director of the West County 

Toxics Coalition, was asked by Environmental Health News (2012) about his experience living 

relatively close to Chevron and being continuously exposed to emissions of chemicals, he stated 

that "energy and heat waves…would rock our house like we were caught in an 

earthquake…nobody came to check on the health of North Richmond." The article succinctly 

characterizes the situation in Richmond as “…the triple whammy of race, poverty and 

environment converging nationwide to create communities near pollution sources where nobody 

else wants to live” (para. 12).  Through the use of Clark’s personal narrative, the abstract or 

objective details of the environmental justice issues were personified. As helpful as narratives are 

in understanding societal issues, it would be further helpful if the type of methods utilized in this 
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article to depict Richmond’s reality were explored through qualitative research with empirical 

data.  

 As previously stated, the Richmond Chevron refinery has been around for over a century 

and has exercised great political influence over the city. Throughout the years, Chevron has 

financially backed specific city council candidates that seemed to vote in favor of the refinery’s 

interests. Most recently, Chevron famously attempted to buy the 2014 election (Knox & Wear, 

2014)  strong grassroots movement managed to defeat Chevron-backed candidates and gained 

seats for the city’s progressive political players (Knox & Wear, 2014). In reference to the 2014 

election, Knox and Wear contended that “Eventually, everyone was forced to view the elections 

through a lens of pro or anti-Chevron” (p.19). According to Price of Oil, a documentary created 

by the Health Equity Institute (Scobel et. al 2013), Chevron is the largest refinery in Northern 

California, therefore providing reasoning as to why it is of major importance to the corporation 

and to the city. Although the refinery contributed a record-breaking total of three million dollars 

to the campaigns of various Chevron-friendly candidates through the Moving Forward super 

Political Action Committee (PAC), the strong grassroots effort of the Richmond Progressive 

Alliance managed to defeat all Chevron-backed candidates (Knox &Wear, 2014, p.18). Knox 

and Wear best articulate the progressive paradigm operating in Richmond, 

 The difference between our visions of the democratic process in Richmond is this: 
progressives want residents to have a positive vision and body of representatives 
to enthusiastically support, while Chevron wants paternalistic and traditional  

  leadership that will easily conform to their agenda (Knox &Wear, 2014, p. 19). 

 By understanding and interrogating Chevron’s actual and potential political influence 

over the city, the aforementioned article provides a backdrop of the political and social climate of 

the city. In terms of social climate, the article also provided a brief description of the 
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demographics of the city and participation in political action. Richmond “ranks high in racial 

diversity” (p. 20). Therefore, a variety of perspectives and needs emanating from many 

communities could add greater complexity to the experience of living in a dynamic, often 

tension-filled city. Since World War II, Richmond has had a large Black population, which, 

according to Knox and Wear, has traditionally been loyal to the refinery given its industrial 

power and economic opportunities (p. 20). The progressives contended that building coalitions 

across racial groups through informed discourse was a factor in their victory over the Chevron-

backed candidates (p. 20). Through grassroots efforts, personal contact, and egalitarian 

principles, the city’s people were able to defeat the corporate giant—a promising collective 

victory.  

 According to Corburn, Curl, and Arredondo (2014), people’s place of residence and how 

their residence is governed can determine health outcomes for residents. While the researchers 

admit that urban neighborhoods can be preferable places to live given the accessibility of a broad 

range of resources and services, they also acknowledge that some populations—namely 

minorities—experience more health inequities than others; therefore urban neighborhoods may 

also be locusts of unhealthy, exploitative exposure (p. 1905). Coincidentally, the study also 

centers Richmond, CA., as its placed-based hazards subject. The study explores the city’s 

“health-in-all-policies” approach to social inequities. This approach incorporates both 

governmental and community action to ensure that health equity is central to every decision 

made (p.1912). The researchers applaud the collaboration between the government, non-

governmental agencies, and residents’ to push for transformative health outcomes that are always 

in the interest of Richmond’s residents and the environment. 
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 Through narratives and political participation, residents were able to support the ongoing 

implementation of the “health-in-all” approach in the city. (Cobern, Curl, & Arredondo, 2015). 

The residents identified toxic environmental pollution it its many manifestations as a daily 

stressor, which is incredibly relevant to this study since the focus city is Richmond and the 

explicit identification of the aforementioned stressor indicates an explicit awareness of the 

environmental injustice present. The Richmond Health Equity Partnership subgroup emphasized 

the collective benefit of the health-in-all approach as a means to gain support from the public, 

which will allow for community participation in social justice work (p. 1909). The central 

positioning of community health prompted the revision of the health component of the city’s 

General Plan, which the researchers commend as an exemplary attempt at combatting health 

inequity (p.1 1912). While public health is an obvious focus of the city’s governing body 

according to this study, mental health is not mentioned nor are any explicit testimonies included. 

Grievances are mentioned; however, how these stressors affect the psychological state of the 

community and its members is not addressed. 

 In 1987, the “’Commission for Racial Justice found that race has been a factor in the 

location of commercial hazardous waste facilities’” (Hamilton, 1995, p. 107), which is relevant 

to this study since the refinery resides in a city with a majority population of people of color. 

According to Miller and Garran (2008), “Environmental racism correlates with race and class. 

Poor people of color are more likely to live in neighborhoods…where they are subjected to...air 

pollution…and they are more likely to live near toxic chemical dump sites, in neighborhoods 

with elevated rates of cancers and other major diseases” (p. 73). Consistent with the 

aforementioned definition, it can be suggested that residents of Richmond are exposed to the 

insidious byproducts of environmental racism and injustice. The gravity of health concerns, 
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paired with societal stressors associated with living in a marginalized community (Green 

Brodyet. al, 2009) calls for social attention since Chevron aims to expand its refinery, which 

would mean an increase in emissions of toxic chemicals from cruder, dirtier oil (Alexander, 

2015).  

 Arrigo presents the concept of “Green Criminology,” which is defined as acts that 

produce harmful ecological consequences in less privileged communities (2015). If applied to 

the relationship between Richmond and Chevron, it could be argued that the proven ecological 

damage committed by the refinery is a perfect example of a “green crime” due to the impact of 

toxic emissions on the ecological surroundings. Arrigo critiques this framework by stating that it 

is missing an exploration of “…ways in which the forms of ecological harm and injustices 

associated with the green crimes of the powerful also produce psychological consequences that 

debilitate people” (2015, p. 227). According to Arrigo, green crimes in countries considered 

“advanced” are manifested through industrial pollution. In city such as Richmond, with strong 

industrial roots, pollution has been a chronic issue.  

 Consistent with many studies, Arrigo argues that toxic exposure is “unevenly distributed” 

and concentrated in low-income and minority neighborhoods (2015, p. 227-228). Poignantly 

stated in regards to ecological exploitation, “…considerably less attention has been paid to the 

experience of toxic exposure, especially including the mental health effects for people who 

reside in less-developed urban communities…” (p. 228). From a clinical psychology standpoint, 

these communities have been neglected and abandoned, therefore potentially affecting the 

“survivors” of green crimes (p. 228). The author calls for appropriate treatment and research that 

addresses the psychiatrists and psychological needs of those sorely affected by environmental 

injustice. 
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 A study exploring the invisibility in the environmental movement argues that that  

“…pain and suffering push[es] ‘us’ up and against the limits of communication by revealing 

‘our’ inability to share precisely what we feel when we are in pain or when we suffer” (Barnett, 

2015, p. 406). While the statement presents a general claim that does not apply to many people, 

it highlights the trend of silence that is relevant to mental health issues, as it is a stigmatized 

subject in society. Just as toxins attacking physical health are invisible, so, too, are the many 

ways in which toxic areas may the psychological health of a community. If communicating 

health issues is a challenge in general, narratives of the psychological effects on a community 

may add to the invisibility. Silence around the psychological trauma of environmental racism, 

compounded with the severity of physical illnesses, presents a challenge for the implementation 

of services. The study suggests making visible the “physical and mental wounds” of 

communities through portraits in order to shed light on the catastrophic effects of neglect—for 

the purpose of this study; the “portraits” will be presented through personal accounts. 

Emphasizing the need for visibility and surveying the community could highlight the need for 

addressing the “mental wounds” and could prove helpful for addressing mental health need. In 

doing so, the narratives provide a paradigm that may grant justice for those affected—whether 

that be through political action through politics or through social activism (p .412). 

 In contrast to the argument that hazardous facilities are knowingly and purposely placed 

in communities of color, Mitchell, Thomas, and Cutter (1999) posit that claiming facilities make 

strategic decisions based on a location’s racial or economic make up is not necessarily an 

accurate explanation for environmental inequity. The researchers suggest that land costs and 

migration patterns might explain why toxic facilities happen to be located in communities where 

people with lower socioeconomic status and minorities reside (p. 241). Although some research 
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supports that the location for certain facilities is supposedly not a race-based decision (p. 239), 

the reality is that minorities are disproportionately affected, therefore creating an exploitative, 

unique experience that needs not be based on race based discrimination to highlight inequity. 

However, it should be noted that Chevron precedes the many waves of migration Richmond has 

experienced. Richmond “has faced a host of placed based hazards and stressors such as pollution, 

gun violence, and a dearth of economic opportunities” (Coburn, Curl, & Arredondo, 2014, p. 

1905). Researchers of the aforementioned study contend that the factors listed contribute to poor 

health outcomes for Richmond residents.  

 In regards to the racial component of the environmental issue in Richmond, according to 

Sumie Okazaki (2009), it is understood and accepted that overt racism and racial prejudices 

produce harmful societal effects, however an underwhelming low number of  research studies 

exploring and validating whether racism creates harmful psychological effects on individuals (p. 

102-103)(my emphasis). Okazaki contends, “…we know relatively little about how being an 

actual or potential target of racially biased encounters affect racial minorities mental health” (p. 

