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ABSTRACT 
 
 

AWARENESS OF ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE ISSUES FOR LATINOS IN 
HUMBOLDT COUNTY, CALIFORNIA: 

A SURVEY OF ENVIRONMENTAL AND SOCIAL SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS 
 

Jessica E. Milz 
 
 

 
 Current research indicates that Hispanics in the United States, especially those 

who work in the agriculture, timber and natural resource industry, face many issues of 

economic, social and environmental justice. Such is the case in California, where 

Hispanics play an important role in the economic, social and political systems yet 

continue to struggle with issues of environmental racism and injustice on a daily basis. 

Environmental justice advocates have been very active in many parts of the state, 

especially in Southern California, which has had a large Hispanic population for many 

years. 

Historically, Humboldt County, California did not have a large Hispanic 

population, but times are changing. According to the County of Humboldt’s Community 

Development Services Division, there were already 6,945 Hispanics living in the County 

in 2000, and that number is expected to grow to 18,505 by 2040. In this thesis, I will 

demonstrate that there is little awareness by social and environmental organizations of the 

environmental justice issues that this growing population faces. 

For this thesis, I interviewed a number of select executive directors of social and 

environmental organizations throughout Humboldt County, using questions that probe 
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how each organization is or is not addressing the needs of the growing Hispanic 

population, especially in regard to issues of environmental justice. Additionally, I 

examined primary sources from these organizations, such as web sites, brochures and 

newsletters, for evidence of the organizations addressing needs of Hispanic workers in 

the County. 
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CHAPTER I - INTRODUCTION 

Current research indicates that Hispanics1 in the United States, especially those 

who work in the agriculture or timber natural resource industry, face many issues of 

economic, social and environmental justice (Hanson 2002; McCurdy et al. 2003; Palinkas 

& Arciniega 1999). Such is the case in California, where despite playing an important 

role in the economic, social and political systems, Hispanics continue to struggle with 

issues of environmental racism and injustice on a daily basis. Environmental justice 

advocates have been very active fighting for better working and living conditions for 

Hispanics in many parts of the state, especially in Southern California, which has had a 

growing Hispanic population for many years. 

Humboldt County, California is world-renowned as a hotbed of activity for the 

environmental movement, particularly because of clashes between Earth First and the 

area’s prominent logging industry. Located along the north coast of California, Humboldt 

County is an area geographically isolated from the rest of the country. The county is not, 

however, isolated from the environmental, social or economic problems and issues facing 

the rest of the United States.  

 I moved to Arcata for graduate school to study environmental justice in 

association with Hispanic communities. When I arrived, however, I was told repeatedly 

that there were simply no environmental justice problems in Humboldt County, least of 

                                                 
1 Throughout this thesis I use the terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” interchangeably. The United States 
Census Bureau defines “Hispanic” or “Latino” as “a person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, Central or 
South American, or other Spanish culture or origin regardless of race” (US Census Bureau 2007). 

1 
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all with the extremely small Hispanic population. I heard this opinion from coworkers, 

professors, and self-described environmentalists. One professor suggested that if I wanted 

to explore the subject of environmental justice, I would have to involve the Native 

American groups in the area or go somewhere else. 

Nevertheless, I soon began to notice that the Hispanic population is indeed 

present in Humboldt County, though perhaps not as visible as in Southern California. 

When I worked as a cashier at a local grocery story in Arcata I began to notice that I had 

at least three Hispanic customers per shift, sometimes more. I also made various visits to 

the Social Security office in Eureka and I observed that the waiting room was often filled 

with Hispanic clients, many of whom needed English translators. This led me to question 

whether the Hispanic population in Humboldt County has been overlooked and thereby 

rendered invisible and silenced. 

Humboldt County, California did not historically have a large Hispanic 

population. Times are changing, however. Indeed, Humboldt County has a small, but 

growing population of Hispanics. Many have migrated here from Mexico and other parts 

of Latin America for employment, just as they have in other places across California and 

the United States. A February 14, 2002, Eureka Times-Standard editorial piece 

acknowledged this fact, along with the notion that there is a lack of awareness and news 

coverage of the Hispanic community in Humboldt County (Eureka Times-Standard 

2002). The article notes that Hispanics make up roughly seven percent of the county’s 

population – approximately 7,000 people. The article also acknowledges the fact that the 

largely Mexican population here is marginalized, and to an extent, voiceless. And 
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according to the County of Humboldt’s Community Development Services Division, the 

Hispanic population of the County is expected to grow to 18,505 by 2040 (Humboldt 

County Department of Community Development 2003). 

