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TWO INTERVIEWS: HEGH TECH INJLISTICE

Their work as media-based artists whose main areas ol locus are social
and cultural issues in relation to the environment led Free Soil to
question the impact ol Lhe computers and other tools we use in our
practice. This provoked us to examine the local consequences ol the
global high-technology electronics industry, a sector that is often
considered clean but in fact uses vast amounts of material and power
resources, while producing gigantic amounts of toxic waste. Gardening
Silicon Valley Superfund Sites, an ongoing Free Soil project initiated in
2005, evolved due Lo the fact that the epicentre ol this semiconductor
and computer-related industry — in Silicon Valley, Santa Clara County,
California — has the highest concentration of heavily polluted
‘Superfund’ sites in the US. This work developed with a public tour

of the Valley in summer 2006 which looked at the industry’s local
effects and early utopian beginnings. We found David Naguib Pellow
and Lisa Sun-Hee Park’s 2002 hook The Silicon Valley of Dreams:
Environmental Injustice, Immigrant Workers, und the High-Tech Global
Economy to be one of the most in-depth accounts of Lthe environmental
consequences and working conditions of the industry.” Al Lhe same
time, it shows how activism and documentary research play a crucial
role in bringing attention to and changing such situations. This
interview was conducted by email during June 2006,

FREE SOIL INTERVIEWS XAV NAGLAN PRLLOW AND LISA SUN-TILE PARE

ES Froo Soil
ISHP Lisa Sun-Hes Fark
DN David Napuib Pellow

Fs  What led you to write your book The Siicon
Valley af Dreamns?

ESHP - Dravid has had a long-ronning inferesl a5
scholar and activist focusing on environmental and
labour issues. Dunng a postdociorsl yearat LC
[Linversity of California] Berkeley's School of Public
Health, he began to work 'with an environmental
justice organisation in San Jose and got o know the
cornmunity activists in the area, Much of my work
has focused on immigrant labour and health, That
sarmi yesar, | was a postdoctoral fellow across the bay
at LI San Frandisco at the Institute for Health Policy
Studies. The stories and jssues that David raised
feasrm his weork in Silicon Valley intrigued me because
they coincided not only with my research interesls
bt alsa walh vy family histone. When my family first
crigrated to the LS from South Korea, we lived in
the Mountain View ares of Sihicon Valley and my
paresls, aunts and uncles allworked inthe high-tech
industry at some peint. The book Thie Silfican Valley
af Dreams becarne 2 culmination of both of our
scholasly and personal commitments.

£5  For Uhe book you were daing a fot of of fieldwark,
and working with environmental justice organisations
You describe this as parlicipatory research — can you
Lizll s aboul you research methodologies?

DNILSHF Our gosl as parficipatory researchers
wias to coltaborare with activists to produce new
knowledge that would also be of petential use io
Lhase pursuingan agenda forsocial change. Gur
work was reviewed not only by academics bal alzo
activists. Personally, | wias more nirvous aboul thie
aclivisls' response given their 'on-the-ground’
expertise. Inthe end, it worked oul well and Lhis
rezearch project bas helped us develop strang,
conlimaing refationships with people we respect

Fs The book puls emphasis on documenting and
describing the often dangerous conditions in which

peaple wirk and live. Al the same time you maks
an effort to talk about what there is to fight for, i
ervironrmental justice. Can you descnbe this concept?

DNMISHP  Environmental justice is 2 goal, a vision
in which all communities have the dght 1o live, work,
play, pray and learn in environments free of tosics;
these are environments characterised by democratic
governance and accountability. In other weords,
envirenmental Justios Ts the combination of social
justice and ecclogical sustainability. &s we investigats
this concepl Turther, we find that whese there s
appression there is abways resistance. Freguently,
resistance manilests iksell in ways that are not always
sellovident, You have to look for it and we belicve
that documenting these activities is an important too|

lar underslanding the politics of erviconmental justice.