104). Okazaki cites various studies that suggest and support the claim that “’…some racial 

minority individuals may sustain a lasting psychological injury from a traumatic racial 

victimization, which [results in] hyper vigilance and hypersensitivity…” (p.104). The study 

offers vital information supporting and calling for the need to address the mental health needs of 

people of color. Okazaki argues that racism negatively impacts the mental health of people of 

color, yet the issue is not explored in the scientific and social science fields. Although Okazaki 

mentions the various manifestations of racism in society, the study is limited to mostly explicit, 

interpersonal encounters with racism, as opposed to exploring the systemic manifestations’ of 

psychological effects in greater depth.   
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 A study conducted to explore the effects of perceived racism among African-Americans 

revealed that using a bio psychosocial model could highlight how perceptions of those targeted 

impact psychological and physiological responses (assuming that racism is stressful) and what 

the consequent coping mechanisms is utilized in combatting the stress(ors). Chronic and acute 

stress is differentiated in order to understand or predict particular health outcomes (Clark, 

Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999, p. 807). In addition to race, the study explores association 

between perceived racism and socioeconomic status (SES) among African Americans. 

According to the researchers, the fewer SES African Americans have, the more vulnerable they 

are to negative health outcomes (p. 807-808). The study’s suggestions to consider a bio 

psychosocial model is incredibly useful in that it considers the individual or group’s reaction to 

perceived racism as influenced by multiple factors within their environment. Particularly 

relevant, the researchers emphasize that 

  …psychological and physiological stress responses are more sensitive to an 

individual’s perception of stressfulness than objective demands, there is not a 

priori way of determining if an environmental stimulus will be perceived as racist 

by an individual (p.807).  

 Also, the researchers suggest that because African Americans perceive higher levels of 

racism than White Americans, there could be an added “resource strain” since they are 

employing more coping mechanisms to maneuver racism-related stress, namely “…behavioral 

exhaustion and psychological and physiological distress” (p. 808). A common coping 

mechanism of ethnic minorities named in this study is “denial,” which suggests that individual 

responses to racism maintain structures that perpetuate racism; therefore, racism may contribute 

to negative health effects. According to the researchers, existing studies support their claim that 
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non-African Americans “not only perceive racism, but that such perceptions also adversely affect 

their psychological well-being...” (p.813), which is helpful of the researchers to include given the 

changing demographics of various areas and the increased emphasis on environmental racism as 

a precipitant of negative health outcomes.  

 In addition to the explicit perceptions of racism as contributing factors in exacerbating 

negative health effects, the authors inclusion of the felt effects of institutional racism, such as 

“…reduced access goods, services, and opportunities for Africans American…” provides another 

paradigm to use in understanding the stress responses to racism, i.e. anger, paranoia, anxiety, 

helplessness-hopelessness, frustration, resentment and fear (p. 811-812) (my emphasis). While 

perceptions are incredibly relevant measures of felt racism, including an analysis of systemic 

racism (combination of structural and institutional racism) is an important reminder of the extent 

to which racism affects health and considers an intersectional approach. 

 According to a study examining the differences in perceptions of environmental risk 

across ethnicity and gender, the authors contend that “Lay people may not recognize some 

hazards at all which are considered significant by experts, or may have concerns that experts 

either have never formally assessed or believe to be low” (Laws et. al 2015, p. 948). As indicated 

by this observation, there may be lack of disconnect between what “lay people” perceive about 

their environment and what is publicly known or explored. The researchers support that people 

of color and people with lower SES are more likely to live near areas of pollution than their 

white counterparts (p. 952). The study found that “…maybe direct experience of perceived 

exposure to environmental risk is more important than cultural or psychological proclivities in 

explaining ethnic disparities in risk perception,” citing that perhaps perceptions of environmental 

risk may be informed by direct experience of hazards as opposed to other social factors (p. 952-
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953). While this observation may be poignant in explaining concrete disparities in risk 

perception through quantitative date, the narratives of those affected as influenced by their social 

positioning as racialized people seems slightly under emphasized.  

 According to a study focused on the disproportionate effects of pollution of minorities in 

Los Angeles, 20% of people of color live within a one-mile radius of environmental toxic 

disposal (Martin & Do, 2014, p. 22). California is identified as a major area affected by 

pollution—mostly in urban areas and large metropolitan areas. Included in the study is the claim 

that “…current environment-legal paradigm trades the lives of minorities for profit” (p. 23). 

Asthma, lung disease, cancer and many more are among the many health implications believed 

to be associated with the exposure of toxins. The authors of the aforementioned study contend 

that “…in examining environmental racism it is important to consider the ‘structure of space, the 

historic stigmatization of blacks within the white political community, the resulting partitioned 

ethic, all need to be take into account into understanding the distribution of pollution’” (p.23). 

Historic and present existence of unfair housing practices forced people of color to live in less 

desirable areas, including those with unhealthy living conditions. Low-income people of color 

and low-income whites are not able to simply move out of these communities: choice does not 

exist.  

 This same study contends that by virtue of having less social capital, communities of 

color are unable to partake in the decision-making process (Martin & Do, 2014). These 

communities may not be as well informed of their rights and opportunities for civic engagement 

when facing the threat of environmental racism. The study identified the beneficial act of 

interviewing an array of individuals to better understand how they perceive their agency in 

involvement with social justice issues. Additionally, since the lack of social capital has already 
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been identified as a major issue in access in these areas, it would be crucial to explore how and if 

these resources are utilized or known to exist. Collecting data would be very difficult without a 

space for affected individuals to vocalize their experiences.  

 Martin and Do (2014) present the notion that “…the lack of access to healthcare in 

impoverished areas coupled with chronic stress of poverty and increased environmental exposure 

to indoor pollutants, ‘create…’ a greater need for more investment in access to health care 

through the creation of local community health clinics…” (Martin & Do, 2014, p. 29), which 

would therefore center low-income, people of color when discussing mental health issues within 

circles of political influence. Lastly, the study offers an impactful claim stating that “…continued 

neglect of the health and wellbeing of these communities would only further enforce the cyclical 

effects of racism” (p. 30). 

 As defined by Newton, environmental justice (EJ) is the confluence of Environmentalism 

and Civil Rights (Newton, 2009, p. 18). Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act is considered the 

most viable opportunity for federal action against agencies or facilities receiving federal funding 

suspected of racial discrimination or exploitation (Taylor, 2014, p. 118). However, the suing 

party must prove intentional discrimination on behalf of the facility, as opposed to considering 

the sole impact of discrimination or inequity (p.18) (my emphasis).  Permitting decisions, which 

set the limit of allot able pollution, are “potentially subject to the Title VI rules,” therefore, 

environmental justice advocates may take legal action against the federal Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA) if there are any complaints of environmental injustice or racism 

(p.118-120). According to Taylor (2014), very few complaints meet the strict evidentiary bar 

and, additionally, the EPA has been very ineffective in handling environmental racism cases—
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citing great delays in processing petitions and poorly attending to the backlog of cases (p. 120-

121).      

 In 1994 President Clinton signed Executive Order 12898 on Environmental Justice, 

which was intended to protect low-income and minority communities from negative 

environmental impacts enabled by federal agencies and their policies (Taylor, 2014, p. 121). 

However, some scholars argue that the compliance with Executive Order 12898 has been 

relatively weak since enforcement of Title VI is limited (p. 121). In reference to permits 

necessary to operate noxious facilities, such as Chevron, the EPA created the permitting 

initiative (as part of its Plan EJ 2014) (my emphasis), which aims to “…ensure that EJ concerns 

are considered fully in the permitting process under existing federal environmental laws” (p. 

122).  

 Taylor (2014) contends that although the federal government has attempted to address EJ 

regulation, it has been extremely difficult for communities to convince judges that there were 

intentional discriminatory actions, which would then explain the disproportionate impact (p. 

122). Taylor explains that “Mere evidence or proof that there is disparate or disproportionate 

impact on one or more groups of people in a EJ case is not sufficient enough to prove intent to 

discriminate…”(p. 106), which highlights the complexity of systemic (institutional and 

structural) obstacles that may actually perpetuate injustice in “overburdened” communities (p. 

122).  

 Exploring environmental justice as it is addressed through the legal system, two separate 

studies identify ways in which environmental racism and its negative effects can be addressed. In 

a 1991 law review by The Michigan Law Association, Judge Richard Posner warns against 
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“’fool[ing] ourselves into thinking that profound social problems are actually 

solvable…[however] the understanding and amelioration of such problems’ is possible” (p. 427). 

The review argues that it is necessary to ensure state and federal accountability when trying to 

create social change. In other words, one must become politically involved to influence policy 

changes. The review also acknowledges that it is difficult for minorities to prove that 

environmental discrimination is based on race. In 1993, the Texas Task Force, a grassroots 

activist group, was formed to address the contamination in various cities. Since the organization 

supported restoring agency in the community and encouraging political activists to push for 

equal rights, it emphasized making public the personal needs of communities who were denied a 

safe and clean environment (Diaz, 1993). 

 The grassroots movement has worked to address the harmful effects of environment 

racism in communities of color, which have become “dumping grounds for all kinds of deadly 

toxins and health threatening environmental problems” (Johnson et. al 2008, p. 204). In Dickson, 

Tennessee, a family filed a lawsuit in 2003 against the Dickson County upon discovering that 

their water wells had been contaminated with toxic waste (Johnson et. al 2008). Three 

generations of the family developed major health problems. The article, written in 2008, notes 

that the lawsuit was still pending. Whether or not the family won, their decision to resist further 

exploitation shed light on the need to address negligent environment contamination in 

communities of color. The study emphasizes the need to enact environmental justice through the 

use of the community itself; it is the voice and agency of those affected that can prompt change. 