These observations and comments drove me to further explore whether there are 

environmental injustice issues for Hispanics living and/or working in Humboldt County. 

This issue is of critical importance because though Humboldt County has an “eco-

friendly” reputation with many active environmental organizations, the above-mentioned 

article further questions whether the Hispanic population of the county is economically, 

socially and politically marginalized. 

In this thesis, I demonstrate that many social and environmental organizations in 

Humboldt County express little awareness of the environmental justice issues facing the 

county’s growing Hispanic population. I came to this conclusion after conducting and 

analyzing interviews with select executive directors of social and environmental 

organizations throughout Humboldt County. In these interviews, I probed how each 

organization is or is not addressing the needs of the growing Hispanic population, 

especially in regard to issues of environmental justice. Additionally, my conclusion is 

bolstered by my examinations of primary sources from these organizations, such as web 

sites, brochures and newsletters, for evidence of the organizations addressing needs of 

Hispanic workers in the county. 

I begin this thesis with a review of environmental justice and community 

development literature in Chapter II. In Chapter III, I provide background information 

about Hispanic demographics and environmental justice in California. I describe my 
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methods, which include semi-structured interviews and a review of primary resources, in 

Chapter IV. In Chapter V, I discuss the results of the interviews and primary resource 

review. Finally, in Chapter VI, I provide my observations and discussion of my results 

and make conclusions about my findings. 



 

CHAPTER II - LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review covers two main subject areas: environmental justice and 

community development. These concepts are important because they lay the groundwork 

for the interviews I conducted and primary resources I examined, and which are 

discussed in Chapter IV. In Chapters V and VI, I continue to utilize these concepts in my 

analysis and conclusions.  

The Environmental Justice Movement: A Response to Mainstream Environmentalism 

This section presents an account of the birth of and the concepts behind the 

environmental justice movement, which rose as a response to the mainstream 

environmental movement’s shortcomings.  

Early European settlers in what is now the United States saw humans not as part 

of nature, but as having dominion over nature, and therefore as key players in “saving” 

wilderness and nature (Gottlieb 1993). By the early 20th century, the campaign to save 

wilderness took a more solid shape, when white male preservationists and 

conservationists such as John Muir, Gifford Pinchot and Aldo Leopold inspired an early 

mainstream environmental movement that developed environmental policies aimed at 

resource management and protection (Gottlieb 1993). Continuing in that tradition, the 

post-World War II mainstream environmentalist movement continues to focus on policy 

and resource management. Efforts of mainstream environmentalists in the 1960s and 

1970s led to the creation of the US Environmental Protection Agency and gave the 

United States a strong set of environmental laws such as the Clean Air and Clean Water 

 5
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Acts. According to many environmental justice activists, however, the mainstream 

environmental movement has also fallen short of being an all-encompassing movement 

that addresses the needs of all Americans (Bullard 1994; di Chiro 1998).  

Beginning primarily with the civil rights and environmental health movements of 

the 1960s, many Americans began to speak out against and react to environmental 

inequities and problems. Rachel Carson’s seminal book Silent Spring in 1962 brought 

much-needed attention to urban and industrial environments, and helped people begin to 

redefine “nature” or the “environment” as inclusive of humans (Gottlieb 1993). At the 

same time, people of color protested government and industry-based abuses in their 

communities, addressing the fact that the abuses linked environmental health and race. As 

a result of these protests, landfills and pollution in African-American neighborhoods 

started to gain attention. In 1967, the death of an African-American girl who drowned at 

a garbage dump in her neighborhood prompted a protest at the University of Houston, 

which resulted in a large riot that pitted African-American students against police officers 

(Bullard 1994). In 1968, Martin Luther King, Jr. traveled to Memphis to support African-

American garbage workers who were striking for better working conditions (Bullard 

1994). And in 1979, homeowners in a mostly African-American neighborhood in 

Houston filed the county’s first lawsuit that charged a municipality with environmental 

discrimination, when the city located a municipal solid waste landfill in their community 

(Bullard 1994). 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the interconnections between race, poverty and 

health began to gain wider attention. According to Giovanna di Chiro, the term 
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environmental justice “first appeared sometime in the mid-1980s,” and therefore it is 

generally agreed that the formal environmental justice movement began at the same time 

(1998, 104). In 1982, a seminal incident in the history of the environmental justice 

movement occurred when African-American residents of Warren County, North Carolina 

protested and successfully prevented the siting of a hazardous waste landfill in their 

community (di Chiro 1998). Consequently, the U.S. General Accounting Office and the 

United Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice conducted studies that proved 

that the siting of hazardous waste sites was based on race, not income (Di Chiro 1996; 

Lester et al. 2001). This gave the environmental justice movement a nation-wide forum 

for an antitoxics campaign, and spread awareness of environmental racism. 