Fs Canyou give an example of how the ligh-lech
indisstry has endangered the environment and
people’s working conditions, that is examples ol
environmenlkal infustico in the Silicon Valley/San
lose arsa and where It is most evident?

preasite The clectronics industry is a chemical
intensive industry, wihich means that ermaronmental
injustices are par lor he course, ralher Han
accidental occurrences or aberrations. [he chemicals
being used in this indusiry are inherently dangeros,
antd have been linked to & wide range of health
impairments that disproportionately affect immigrant
women and olher workers of colour, Thereis st
miach wiork 1o be doene in Silicon Valley to ensure
better, safer working and living conditions

5 There have been some efforts to clean up afler
pollution made by 1he high-ech indusing, What is
youn view an the Superfund programime?

DNFLSHP  There has been little progress inthis
regard. The Superfund programme itself has been
effectively dismanUed and de-fundid bry the Bush
rezpirrz Anvd the most toxic operations in Silicon Valley
have not been cleaned up; instead, the toxics hawi:
been shipped aliroad o places in Lalin Amcrica

ancl Asia, as the electronics industry globalises.




TWO TNTHRVIWS: HIGH TECH TMIVISTITI

F5 There are some arganisations working with the
issues you are dealing with in your book; Sificon
Waltley Toxics Coalition and the Basel Action Metwark,
Eo mention b, Can you gree examples on biow
prassroots organisations have shiped the agenda

or cantribulid o change?

DupLsHP  Grassroots organisations Mave not only
contributed to the socisl change agenda bur furmed
and led the movement. There wouldn'l be a story
without them. From the media campaigns thal first
exposed lhe emdronmental issues in the high-tech
industry ta the ongoing worker safety and leadership
l:r:djrlirlj:_l| programimis, |'n::-ri|rr||_,|r|i1_l,r organisations have
kept the issug in the public eye and lorced the
povernment and corporations to at least pay some
attention Lo environmental and worker hazards.

ks Whal are, inyour view, the most effective
strategies for change. and what would be the
mosl important steps in bettering conditions?

DNP/SHP  Socisl change in this fickd reguires
collaburalive transmativmal strategies. In 2002, (ho
Internaticnal Campaign for Responsible Technology
(ICRT} was launchad in San Jose. Thisis a solidarity
network comprised of activisls and scholars
supporting environmental justice and labour nghts
campaigns around the world where electronics
incustry clusters are found. As 3 result of legislative
and corporate campaigns, many states in the LIS,
the £, and companies like Hewlett-Fackard,
Compag, Dell and Apple have all sdopted more
environmentally friendly approaches o eloctronics
production and disposal as a direct result of the
pressure that the ICRT and its member groups
hawve applicd

F5. Sinco you have written the book, the industrial
production of computer parts is increasingly being
moved to Mexico and Asia. Can you talk about the
global perspective in this, because it seems that
when production moves. itis often to areas that
haven't gat environmenlal standards in place and
have liille or ne tradition of environmental activism?

140

RNFLSHP  [hese transnationzl movements of
produdclion e nol happenstance. Hazardous
technologies and toxic wasles from high-rech
produciion move to those countries with weak
environmental regifations, Bub as we noted earlier,
wie alten must look deeper to find resistance
practices, including envirenmental activism. Judging
by recent campaigns against the electronics, timber,
mining, plrolewm and hydropower industries, we
thirik it's safe tosay that Latin Amerca.and Asia both
have impressive environmental juslice movemen!
networks eperating within indigenous and working-
class communities. But even hese home-grown
movements mist reach out transnationally to create
d true global prassroots resislance force, and this
iswhy the ICRT and related global networks have
lormed in recenl years, Global problams require
global solutions.

I ASuperfursl sie moamy land in the United Staies that has

heen contaminated Ly burdins wasie and identified by

the bavirnnmental Protection Agency (B8 ) under the 1980

Comprehensie brvicmnental Response, Compensation

wiud Liability Act [CERCLA) a5 4 candishaie bor cloanup bermee

it peses 4 risk 1o puhlic health and the envessenes. There ars

28 Superfund sites in Silicie: Valley  the most concenirited
o5 in the LS. Manetern ol these sites wers
cortammsatedd Ly bigh tech firms in the Wl ring of
computor chips, which ised highly ioutic-chamicals me I”'"”E-
tehloroethyene, Froon, trchlormetbans and pohichiarinaled
Dipheryls (19 Ha) e §
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televisions and computers that could not be repared get deposited and burmed. @ Basel Action Metwark 2008
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