While the article directly addresses the negative effects of environmental racism on the family’s 

physical health, the state of their mental health was not included in the study.  
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 Grounded in various cases studies, Taylor (2014) acknowledges the argument that 

sometimes communities let toxic facilities into their communities. She contends that these 

communities are often “exceptions rather than the rule…” and thousands of communities 

experiencing environmental injustice did not have any agency in the decision (p. 145).  In these 

cases, “Economic benefits are more influential in swaying poor communities to accept hazardous 

facilities than they are in affluent communities” (p. 142).  Taylor identifies potential “trade offs” 

communities make that allow for the siting of certain facilities: health risks, jobs, and economic 

incentives such as better schools and recreational amenities (p. 142). However, Taylor makes it 

explicit to note that most of the communities do not willingly welcome facilities and agencies 

that have negative environmental impact. 

 The turbulent relationship between Chevron and Richmond’s city council often receives 

national news, as can be noted in an article published in The Nation that sheds light on the then 

possibility of Chevron “retak[ing]” Richmond if the progressives were defeated in that fall’s 

election (Early,2014, p. 18). Chevron has been heavily pushing to implement its “Modernization 

Plan,” which would include refining heavier, cheaper, and cruder oil (p. 98). As a result, 

Richmond residents would be breathing more toxic, poisonous air (p. 19). According to current 

mayor elect Tom Butt, regarding Chevron’s active presence in the election process“…all the 

billboards of Richmond’s main streets were dominated by Chevron ads and for its preferred city 

council candidates…there is nowhere you can go to escape the Chevron logo,” which clearly 

illustrates the oversaturated visibility of the corporation (p. 22). Although Richmond community 

organizers are well-informed, strong advocates for justice and accountability, and are therefore 

great resources for national coverage by newspapers and journals to provide visibility of a very 

serious issue, the information provided may be easily limited to objective details of the issue. 
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The personal, psychological experience of the “lay people,” as addressed throughout this review 

may be excluded.  

 Existing literature has explored the high likelihood and dangers of place-based hazards. 

There seems to be a trend or emphasis on intersectionality of the factors that exacerbates 

troubling conditions in communities affected by toxic facilities. Among some of the reasons is 

basic inequality—whether that is through dynamics between race, class, and a paternalistic 

relationship between communities and said facilities. Various cases highlight the struggle of 

communities to obtain recognition, respect, and agency. Additionally, some studies presented the 

difficulty of creating consciousness of the negative effects of the refinery in the community due 

to the complexities created by the refinery’s social and political influence. While many factors 

identified as stressors were covered in existing studies, the voices of those affected by issues of 

environmental justice were not as prevalent as the more objective information. 

 The following chapter will present the methodology chosen to conduce the research. 

Through qualitative research, this researcher will gather narratives from residents and 

community members that will address the perceived mental health impact of having a toxic 

refinery in their hometown.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 This study aims to explore how the presence of the Chevron Oil Refinery in Richmond, 

CA. influences residents’ perceptions of the refinery as a source of psychological stress. Given 

the documented acknowledgment of the absence of literature examining mental health effects of 

place-based hazards, such as toxic facilities, on poor communities and communities of color, 

exposing the voices of those affected and those willing to vocalize their experience will provide 

an alternative to the refinery’s “good neighbor” narrative. Through in-depth interviewing, this 

researcher explored if and/or how the presence of the oil refinery has shaped the narratives of the 

city’s residents and community members who perceive the refinery as a psychological stressor. 

Design 

This is a qualitative, inductive study in which this researcher utilized exploratory research 

methods. A qualitative approach was chosen to gather subjective data detailing the lived 

experiences of those affected by the refinery’s presence. The exploration of “social life as the 

participants experience it…”(Engel and Schutt, 2013, p. 21), is most appropriate for the purpose 

of this study Through intensive interviews, this researcher acquired relevant data to highlight 

individual experiences of mental stress induced or influenced by the refinery’s impact on the 

community and/or subsequent illnesses caused by pollution.  The data this researcher gathered 

illustrates a breadth of experience as shared through the narratives of the participants themselves.  

The testimonies that the participants provided, this researcher aimed to understand how the 

participants constructed their stories and found general themes, differences, and/or 

commonalities in their narratives. 
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 Using a narrative analysis focuses on the ‘’’…story itself and seeks to preserve the 

integrity of personal biographies or a series of events”’ (Engel and Schutt, 2013, p. 316). 

Consistent with conducting a narrative analysis, I classified the stories into general patterns as a 

coding option. The coding for narrative analyses typically interprets the story as a whole, as 

opposed to splitting up the conversation into different elements, such as what is done with 

conversation analysis (p. 316).  Since was particularly interested in examining any identified 

stress through an environmental justice lens, which interrogates the…environmental equity for 

all groups” (Newton, 2009, p. 291), this researcher explored specific and relevant themes 

brought up in the narratives of the participants. This researcher reflected on the themes I found in 

existing literature in comparison to the themes identified in the research I conducted.  The data I 

have collected demonstrates how environmental justice narratives relate (or differ) from existing 

research of environmental impact in certain communities. The reseracher conducted and 

narratives I collected provided a great perspective into the lived experiences of the participants as 

people affected by the presence of the refinery and, if relevant, possible psychological impact. 

This researcher conducted individual interviews with the participants. All participants were 

asked questions (see Appendix D) to enable a semi-structured interview, whereby the participant 

shaped the conversation through a unique narrative. This researcher emphasized the value of 

experiential knowledge to loosen focus on set questions. 

 

 

 

Sample 
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Participants needed to satisfy the following criteria. Participants consisted of individuals willing 

to share their experience(s) as influenced by the presence of the Richmond, CA. Chevron Oil 

Refinery: 

• Must be resident of Richmond or spend a great amount of time in the community as part 
of the anti-Chevron activism 

• Must identify as individual affected by the refinery’s toxic presence (psychologically, 
physically, or physiologically) 

• Participants identified as “residents” must identify as people of color, low-income, or as 
active participants in community development.  

o Although Richmond is not exclusively a community of color and does have some 
diversity in economic status, the goal is to center the narratives of historically 
disenfranchised or neglected communities (i.e. communities of color, low-income 
whites and non-whites). Therefore, residents of color and/or poor residents would 
be given priority to participate if they identify experiencing psychological stress 
due to the refinery’s presence and actions.  

• If the individual identifies as an expert, it must be in relevant fields (Environmental 
Science, Public Health, Sociology, Psychology) 

• Must be 18 years old or older 

 I used purposive and snowball sampling since I had a specific target population and 

recruited through specific organizations that are active in the environmental justice movement in 

Richmond and have contact with affected individuals. There are many social justice 

organizations in the area that incorporate community members into their movements. Purposive, 

non-probability sampling was used, since I was looking for a particular experience. As suggested 

by Engel and Schutt (2013), it is advised that respondents should be “knowledgeable about the 

cultural arena or situation experience being studied, willing to talk, and represent[ative of] the 

range of points of view” when utilizing purposive sampling (Pp. 126).  

 During the recruitment phase, the respondents satisfied any of the advisable points to 

proceed with the collection of narratives. I contacted an activist, grassroots group that has been 

very active in campaigns against Chevron initiatives and was able to interview members. 

Additionally one of the participants who is well connected to the social justice/community 
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activism groups in the city provided me with the contact information of people who would seem 

willing to participate—namely activists, local politicians, and non-profit members. As a life-long 

resident of the city, I also reached out to people who could possibly connect me with participants 

willing to share their experiences. I experienced some difficulty in acquiring participants, which 

I expected to some degree since the environmental issue in Richmond is controversial. As will be 

described in different sections in this study, many participants described a conflicted relationship 

often requiring people to compromise certain beliefs in order to acquire benefits of the city’s 

neighbor. 

Data Collection 

 The interviews lasted between 30 minutes to 2.5 hours. 7/8 of interviews were recorded 

via audio recorder since it seemed to appropriate and feasible in collecting my data.  Extensive 

note taking for the single interview was used for the single interview that was not recorded due 

to logistical reasons. During and after each interview, I kept track of questions or themes I 

thought would be interesting to explore with other participants. The semi-structured question(s) 

provided a basic framework to begin the exploration of the narratives. However, each 

participant’s interview proved to be unique. Each interview was transcribed in its entirety to 

explore the significance of the narrative as a whole.  

 I designated a coding number to each participant and coded his or her corresponding 

transcript using the same number. I ensured that my recordings were preceded with the code I 

have used in order to assure confidentiality. I kept the recordings and transcripts in a secure 

location in my home. Using designated coding numbers, I maintained confidentiality. Given the 

great amount of controversy connected to the refinery and those active in the anti-Chevron 
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movement, some of my participants emphasized more vague identifying/demographical 

information since there have been personal attacks on certain individuals in the past.       

 Limitations I noticed were some unwillingness of participants to discuss their mental 

health needs in depth. Some interviews become more focused on collective, community trauma 

as opposed to individual experiences. Gathering data specifically addressing psychological 

consequences proved to be more difficult and was not a topic some of the participants elaborated 

on in depth in comparison to other questions answered.  

Discussion  

 There were inherent biases in the study since my focus of connecting mental health, 

environmental justice, the subjective experience of people of color and/or people with lower 

socioeconomic status (SES) was also one of the focus points of established and well-versed 

activists in social justice matters in the community. They already identified the presence of the 

refinery as a strong source of stress in the community and were very critical in their critiques—

which is what attracted this researcher to conduct research involving environmental justice and 

mental health. Obtaining more neutral views was not considered, which could have challenged 

the narratives I collected. It was noticeable that some participants were hesitant to frame the 

issue as an “environmental racism issue.” Given the nature of the study, some questions seemed 

to be leading; therefore possibly shaping the narrative in a slightly different way than it would 

have developed more organically.  A bias necessary to address is the fact that I am from this city 

and have specific political views of the refinery’s presence. I was hypercritical of the phrasing of 

language when conducting the interviews to avoid influencing the respondent’s narrative 
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 Mental health and psychology as a whole are sensitive subjects for many people. 