The environmental justice movement arose out of a collective sense of injustice, 

and has continued to gain momentum and evolve since the 1980s (Bullard 2005). In 

October of 1991, over 500 people attended the First National People of Color 

Environmental Leadership Summit. This was a turning point in the history of the 

movement because it was the first major cohesive gathering of national and international 

environmental justice practitioners. Over 650 grassroots leaders came together to build a 

broad foundation of environmental justice that was based not solely on an anti-toxics 

campaign, but also on “public health, worker safety, land use, transportation, housing, 

resource allocation, and community empowerment” (Bullard 2005, 20). As Robert 

Bullard writes, “The meeting also demonstrated that it is possible to build a multiracial 

grassroots movement around environmental and economic justice” (Bullard 2005, 20). Of 

special importance, the Summit also resulted in the creation of seventeen organizational 
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Principles of Environmental Justice. The conference and the principles “reinforced the 

national importance of the movement, expanded its scope beyond merely an antitoxics 

campaign…the underlying purpose being to protect the health of every community” 

(Lester et al. 2001, 31).  

 

Environmental Racism 

Grassroots environmental justice activists continue to challenge mainstream 

environmentalism by highlighting instances of social injustice, environmental 

discrimination and environmental racism. In fact, environmental racism has become a 

rallying cry for environmental justice activists. The term “environmental racism” was 

first coined in 1987 by Reverend Ben Chavis, former executive director of the United 

Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice. Chavis defines environmental racism as,  

racial discrimination in environmental policy-making and enforcement of 
regulations and laws, the deliberate targeting of communities of color for toxic 
waste facilities, the official sanctioning of the presence of life-threatening poisons 
and pollutants in communities of color, and the history of excluding people of 
color from leadership of the environmental movement. (Bullard 1994, xii)  
  

Environmental racism is especially important to environmental justice advocates because 

racism “renders some people and communities ‘invisible’ and vulnerable to 

environmental exploitation” (Bullard et al. 1997, 63). This invisibility and vulnerability 

lay the ground for further injustices to occur. 

Robert Bullard, a sociologist sometimes called the “father of environmental 

justice,” has written extensively about environmental justice and environmental racism. 
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His 1990 book Dumping in Dixie was the first to fully document the concept of 

environmental justice. Bullard points out that the two concepts of environmental justice 

and environmental racism are interlinked, but are not synonyms and “should not be used 

interchangeably…Environmental racism is only one form of environmental 

discrimination” (Bullard 1996, 497). Environmental racism in this context refers only to 

policy decisions, whereas environmental discrimination is much broader and goes beyond 

racism. I find this distinction useful because it is important to realize that environmental 

discrimination is not always based on race and can include marginalization in other areas 

of work, housing, organizational membership, etc. Environmental justice activists work 

on all areas of environmental discrimination, not just environmental racism. Different 

definitions of environmental justice are explored in next section below – “Definitions.” 

 

Definitions 

Environmental justice as a concept has grown from the early days of the 

environmental justice movement. Still, various definitions of the term environmental 

justice and environment abound. It is important to discuss various definitions because 

government, academics and activists tend to use different definitions for different 

purposes in the course of their work.  

The term environmental justice is malleable, and different definitions serve needs 

of different actors. Many state and federal agencies focus on the procedural and 

distributional aspects of the term in their definitions. For example, the United States 
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Environmental Protection Agency defines environmental justice as: 

the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, 
color, national origin, or income with respect to the development, implementation, 
and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies. (US EPA 2007) 

  
This is a procedural definition that harkens back to the antitoxic-movement roots of 

environmental justice. Environmental justice activists work more from a grassroots basis, 

and therefore their definition of environmental justice is much broader. In fact, 

environmental justice activists and practitioners eschew rigid definitions. As Dana Alston 

of the Public Welfare Foundation explains, environmental justice activists look at 

environmental justice as “an overall framework of social, racial and economic justice, 

and the environment is just one piece in a whole linkage” (cited in di Chiro 1998, 105). 