Therefore, participants ran the risk of feeling triggered, such as being emotionally or 

psychologically uncomfortable I prefaced the interviews with stating explicitly and broadly that I 

was well aware that mental health is a sensitive topic and wanted to be respectful of their 

experiences. I articulated that there are certain traumas that may be tied to my subject; therefore I 

encouraged them to consider whether or not they wished to share their narratives. I also shared a 

pamphlet of accessible resources if they felt uncomfortable at any point during the interview (see 

Appendix C).  

 I hope this study will serve to empower the stories of my participants since they are the 

ones providing knowledge. Centering their narratives and emphasizing that their participation 

can potentially highlight an area for society to address and ameliorate may bring them a sense of 

community responsibility, or rather community solidarity. I also hope to normalize mental health 

ailments in hopes of lessening the stigma and increasing the likelihood that some residents will 

be open to support if needed. 

 In summary, this study aimed to highlight the effects of larger systemic forces on the 

mental health of individuals subjected to place-based hazards, such as environmental pollution 

caused by powerful entities. This study hopes to further contribute to the many studies that 

contend that environmental racism is a real, living phenomenon in need of a mental health focus. 

In terms of the social work field, if a client’s environmental is important and necessary in 

understanding their mental health status, then being aware of the residents’ constructions of their 

narratives in relation to environmental exploitation is crucial. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Findings 

Purpose of Study 

 This chapter presents the findings from eight semi-structured interviews conducted with 

residents and/or community members (participants with significant presence in Richmond, i.e. 

community organizers, activists, etc.). Interviews were guided by questions exploring 

participants’ personal experiences in relation to the Chevron Oil Refinery’s presence and its 

effect on health—particularly and specifically focused on psychological impact.  While all 

participants addressed the impact of having a toxic refinery in the community on their 

psychological health, all 8 of the participants seemed to explore the macro level impact that 

shapes the city’s social, economic, and political climate in greater depth. The aforementioned 

societal factors were used to explain the state of community health in a collective sense. Their 

descriptions provided context for the exploration of the psychological impact on individuals as 

shaped by intersectional factors.   

  Due to the success of snowball sampling within the community organizing communities, 

the study was limited to those active in various social justice efforts—providing narratives with 

many similarities and understandings of the impact of Chevron as a stressor in the community. 

The participants identified various factors indicative of their own health concerns, as well as 

health issues of the community as a whole. The participants were asked how they would 

characterize Richmond and presented a variety of conceptions of their surroundings.  

 The most salient themes present in their narratives that characterize the refinery as a 

stressor include 1) Richmond’s environmental characteristics, 2) paternalism, 3) lack of 
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accountability, 4) neglect, 5) physical and mental health, and 6) racism from an intersectional 

perspective. Using narrative analyses, whereby experiential knowledge is considered valuable, 

the responses of the participants were coded and analyzed to further understand how and if 

Chevron was perceived and identified as a psychological stressor by the participants.  

Demographic Data 

 All of the participants were involved in community justice and/or community organizing 

work in different capacities. Five out of eight participants identified as people of color who are 

currently residents or were at some point in their lives. Only one participant of the five people of 

color in the study no longer lives in Richmond. The remaining three respondents identified as 

white. Two thirds of the white participants were both activists and residents who were both 

working professionals in the nonprofit sector. The remaining White participant has a decades-

long, deep involvement in community activism in Richmond, but is not a resident. Participants’ 

ages ranged from 22 to 71 years old, with an average age of 34.5. 

  All participants discussed the significant presence of the Richmond Progressive Alliance, 

a political group deeply involved in the grassroots efforts against Chevron’s political influence, 

as incredibly relevant in understanding the community’s complicated relationship with the 

refinery. Four out of eight participants identified as members or past members of this specific 

group, which will be discussed in later portions of the study. None of the participants identified 

as living in poverty. Two of the participants were AmeriCorps members, therefore barely living 

about the poverty line. For detailed information on each participants’ demographic information, 

please refer to Table 1.   
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Table 1: Participant Demographics 

 

Participants Age M/F Person of 
Color* 

White Resident Community 
Member/Non-
resident 

Occupation 

Participant 1 27 M  X X  Community 
Organizer, 
Academic 

Participant 2 30 M X  X  Activist, 
Artist 

Participant 3 60 M X  X  Activist, 
Non-profit 

Participant 4 22 F X  X  AmeriCorps 
member 

Participant 5 25 F X  X  AmeriCorps 
member 

Participant 6 71 F  X  X Activist, 
Retired 
teacher 

Participant 7 41 M  X X  Director of 
non-profit 
organization 

Participant 8 25 M X  X  Community 
Organizer 

 

Interview Format 

 The project’s goal was explained to each participant as an effort to collect narratives from 

residents and community members who perceived Chevron as a psychological stressor—whose 

definition was open for interpretation. While often worded differently, the guiding questions 
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sought to explore the following: experience in the community—whether that be as a resident or 

“community member,” relation to the refinery, type of work and/or involvement in the 

community, noticeable manifestations of Chevron’s presence or influence in the city, 

interpretation of own and/or community health conditions (physical or mental health) as  

possibly affected by the refinery’s presence, role of race/racism affected by conditions of the 

city, and perceptions of recent transformative occurrences. After coding the interviews, the most 

salient responses were sorted into specific, thematic categories. The themes indicated some level 

of stress in their experiences of living in Richmond or being extensively active in the 

community. 

Major Findings 

 Construction of Richmond’s environmental characteristics.  

 All participants described the general demographic of the city in terms of racial and 

economic make-up. Respondents identified Richmond as an economically disadvantaged city. 

Participant 1, a twenty-eight year-old white community activist and relatively recent resident, 

explained, “…the fact is that actually the refinery benefits from poverty. It benefits from a city 

that has low educational attainment that has high anxiety, high unemployment…” in reference to 

the city’s characteristics and the refinery’s gains from the social conditions of the city. 

Participant 2, a thirty year-old activist of color and resident of over 20 years, discussed examples 

of economic stressors and shared that community development seemed to be lacking. He cited 

having 64 liquor stores and one grocery store for the entire city as indicative of collective poor 

health. He shared that “it’s kind of the same shit. The lack of food…lack of good soil….A lot of 

the places here don’t have good soil.” He mentioned poor soil as affected by toxic pollutants in 
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reference to his work as an environmental activist who helped plant gardens in the city.  Four 

participants noted changes in community demographics—slow-paced gentrification—as an 

increasing stressor to this community with limited housing options in the San Francisco Bay 

Area. Participant 6, a seventy year-old white woman who is a decades-long Richmond 

community organizer, but not a resident, summed up that Chevron is “Poisoning the community. 

Poisoning the Earth.” 

 Influence and Power.  

 While not specifically termed in this manner, all participants discussed Chevron profiting 

from poverty, or what some stated as “profit over people.” Whether through politics, 

intersectional oppression, and/or influencing various institutions to the refinery’s benefit, all 

participants identified Chevron as a powerful and highly influential neighbor. Participant 5, a 

twenty-five year-old life-long resident of color and AmeriCorps member, responded to the 

“controversial question” of whether the location of the refinery was chosen intentionally in 

certain communities or if the communities happen to reside in close proximity by stating that  

It is tricky right? Because Chevron has been there since the beginning of 
Richmond and so it did not necessarily happen to be because it [community of 
color] was there. It was going to be cheaper to live in Richmond then other places 
and people of color are there…sometimes you just have to pay for a cheaper place. 

 

 Six out of seven participants shared the concept of not having a choice to move for a 

variety of reasons. Participant 4 cited economic reasons for living in the most affected area, 

North Richmond, because her mother could not afford housing elsewhere. Participant 3, a sixty 

year-old life-long resident of color and community activist, provided insight he learned as a 
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Richmond native and shared that “[Residents] are aware that they live in a risky area, but it is 

home. You learn to adapt.” Participant 4 explained why her family had to move into a highly 

affected area by stating that 

…a part of why we moved there was because housing was like a really difficult 
living situation for my mom and that’s like the only place she could be…It’s like 
a thing [explosions] that triggers and stays with you for the entire time you live 
there. And you know, it makes you more aware of…how does it affect your 
health…there could be a flare at any moment, you know, what’s gonna happen? 

 

As a response to how Chevron exercises its power over the community’s narrative, Participant 8, 

a twenty-five year-old biracial (Black and white) community activist and life-long resident of 

Richmond, shared  

…the fact that Chevron is framing this as workers versus environment is fucked 
up on their part, because they’re a multi-billion dollar institution. They have more 
than enough money to fix that refinery and more than enough money to provide 
jobs for people that live in Richmond. 

 

Additionally, Participant 8 and, Participant 6 identified local politicians, who receive 

contributions from Chevron, as enablers of Chevron’s political prowess. According to Participant 

7, a 41-year-old white director of a non-profit and recent resident, Chevron in the past had a desk 

in the City Manager’s office—influencing decision-making. Participant 8 shared that the 

prospective Chevron-backed candidate for the mayor’s seat in 2014 stated that “if I become 

mayor, I am going to sit down with Chevron and ask them ‘What is the vision that Chevron has 

for Richmond and how can Richmond help them?’” As explored with all participants, Participant 

8 perceived Chevron’s presence as complex and dynamic in a conflicted manner, in that some 



	
   34 

believed it necessary to cater to the refinery’s needs. Participant 2 described a power dynamic 

that created a constricted environment for those receiving aid from Chevron. 

All I want to do is community work. Next thing you know you’re getting deeply  

involved into a deeper hole, you know? You’re touching subjects that people will  

quickly tell you not to talk about. It’s crazy. Shit, I would’ve never thought this in  

my life.  (laughs). It exists. It definitely exists here in Richmond. I’m pretty sure  

It’s going to continue to exist. It’s been existing for many years. 

 

Participant 2 added that many of the non-profits that receive money from Chevron are “poverty 

pimps,” meaning that they could not or do not fully invest in the community because they have 

to support themselves first.  

 Participant 5 discussed the news source funded by Chevron and its impact on the city’s 

reputation: 

 Some people do not care that Richmond Standard is fully funded by Chevron and 
that they are totally shaping the narrative and they are like “oh it is just a news 
source.” I think it is so weird. I think it is their way of convincing people that 
everything is ok…that is mental health… you can convince someone they are okay 
when they are not, that sort of serves the function. 

 

 Paternalism.  

 Explicitly stated by Participant 1, but described in a fitting manner by all participants, 

paternalism seemed to be a powerful structure present in the relationship between the city and 

Chevron. Many shared that despite feeling like Chevron is a definite stressor, it is also an entity 
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that funds some beneficial social projects, as well as paying a significant amount of taxes to the 

city.  Participants cited necessary funding for non-profits, community projects, and funding for 

schools and students. Participant 4, a twenty-two year-old life-long resident of color and  

AmeriCorps member and Participant 5 both shared that they have benefitted from scholarships 

funded by Chevron. Participant 5 stated  

…if you’re a kid from Richmond, you’ve heard all your life [Chevron]   
  contributes to asthma, but then you get to high school and they’re offering these  
  thousand, five-hundred dollar scholarships. How are you supposed to feel about  
  it?...Maybe at the end of the day, you can get a kid into high school or college, but 
  at what expense of their health? I feel like a lot of what they do might be   
  to like, and I don’t want to say it’s too distract you, but often it’s to kind of have  
  some leverage…forgetting something happened in the city.    

 

 In reference to receiving funding, Participant 2 shared his experience with the refinery’s 

complex paternalistic pull by stating that “…everybody thinks you’re a sellout…It’s tricky…. 

You can’t say shit. I can’t tell my boss, ‘why the fuck are you accepting money from Chevron? I 

can’t do that. I’m going to get fired, you know? That’s stressful for me.”  As previously stated 

and quoted, Participant 8 described the relationship as a complex binary of “worker versus 

environment,” and described Chevron as a huge “economic engine” that often forces a choice 

between jobs or the environment.  

 Participant 2 elaborated on tangible ways in which Chevron extends its economic power 

in various capacities in his experience as an activist —namely as a community organizer and as 

an artist painting murals depicting the reality of living in Richmond, including a mural he painted 

years ago as commentary on Chevron’s presence. When asked how he has interpreted Chevron’s 
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influence in his own experience as someone who has worked with non-profits receiving funding 

and in his personal observations as an almost life-long resident he stated that  

 

It might…just seem like “oh, they are just polluting our environment…” but it 
goes  so much deeper than that. Into the politics, the non-profits. It seeps into 
everything literally, literally. Like down to the liquor stores, down to every nook 
and cranny of the city, into the communities, through every member. They go out 
here handing free Chevron t-shirts like they are the shit, you know? You aint shit. 
But yet again they pass….that’s the effect the Chevron has. 

 

For participant 8, he believes “There is something of a divide in the community. On the one hand 

we got like ‘We need our health and safety’…on the other hand you have the people that’s like 

‘You can’t drive away Chevron…Without Chevron, Richmond would be screwed.’’’  Participant 

1 addressed how taxes fit into the paternalistic relationship, stating that 

 

The arguments have to do with that they provide jobs, they pay 40% of the city’s 
budget in terms of taxes, even like loyalists’ positions revolve around those two 
facts. Like, “why would we be disrespectful for a corporate entity that provides 
these things for us?”….. Highly paternalistic. But the thing is, it’s all propaganda 
basically. Only about 5% of jobs at the refinery are for Richmond residents. So, 
first of all they aren’t providing jobs for us. 

Providing that statement, Participant 1 also brought up the argument that Chevron does not 

actually provide jobs for residents—meaning that Chevron’s claim of providing jobs is highly 

contested.  

 Lack of accountability.  

 Five out of eight participants discussed the prevalence of the lack of accountability and 

stress caused by Chevron’s hesitance to acknowledge the full impact of its toxic pollution. In 
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response to questions about her observations of times in which residents voiced their grievances 

and issues in city council meetings, specifically a meeting following a major explosion, 

Participant 5 shared “There were people that were giving real testimonials and afterwards there 

was this count of number of people who went to the hospital with like asthma and things like that 

and I think it got written off.” In another excerpt she shared that  

People were definitely really mad, and they definitely did not feel like anyone was 
being held accountable…I think those things together, the feeling that 
something’s has happen to you and no one is doing anything about it and you do 
not feel like you have the power to do anything about it, is definitely stressful. 

 

Participant 5 shared that “… for mental health, I think because of a combination of folks who 

don’t take mental health seriously plus the fact that Chevron doesn't make that accountable…it is 

overlooked.” Participant 8 offered his perspective of not being necessarily “anti-Chevron” 

because of what is happening in the community, but  

  …like anti-tactics of what Chevron’s doing…stop spending millions and 
millions of dollars in lobbying and trying to get out of paying taxes and bribing 
legislators and other government officials to do your bidding. Stop spending so 
much money to bribe people to get people to do your bidding. Actually pay your 
taxes and take time to have an actual inspection done of that refinery and fix it up.  
Update it.   

 

Participant 8 emphasized that the refinery’s presence was not fleeting and suggested holding its 

actions accountable. Throughout many of the narratives, many participants described feeling like 

accountability is not being taken and is often not requested.  

Participant 8 shared that 
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…it’s empowering to see people who want to stand up.  But it’s also   
  disempowering when it’s hard to find ways to really regulate them and  

hold them accountable….there’s just a lot of people who are afraid to step up to  
  Chevron because they’re afraid that they’re going to leave.   

 

Participant 6 believes that there exists a “bought silence” in the city due to Chevron’s financial 

contributions and false narrative of being a “good neighbor.”  

 Neglect.    

 Since Chevron is Richmond’s “neighbor,” four participants discussed the refinery’s 

neglect of safety, which affects the city in multiple ways. A mixture of responses provided 

insight into the concept of community “consciousness” of the refinery’s stressful impact. 

Participant 4 described hearing testimonies from fellow residents that highlighted environmental 

neglect and described the toxic conditions of the community: 

 …as someone who attends a lot of neighborhood meetings for my work…people 
come and sometimes they come in with this frustration and say things that don’t 
make sense but they come because it’s the only place they can vent really. To tell 
someone: “this is going on, why isn’t anyone helping me?” There is a lady in 
North Richmond who lives next to an empty, vacant lot, and she’s been worried 
about that lot for months because people like to illegal dump there, dump things, 
and it’s not just garbage but it’s also like, some people have dumped things like 
road kill and it’s like, you know, you don’t want to see that. And she’s a really 
involved community member and she’s asked a few times for the supervisor’s 
office, she wants to do something with that lot but I found out later on that that lot 
is actually really toxic. You know you can’t even plant things there. It’s not safe 
for folks to be on. People want to do something about it, but it is toxic. But, also, 
why is it toxic? 
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 Participant 7 and 3 shared that Chevron did not fulfill the expectation of helping the city 

keep one of its important hospitals open. They cited community neglect and intentional neglect 

by the Chevron after the amassed support of the progressive politicians.   

 Recent transformative periods.  

 In 2012 and 2014, Richmond experienced two impactful periods involving Chevron’s 

influence and impact on the city. In 2012, a major explosion took place that reportedly sent 

15,000 residents to the hospital. All participants articulated, whether as a response to my 

questions or independently including it in other parts of their narratives, that this single event 

impacted the health and politics of the city to a great extent. Participants 1, who lives extremely 

close to the refinery, shared that  

  …I turned my head and saw that basically the city was on fire and 
I just kept driving….. But I do know, you know, that my neighbors had to line up 
in their cars and had to just sit they’re like fucking, while the sky is falling. They 
had to wait to leave, basically.  

  

 Participant 2, who has lived through multiple explosions and alluded to these situations 

being the norm, responded that  

 …everything pretty much went into the community. All we saw was this 
huge black cloud. Pretty much slowly creeping over the whole city of Richmond, 
so and all that lands everywhere. The smell…you’re like, what the hell is going 
on? 

 

 Participants 4 shared that initially, Chevron was reportedly stating that all was fine and 

that it was just part of the everyday pollution, which people also fail to acknowledge as equally 
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problematic. Participant 7 shared that he would never forget the day of the explosion. He 

explained that it caused him to increasingly worry about his health.  As someone who frequented 

community forums after the explosion, Participant 5 shared that a woman near the refinery 

expressed, “…it is not fair for my house to become a prison; it is not fair for the corporation to 

basically lock me in my house…” when addressing how dangerous the environment became 

after the explosion. 

 The election of 2014 marked a very important period for Richmond. All participants 

addressed Chevron’s effort to “buy” the election as it poured $3 million into supporting certain 

candidates. As identified by all participants, many of them were part of the grassroots efforts to 

defeat Chevron-backed candidates during that election year. All participants identified the 

progressive activist group, which was able to get three of its members elected, as a major 

political force since they were able to beat the aggressiveness of the Chevron-backed campaigns. 

 Participants mentioned that the oversaturation of mailers, propaganda, and purchase of 

almost every single billboard in the city worked against the Chevron-backed candidates. 

Participant 5 discussed feeling angry at the campaigning strategies utilized by Chevron-backed 

candidates. She stated that  

  [Chevron-backed candidates] did not even have real support. They were  

 paying people to support [Chevron-backed candidates]. That felt like a symbolic 
campaign…you guys paying someone to stand at a gas station; you guys suck. 

 

Following the lost election, three out of eight participants spoke of the failed Community 

Benefits Agreement in which Chevron did not help keep the local hospital opened, as it was 

believed it would.  
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 Three out of eight participants described the “Health-in-All” policies that the city is 

adopted in which it centralizes health as the top priority in any resolution passed or project 

approved. They described feeling hopeful that the unhealthiness of the city, including pollution 

and stress, was being addressed.  