Additionally, the seventeen Principles of Environmental Justice created at the First 

National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit in 1991 lay out the 

framework for the grassroots concept of environmental justice (Bullard 2005). 

At the grassroots level, the definitions of environment and environmentalism also 

tend to be wide-ranging. Environmental justice activists continually bring issues of race, 

class, culture, and gender into a broad definition of “environmentalism,” instead of 

imposing procedural limits on the concept. Giovanna Di Chiro notes that “environmental 

justice activists define environment as ‘the place you work, the place you live, the place 

you play’” (1998, 105). This reinforces the notion that people are an integral part of the 

environment, whereas traditional mainstream environmentalists tend to see the 

environment as “green empty space – as ahistorical, classist and antiurban” (Sze 2002, 

165). 
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The term “environmental justice,” therefore, has great breadth and malleability. It 

can be viewed as holistic concept instead of as a rigid definition with a strict set of 

defined issues. As Ryan Holified states, “instead of assuming that claims about 

environmental justice refer to a universal, monolithic agenda, we should ask what the 

term means in different contexts” (2001, 82). Laura Pulido also addresses this viewpoint. 

She writes that “given the conditions in which marginalized communities find 

themselves, their point of entry into environmental concerns is usually framed by 

inequality and often related to access, production and distribution issues in intimate 

ways” (cited in Dobson 1998, 22). While environmental justice is a holistic movement in 

the sense that it can incorporate the experiences of many people and encompass a wide 

range of issues, it is also malleable and does not require participants to stick to one rigid, 

universal cause or definition. 

Economic, social and political marginalization is important in the discussion of 

environmental justice as a concept. Although toxics campaigns gave an early voice to the 

movement, environmental justice is not limited in its applications. Environmental justice 

today connects issues of poverty, marginalization and race with localized issues of 

environmental discrimination and other broader areas of social injustice.  

 

An Environmental Justice Paradigm 

 As I explored earlier, the mainstream environmental movement differs 

ideologically from the environment justice movement. Academic literature about 
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environmental justice has traditionally focused on “case studies, analyzing the spatial 

distribution of environmental hazards, and examining policy formulation” (Taylor 2000, 

508). However, since the late 1990s, academia has begun to discuss an “Environmental 

Justice Paradigm” (EJP) and explain how it differs substantially from the mainstream 

environmentalist paradigm. 

 As I reported earlier, conservation and preservation are the key building blocks of 

the mainstream environmental movement. Currently, “sustainability” has also become a 

key goal for the mainstream. Interestingly, the environmental justice movement has also 

begun to target issues such as “sprawl and smart growth, sustainability, and climate 

change” (Agyeman 2005, 12). This broader understanding has been called “just 

sustainability” and is being discussed in coordination with the EJP (Agyeman 2005; 

Taylor 2000). 

 Dorceta Taylor describes a paradigm as “a body of ideas, major assumptions, 

concepts, propositions, values, and goals of a substantive area that influences the way 

people view the world, conduct scientific inquiry, and accept theoretical formulations” 

(2000, 528). Taylor has written a large body of work about the Environmental Justice 

Paradigm (EJP). She describes the mainstream environmental movement’s paradigm as 

one based on “a blend of Romantic/Transcendentalism, pragmatic conservationism, and 

business environmentalism” (2000, 531). However, because of the vast differences 

between the histories and experiences of people of color from whites in the United States, 

the EJP is substantially different. Taylor writes that, “since the 17th century, people of 

color have been enslaved, pushed onto reservations, forcibly removed from their 

 



 13

territories, interned, or made to toil under harsh conditions (with limited opportunities for 

upward mobility)” (2000, 534). Consequently, environmental justice advocates clearly 

advocate their paradigm through the seventeen Principles of Environmental Justice 

created in at the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit in 

1991. The principles lay out a holistic foundation for the EJP, which is basically the idea 

that “human concerns and problems cannot be separated from environmental and social 

problems” (Taylor 2000, 557-8). Since environmental justice activists believe that 

environmental protection in the United States remains broken due to a system based on 

racial and economic privilege, the environmental justice movement is solution-oriented 

and seeks to fix that system (Bullard, John & Wright 1997). 