 Racism and racial dynamics.  

 All participants were specifically asked about racism, race, and environmental racism. 

Three out of eight participants identified racial tension existing between the more conservative, 

black city pro-Chevron city council members and other groups (opposing group dependent upon 

issue in question). Participant 8 differentiated himself by explicitly stating that he did not believe 

all black members on city council represented the needs or opinions of all black residents. 

However, he did discuss a divide between black and white residents since they had differing 

perspectives or focuses in the Chevron debate; jobs versus the environment.   

 Participants 1 and 3 also discussed racial divide due to differential perceptions of the 

refinery’s presence, which affected the political process and political climate. According to 

Participant 1, Chevron’s support of specific, well-known black candidates drives wedges 

between the community.  Participant 6 acknowledged that the influential group of progressives 

was lacking in diversity. She stated, “We are all old white people. Let’s do something,” in 

regards to community engagement in the grassroots movement.  

 Considering environmental racism and its possible exacerbation by the Chevron refinery, 

all eight respondents elaborated on intersectional definitions, observations and experiences of 

residents in Richmond. Participant 4 elaborated on a “race-based medicine” argument she 
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believed is used to explain the high prevalence of illnesses plaguing Richmond, such as asthma 

and cancer. She stated that 

 Some people say it’s like a genetic thing, but as soon as you start going into race-
based medicine, or practicing medicine according to race, it’s not as helpful as 
you think it will be. People can come up with a million excuses or statistics as to 
why that is, but at the end of the day, environmental racism comes from years and 
years of like forming it out that way. During WW2, who were the folks who came 
to Richmond? A lot of African-American folks who couldn't live anywhere else,  

  so how does that shape what Richmond is today?   

 

In the above statement, Participant 4 posited a connection between chronic illnesses believed to 

be naturally more prevalent in the Black community and long-term exposure to toxic chemicals. 

 Participant 2 was more direct about the impact Chevron had in the racism or oppression 

in Richmond. In regards to the needs of the community, he posited, “Why not bring another 

grocery store? But, they don't see that. It is oppressing the people.” He referenced his comment 

about there being 64 liquor stores and one grocery store.  He believed there was a connection 

between the neglect of the community as a consequence of catering to Chevron’s political needs. 

Later, he described additional factors that maintain the status quo: 

I mean, I can see [lack of resistance] being over here more. Just because people 
are obviously less educated. You know, your common stereotypes for a poor 
neighborhood. You obvious are not going to get much fight back out here as you 
would in a much richer neighborhood. 

 

 According to Participant 6, in her experience people of color are less likely to attend 

protests because they have to ask for services that will best help them on a personal level, such as 

safe jobs, education, and less of a police presence in their communities.   
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 Participant 7 believed that the situation with Chevron “advances environmental racism” 

and produces a “strain on community health.” 

  Health and Stress.  

 All participants addressed health in some capacity due to direct questions and emphasis 

on it being the focus of the interview. All participants addressed the commonly acknowledged 

fact that Richmond has a high rate of asthma and other autoimmune diseases. Participant 2 

shared that he and “everyone [he] knew” has asthma due to living in the city for an extended 

period of time. Participant 2 stated that “…our people are not conscious to the fact that this 

company is really doing all this shit. People are not worried about that. People are worried about 

surviving out here” when exploring community perceptions of psychological stress. The theme 

of consciousness was explored and established that people are, indeed, stressed by their 

environment. However, some of the participants acknowledged that people often do not 

recognize that their health issues are related to the unhealthy conditions possibly influenced by 

Chevron. Five out of eight participants named anger as a reaction to Chevron as a stressor, while 

four out of eight named anxiety as a reaction. Participant shared 

  I don’t necessarily sit in a continuous state of anxiety or trauma about it, but [it] 
definitely crosses my mind…So, yeah, my answer is kind of no because I haven’t 
been here long enough to see it… the more accurate emotion to describe more 
than anxiety is…I cannot convey how continuously pissed off I am on a daily 
basis about this fact.  

 

From a community activist and resident perspective, Participant 8 shared that  

 …anytime that there has been like smoke of flames coming from there, everybody 
gets stressed out because they don’t want to see that thing blow up again. They 
don’t want to see a bunch of people go to the hospital and they don’t want their 
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own personal health to be impacted, too…I’ve seen a few people like, come to 
meetings wearing face masks because, you know, they’re afraid for their 
health…there’s a lot of people that express anxiety and fear for their health. That’s 
why there’s like, a huge movement to get them to like, fix that refinery because 
there’s just a huge concern about health. There are not a lot of people that feel safe 
when the air that they’re actually breathing in Richmond.  

 

 Participant 4 identified the absence in discussion of mental health as culture specific. 

According to Participant 4, mental health is “…not taken serious in the Latino community, not 

talked about as actual thing…why it’s not even discussed in the first place. Connections aren’t 

made…” when questioning whether the Latino community worries about the presence of the 

refinery. As someone who formally lived in the neighborhood closest to the refinery, she shared 

(in third person): 

 It did freak me out to be living so close to the refinery. You know you hear, even 
like in elementary school… I remember the explosion that happened in the 
nineties…I remember I was in elementary school. So you hear about all this stuff 
that goes on in the flares and like people have higher rates of like lung cancer and 
like all these like respiratory diseases so it obviously freaks you out… 

 

 Several participants spoke of a self-blame they have noticed among people who have 

certain diseases. Participant 5 shared that upon community organizing throughout the city, she 

found the people would blame their asthma on themselves. For example, Participant 5 explained 

that that a woman stated, 

…I have asthma but my closets are dusty”, and the next person would be like 
“yeah I have asthma, but I inherited it”. You talk to every single person and you 
are like every single one of you has asthma and every single one of you think it is 
your fault, if you ever came together and realized [that]. 
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 Participant 3, whose family has a long history in Richmond, shared that he and his family 

living in Richmond all have illnesses that no one in his extended family (who do not live in 

Richmond) have. He specifically believes that the cancer and cirrhosis in his family stem from 

breathing toxins for decades.  

 Participant 6 identified poverty in its entirety as traumatic and is compounded by 

Chevron’s “profit over people” model. Participant 6 stated that “poverty kills” when discussing 

the stress associated with autoimmune diseases that are prominent paired with social stressors, 

such as violence and the lack of resources, in Richmond’s communities. Participant 1 discussed 

secondary stress influenced by Chevron’s presence in social situations, such as employing 

divisive tactics when juxtaposing economic benefits the refinery provides versus 

environmentalists who antagonize the refinery from continuing to provide funding for various 

initiatives.  He stated 

…health impact is not just what goes in and out of your lungs, right? Health also 
includes social connection, community, authentic relationships, and our ability to 
have those things. Corporate forces can and do significantly impact. They make it 
hard for us to relate as a city. I think that is the greatest health impact, actually, in 
many respects. 

 

 When addressing if Chevron was perceived as a stressor within his community, 

Participant 2 said, “Maybe not everybody in the community. But, I’m pretty sure people who are 

in the non-profit sector…feel it from both sides. Pretty sure. Very positive they do. And that’s 

mental stress. Mental everything.” Participant 2 later addressed how his own health was affected 

stated that  
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I’m not going to say like directly, like “Chevron came into my house and like  
  threatened me!” No, obviously not. They are not going to do that. It’s all   
  subliminal. It’s like a silent killer. Chevron is the person that is going to smile in  
  your face and stab you in the back. That's what Chevron is to Richmond. 

 

Summary 

 As can be noted, many complexities were made evident when attempting to decode what 

participants considered the psychological, stressful impact of Chevron’s presence in Richmond. 

While not explicitly stated, the stress—caused by compounding social issues—was addressed by 

all participants in a multitude of ways. The participants’ accounts of their experiences in 

Richmond yielded similar themes, possibly correlating with the community organizing or 

involvement in activist circles. All participants consider themselves conscious of issues 

surrounding Chevron and its impact on every facet of the city—including mental health.  They 

all consider Chevron’s presence a stressor in some way, however their answers, wording, and 

final conception varied.  Overall, Chevron as a psychological stressor and its impact on mental 

health seemed to have a broad and complicated interpretation among the participants. The four 

salient themes identified that help shape the mental health narratives of the participant or 

exacerbate stress include: 1) Richmond’s environmental characteristics, 2) paternalism, 3) lack 

of accountability, 4) neglect, 5) physical and mental health, and 6) racism from an intersectional 

perspective. 

  The following significant themes that emerged from these categories include) 

paternalism, 2) lack of accountability, 3) physical and mental health, and 4) racism from an 

intersectional perspective will be explored to discuss significant findings. 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

 The objective of this qualitative study was to gather mental health narratives of the 

residents and community members of Richmond, California--with a focus on exploring how they 

have perceived Chevron as a possible mental health stressor. If Chevron was identified as a 

stressor impacting the health of the participants, further exploration was encouraged. All eight 

participants willingly addressed, to some extent, the impact of having a toxic refinery in the 

community on their psychological health. 

 All of the participants identified Chevron as a definite stressor and believed that they 

were affected to some degree by the stress that accompanies living or being heavily involved in a 

city that is heavily polluted by a powerful corporation with great political clout.  All of the 

participants were open to providing their interpretations of conditions of that may exacerbate the 

impact of environmental pollution and corporate power on their mental health, as well as 

physical health. Their descriptions provided context for the exploration of the psychological 

impact on individuals as shaped by intersectional, societal factors, such as the politics, 

economics, and social climate of the city. The participants identified various factors indicative of 

their own physical and mental health concerns, as well as health issues of the community as a 

whole.   

 This chapter will discuss the most salient themes present in the participants’ narratives 

and will provide an analysis of how the existing literature supports or lacks the experiential 

perspective of people who feel the influential and powerful presence of a toxic refinery in their 

community. The themes that characterize the refinery as a stressor, as identified by the 
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participants, include 1) paternalism, 2) lack of accountability, 3) physical and mental health, and 

4) racism from an intersectional perspective. Using narrative analyses, whereby experiential 

knowledge is considered valuable, the responses of the participants were coded and used to 

further understand how and if Chevron was perceived and identified as a psychological stressor 

by the participants.  

Key Findings to Existing Literature 

Paternalism 

 All participants discussed the present and salient conflict that is often divisive and 

stressful for the city: the economic benefit generated from the refinery’s presence vs. community 

activist fighting to have just environmental and social conditions. Chevron, as expected, fails to 

recognize the negative impact of its refinery, such as pollution, corruption, and manipulation. 

Chevron provides resources that the community needs and all participants acknowledged this 

complex struggle. Publicly portrayed in Chevron propaganda, a strong emphasis is placed on the 

funding they (Chevron) provide the city (Chevron Richmond, 2015). The literature that I 

reviewed does not go into depth about the underlying dynamics between an economically 

disadvantaged city and a corporate giant.  Some participants explored how poverty enables the 

magnitude of Chevron’s influence and power over the decision—mainly through decision-

making and politics since residents and community leaders feel like they are in a bind. Poverty 

paired with environmental injustice seemed to be a key point that participants identified as 

stressful and straining, which the literature supports. 

 As described by participants, the refinery’s influence in the city’s social, economic, and 

political life seemed to be conveyed through the description of a dichotomous relationship that 
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has grown tense over the years: economic benefit versus environmental well-being. Participants 

portrayed that the two factors are often juxtaposed and manipulated to fit the agenda of the 

powerful--Chevron. Since Richmond is known to be a city with a high percentage of people of 

color, they are deeply affected by both environmental exploitation and by the toxic areas they are 

forced to inhabit due to economic limitations, which also resonates with the “place-based" 

concept. Participants asserted that Chevron’s long-time presence makes it a very dangerous and 

powerful neighbor.  

  All participants discussed the present and salient conflict that is often divisive and 

stressful for the city: the economic benefit generated from the refinery’s presence vs. community 

activist fighting to have Chevron address the negative impact of its refinery, such as pollution, 

corruption, and manipulation. Chevron provides resources that the community needs and all 

participants acknowledged this complex struggle. Many of the participants described a 

compromised relationship existing between the refinery and the city. Participants shared that 

despite feeling like Chevron is a definite stressor, it is also an entity that funds some beneficial 

social projects, as well as paying a significant amount of taxes to the city. Not only is it “profit 

over people,” but also a sense of entitlement to utilize the city as described by a number of 

participants. According to the participants, this relationship becomes stressful when having to 

maneuver economic need and environmental justice. Again, the literature is missing a critique of 

how the conflicted relationship and struggled with toxic facilities like Chevron create s stressful 

environment. 

Accountability or Lack thereof 
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 Consistent with the articles published on the victories of the progressive movement in 

Richmond in both the historic election of 2014 and the increase in visibility, residents identified 

the rise in the anti-Chevron movement as important players in community development and 

empowerment. The participants attested to the importance of these movements in their 

testimonies and many of them encouraged this researcher to make the study public to continue 

the conversation about Chevron’s impact on the community. The study by Johnson et. al (2008), 

suggests that environmental justice through the use of the community itself is an absolute need. 

As can be noted in the 2014 election in Richmond whereby the grassroots movement was able to 

defeat a $3 million dollar campaign funded by Chevron, the alleviation of societal injustice (in its 

many manifestations) can come from those who organize the community and bring awareness to 

the issues of environmental justice. By engaging in environmental justice work, stress caused by 

the lack of accountability taken by the refinery can be addressed through direct action as was 

noted in the newspaper articles reviewed by this researcher. The academic literature had limited 

information about how the community was holding the refineries or toxic facilities accountable 

for many social issues, but especially lacked the mental health perspective of these issues and 

anger, anxiety, and fear that followed living near a toxic facility produced.  

Racism 

 Consistent with studies conducted that identified trend of the correlation of toxic facilities 

existing near communities of color (Miller & Garran, 2008, Arrigo, 2015, Johnson et. al, 2008, 

Martin & Do, 2014) and, therefore highlighting environmental racism as a stressor, some 

participants acknowledged that people of color in Richmond are often relegated to living near the 

most toxic and polluted areas of the city.  Although residents did not openly or explicitly address 

psychological impact of racism on their health, they acknowledged that racism deeply affects 
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people who reside in Richmond. The city did not let Richmond, as Taylor suggests that some 

cities do because of the need for economic stability, however it is learning to work with a toxic 

refinery that is not only responsible for many social problems, such as the epidemic of asthma or 

the city’s intense dependence on taxes, it is also responsible for an often divided community 

along racial lines.  

 Research conducted by Martin and Do support the participants claims that “…in 

examining environmental racism it is important to consider the ‘structure of space, the historic 

stigmatization of blacks within the white political community, the resulting partitioned ethic, all 

need to be take into account into understanding the distribution of pollution’ (p.23). 

 Articles published in Richmond and reviewed for this study support racial tension as a 

major source of stress for the political realm. This, too, was perceived as racial oppression 

antagonized by Chevron given the supposed conscious effort to divide the community. 

According to the participants and the articles, a focus is placed on support the conservative 

faction of Black politicians by Chevron, which then prevents coalition building within city hall.  

 Health and Stress 

 Many of the participants described insidious and unseen ways in which Chevron’s 

presence is connected to many social issues that exacerbate both physical health and mental 

health: manifested through the lack of access to grocery stores and greenways (Participant 2), 

divided communities along racial lines (Participants 1 and 6), family health trends unique to 

member living in Richmond (Participant 3), political climate and pressure (all participants), and 

intersectional oppression. The exploration of racial divide within communities of color was not 

addressed in the studies I found. The article written by Clark, Anderson, Clark & Williams 
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(1999) suggests that both Black and other ethnic minorities similarly feel psychologically 

impacted when it comes to “felt” racism, which seems to encourage an exploration into both. 

This is not implying that racial divide can be alleviated once accepting that both parties suffer 

similarly, however it provides a possible area to explore in regards to why there is such a 

division in Richmond. In other words, exploring how differently the divided groups experience 

racism in Richmond and why the Chevron issue clearly separates the groups.  

 A participant identified guilt and self- blame as a seemingly coping strategy some 

residents of Richmond utilize when asked about their health issues. Interestingly enough and as 

made evident in the literature review of this study, Clark, Anderson, Clark & Williams contend 

that when racism is felt or perceived by ethnic minorities, denial is a common coping 

mechanism. The authors suggest that this action further maintains the structures that perpetuate 

racism—contributing to negative health effects, which the researchers chose to explore the 

psychological repercussion of racism. Some of the participants suggested that Richmond, indeed, 

is a victim of environmental racism and is therefore easily exploited. One of the participants 

shared that throughout her work in community organizing, denial and blame are common 

responses residents provide when addressing their health problems that are highly correlated with 

the proximity of Chevron to communities of color.  

 Given the connection provided by the aforementioned article, environmental racism as 

intersected with mental health could be further explored in future research. As sanctioned by the 

Environment Protection Agency, it is difficult to prove that an act of environmental racism, 

which is technically not allowed by the federal government, has occurred because one must 

prove that a location for a hazardous facility was deliberately chosen based on the racial or class 

make-up of the area (Taylor, 2014, p. 118), which has made the relationship between Chevron 
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and the participants more stressful since proving discrimination based on race is not feasible.  

Taylor (2014) explores in which Title XI helps or does not help communities of color, which 

supports the now racialized struggle of Richmond residents to pursue their needs that may be 

dependent on Chevron in some insidious way.  

Implications for Social Work 

 As explored throughout this researcher’s project, the mental health of those living near 

toxic facilities is impacted in a multitude of ways that are often insidious and traumatic. 

Communities of color and low-income communities (including White communities) are 

disproportionately affected not only by toxic pollution, but also by various societal factors that 

impact the livelihoods of residents. As proven in this study, people are willing to describe the 

stressful and tumultuous realities that grow from environmental stressors such as Chevron, 

therefore working with the community to address mental health needs exacerbated by living in a 

community with environmental pollution enabled by paternalistic political and social 

relationships. As stated by a client, Chevron thrives off of poverty. Therefore, as social workers 

it is imperative that research helps humanize clients subjected to environmental exploitation. 

Study Strengths and Limitations 

 Despite having a rather small sample, the participants described the various intersecting 

ways in which Chevron has impacted not only their mental health, whether that be through 

anxiety, anger, depression related to serious, etc., but also the psychological state of the 

community as a whole. Mental health can be a very difficult topic to discuss given stigma 

attached to mental illnesses, and this researcher felt like that was apparent in the interviews. The 

narratives often veered off towards discussing structural problems and how it affected the social 
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stability and cohesion of the community. The eight participants were all involved in community 

organizing and/ or activism, therefore presenting a very limited variety of perspective. However, 

since many of the participants are well known throughout the city for their leadership, the 

conversation about mental health and how their own is affecting by their surroundings may 

encourage others to do the same and demand action. As described by the former Mayor and the 

willingness of homegrown leader, Henry Clark, testimonies provide windows into the realities of 

those most affected by environmental exploitation. Many of the studies this researcher found 

were centered on the scientific, environmental impact of having a toxic facility near marginalized 

and neglected neighborhoods. This study provides a rich collection of stories directly from 

“insiders” and may contribute in shaping the overall narrative of city, which is so commonly 

manipulated and shaped by those who are not aware of the lived and felt reality of the people of 

Richmond. However, a deeper focus could have been more useful in exploring mental health, 

which seemed unimportant or rather insignificant to participants who leaned towards larger, 

systemic issues. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Although recruitment was initially difficult, once interviews were conducted with willing 

participants, the research yielded rich and fruitful narratives of resilience and resistance towards 

corporate giants. Given the exploitation of the environment and of people subjected to such 

conditions, it would be of interest to understand how people have been affected not only through 

statistics and scientific studies of the environment, but also through qualitative studies that grant 

a space for those affected to share their stories. Through the publication and emphasis on the 

importance of narratives, as recommended by exiting studies, empowering movements could 

become.  
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Conclusion 

The study provides insight into how the residents of Richmond, California perceive the Chevron 

Oil Refinery as a mental health stressor. While not always focused on their individual mental 

health, the participants elaborated on a collective sense of mental well-being. The participants’ 

focus on structural ways in which Chevron creates stress within the community and how the 

stress is internalized highlights a need to address social, political, and economic issues through a 

lens that considers psychological impact in communities with environmental justice issues. 

Qualitative interviews exploring the narratives of mental health presented findings that seemed 

important in explaining why Chevron is a mental health stressor. Themes include 1) paternalism, 

2) lack of accountability, 3) physical and mental health, and 4) racism from an intersectional 

perspective.	
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Appendix A: 

 
   

School for Social Work 
  Smith College 

Northampton, Massachusetts 01063 
T (413) 585-7950     F (413) 585-7994 

March 9, 2016 
 
 
Elizabeth Gonzalez 
 
Dear Elizabeth, 
 
You did a very nice job on your revisions. Your project is now approved by the Human Subjects 
Review Committee. 
  
Please note the following requirements: 
 
Consent Forms:  All subjects should be given a copy of the consent form. 
 
Maintaining Data:  You must retain all data and other documents for at least three (3) years past 
completion of the research activity. 
 
In addition, these requirements may also be applicable: 
 
Amendments:  If you wish to change any aspect of the study (such as design, procedures, consent forms 
or subject population), please submit these changes to the Committee. 
 
Renewal:  You are required to apply for renewal of approval every year for as long as the study is active. 
 
Completion:  You are required to notify the Chair of the Human Subjects Review Committee when your 
study is completed (data collection finished).  This requirement is met by completion of the thesis project 
during the Third Summer. 
 
Congratulations and our best wishes on your interesting study. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Elaine Kersten, Ed.D. 
Co-Chair, Human Subjects Review Committee 
 
CC: Andrew Jilani, Research Advisor 
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Appendix B 

 

2015-2016  
Consent to Participate in a Research Study 

Smith College School for Social Work ● Northampton, MA 

 
…………………………………………………………………………………. 

 
Title of Study: Toxic Stress: Exploring Mental Health Narratives of Environmental Justice in Richmond, 

California 

Investigator(s): 

(Elizabeth Gonzalez, Smith College School for Social Work, xxx-xxx-xxxx) 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

Introduction 
• You are being asked to be in a research study of Environmental Justice and its effects on the residents 

of Richmond, CA.  
• You were selected as a possible participant because you have self-identified as a community member 

in the surrounding area willing to share how the refinery in your community may have impacted your 
health.  

• We ask that you read this form and ask any questions that you may have before agreeing to be in the 
study.  

 
Purpose of Study   
• The purpose of the study is to explore the personal stories of residents living in the Richmond, CA area 

who may have been affected by the presence of the refinery  
• This study is being conducted as a research requirement for my master’s in social work degree 
• Ultimately, this research may be published or presented at professional conferences.   
 
Description of the Study Procedures 
• If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to do the following things:  
• Be interviewed and asked to share your story as related to the refinery’s presence in your community 
• Asked a series of questions related to mental health, such as stress, anxiety, depression, etc. 
• Interviews will be expected to last 45-60 minutes.  
Risks/Discomforts of Being in this Study  
• The study has the following risks.  First, we will be exploring issues pertaining to health, both 

physical and mental, which can be a sensitive topic. Second, some of the issues will be related to 
social injustice, which can also be sensitive and uncomfortable.  You will be given a brochure 
published by Contra Costa Health Services if you feel you are in need of further support. 

 
Benefits of Being in the Study 
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• The benefits of participation are: 
• Gaining insight on a major issue in the city through the narratives of residents 
• Contribute to growing literature on environmental justice and mental health 

• The benefits to social work/society are: 
• Understanding how toxic facilities affect the health of communities of color and low-income 

communities as told by residents themselves 
• Provide personal insight from those directly affected 
• Highlight areas for social workers to address and be aware of 

Confidentiality  
• Your participation will be kept confidential. I will code the interview, as well as your identifying 

information, in order to maintain confidentiality. We will meet in a convenient and safe location—
with consideration of your request for confidentiality. The records of this study will be kept strictly 
confidential.  Only I will have access to audio recordings and will not make them public. They will be 
destroyed or deleted after three years.   

• All research materials including recordings, transcriptions, analyses and consent/assent documents 
will be stored in a secure location for three years according to federal regulations. In the event that 
materials are needed beyond this period, they will be kept secured until no longer needed, and then 
destroyed. All electronically stored data will be password protected during the storage period. We 
will not include any information in any report we may publish that would make it possible to identify 
you.  
 

Payments/gift  
• You will not receive any financial payment for your participation.  
 
Right to Refuse or Withdraw 
• The decision to participate in this study is entirely up to you.  You may refuse to take part in the study 

at any time (up to the date noted below) without affecting your relationship with the researchers of 
this study or Smith College.  Your decision to refuse will not result in any loss of benefits (including 
access to services) to which you are otherwise entitled.  You have the right not to answer any single 
question, as well as to withdraw completely up to the point noted below. If you choose to withdraw, I 
will not use any of your information collected for this study. You must notify me of your decision to 
withdraw by email or phone by April 1st, 2016. After that date, your information will be part of the 
thesis, dissertation or final report. 
 

 Right to Ask Questions and Report Concerns 
• You have the right to ask questions about this research study and to have those questions answered by 

me before, during or after the research.  If you have any further questions about the study, at any time 
feel free to contact me, Elizabeth Gonzalez at egonzalez@smith.edu or by telephone at___. If you 
would like a summary of the study results, one will be sent to you once the study is completed. If you 
have any other concerns about your rights as a research participant, or if you have any problems as a 
result of your participation, you may contact the Chair of the Smith College School for Social Work 
Human Subjects Committee at (413) 585-7974. 

 
Consent 
• Your signature below indicates that you have decided to volunteer as a research participant for this 

study, and that you have read and understood the information provided above. You will be given a 
signed and dated copy of this form to keep. You will also be given a list of referrals and access 
information if you experience emotional issues related to your participation in this study. 
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…………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
 
 
 
 
Name of Participant (print): _______________________________________________________ 

Signature of Participant: _________________________________ Date: _____________ 

Signature of Researcher(s): _______________________________  Date: _____________ 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………. 

 
[if using audio or video recording, use next section for signatures:] 

 
 
 
 
 
1. I agree to be [audio or video] taped for this interview: 
 
Name of Participant (print): _______________________________________________________ 

Signature of Participant: _________________________________ Date: _____________ 

Signature of Researcher(s): _______________________________  Date: _____________ 

 
 
2. I agree to be interviewed, but I do not want the interview to be taped: 
 
Name of Participant (print): _______________________________________________________ 

Signature of Participant: _________________________________ Date: _____________ 

Signature of Researcher(s): _______________________________ 
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Appendix C: 
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Appendix C cont. 
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Appendix D: Guiding Questions 

1. Can you please state your occupation, age, and length of residency in Richmond or 

surrounding areas? 

2. What is your relation to the refinery? 

3. Do you live near the Chevron refinery? 

a. If yes, how long have you lived there? 

4. Do you ever find yourself worried about living near the refinery? 

5. What are some of the ways you notice the refinery’s presence in your daily life? 

6. What are some health issues you have that you believe are linked to the refinery’s toxic 

presence? Please do not feel obligated to answer the question 

7. What are some of your concerns about what may have caused the illnesses? 

8. Have you sought help or support because of these ailments? 

9. Have you been present during some of the past explosions? 

a. If so, can you please recount what the experience was like? 

10. What could you see? Smell? Feel?  

11. Are you worried about future explosions? 

12. Do you feel like daily emissions are a major stressor for you? 

13. Would you consider the refinery a positive presence, as well? 

a. If so, in what ways?  

14. Do you feel like your city has your best interest in mind when it comes to decisions 

regarding the refinery? 

15. Are you familiar with the activist or social justice work in the area? 

16. In what other ways does the refinery affect your life?  
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Appendix E: Recruitment Email 

Hello, 

I am currently a candidate for a Masters in Social Work degree from Smith College School for 
Social Work. As a life-long resident of Richmond, I wanted to focus my thesis project on an 
issue that hits close to home. My program’s focus is clinical social work; therefore I want to use 
a mental health focus in observing and deconstructing how Chevron has impacted the mental 
health of local residents. The title I have chosen is Toxic Stress: Exploring Mental Health 
Narratives of Environmental Justice in Richmond, California, which encapsulates what I hope to 
accomplish through my research.  Using interviews, I would like to explore the experiences of 
those who feel impacted by the refinery’s presence. I have reviewed multiple studies about 
environmental justice, pollution, place-based hazards, and environmental racism and want to 
understand, through narratives, how residents see themselves as affected by toxic pollutants 
emanating from the refinery. 
 
It is my hope to connect with individuals willing to share their experiences that highlight how 
they feel personally affected by the refinery’s presence in the community. I am interested in 
exploring mental health effects; therefore would like to ask about stress and/or other ways their 
mental health has been affected. I am interested in creating a more personal picture of how 
community members construct their stories and share their realities. 
 
This study protocol has been reviewed and approved by the Smith College School for Social 
Work Human Subjects Review Committee (HSRC) and I have been authorized to conduct 
interviews.  
 
I would be very grateful for any help you are able to provide. I look forward to hearing from you. 
Please reply individually if you are interested. 
 
Thank you very much, 
 
Elizabeth Gonzalez  
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