 

Community Development 

Since environmental justice advocates work towards building a more equal, fair 

and healthy community for all people, I am compelled to explore the idea of 

“community” and “community development.” There are many different definitions and 

theories of community, especially in the field of sociology. For many, the whole idea of 

“community” is complicated and elusive. Alex Marshall defines community as “the 

network of formal and informal relationships that binds people together” (2000, 189). 

Carl Moore defines community as “the means by which people live together” and adds 

that “communities enable people to protect themselves and to acquire the resources that 

provide for their needs” (1996, 30). Most definitions, however, recognize the fact that 
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community is something which people create for themselves. Lucy Lippard describes 

community as something “which can be a place or a feeling” (1997, 23). However, she 

also acknowledges that a sense of community can be denied to people and discusses the 

idea that there is such a thing as a “healthy” community that includes persons of all races, 

ages, preferences and backgrounds.  

These many definitions contain the ideas of communication and participation as 

essentials for building community across differences (race, class, culture, etc.). 

Consequently, if people in a town, city or county experience economic, social or political 

marginalization (or other issues of environmental justice) and are pushed to the fringes of 

society, it may difficult to create a just, healthy and meaningful sense of community.  

In order for real community to be achieved, the voice and participation of all 

community members must be included and their history remembered. Wallace Stegner 

writes that “no place is a place until things that have happened in it are remembered in 

history…” (1992, 201). It follows, then, that a true and representative historical account 

of all community members is vital to a healthy community. Moore also argues that 

“commitment to a community is likely to exist if there is a communal return, if people 

derive a sense of belonging, recognition, or acceptance from being part of the 

community” (1996, 30).  

Thus, groups that experience marginalization and racism must be integrated in all 

levels of community participation and decision-making in order to achieve real justice 

and healthy communities. Real community can only exist when people struggle with their 

differences, history, and other sources of separation in order to build a better future. 
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Therefore, community development has a direct link to the goals of the environmental 

justice movement. 

The concepts I covered in this literature review continue to play an important role 

in the rest of this thesis, as I discuss the potential of environmental injustices in one 

northern California area – Humboldt County. 



 

CHAPTER III – BACKGROUND  

Hispanic Demographics in California 

According to U.S. Census information, California’s population in 2006 was 

approximately 36.5 million (United States Census Bureau 2007). California’s Hispanic 

population is nearly 12.5 million people, roughly 35.2 percent of the state’s population 

(United States Census Bureau 2005). It is estimated that by the year 2015, between 15 

and 20 million Hispanics will be living in California and comprise its largest single 

ethnic/racial group (Clayson et al. 2001). In fact, Hispanics are already the largest 

minority in the United States (National Council of La Raza 2007). In California, the 

majority of Hispanics are of Mexican decent (National Council of La Raza 2007). 

While many Hispanics live in California’s cities, changing demographics of the 

Hispanic population is not solely an urban issue for California. Rural California is also 

experiencing a rising Hispanic population. Unfortunately, when the demographics of a 

community become increasingly ethnically Hispanic, the communities also experience 

changes in existing socioeconomic conditions. Allensworth and Rochin report that “rural 

areas (with growing Hispanic populations) are beginning to resemble inner-city areas 

segregated by ethnicity and extremes of poverty and wealth” (1998, 139). They add that 

places becoming more Hispanic are significantly more disadvantaged and are 

experiencing a rise in poverty levels and a decline in mean income and human capital 

levels. This emphasizes the fact that environmental justice is an issue in all parts of 
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California, not just big cities (like Los Angeles) or “big agriculture” zones (like the 

Imperial Valley).  

 

Humboldt County 

Humboldt County is located along the northern coast of California, about 250 

miles north of San Francisco. According to 2006 U.S. Census estimates, Humboldt 

County’s total population numbers 128,330. The largest ethnic group in the county is 

“White” at 87.5 percent, while “Hispanics” comprise 7.6 percent (U.S. Census Bureau 

2007). The ethnic composition of Humboldt County is given in Table A below.  

Like the rest of California, Humboldt County’s Hispanic population is, indeed, 

growing. Additionally, “Humboldt County follows the general state pattern because most 

of the Hispanic population is of Mexican descent” (Rivera-Mills 2000, 35). However, 

unlike many parts of California, Humboldt County is one of the few California counties 

that has seen a slow rise in its Hispanic population. In 1970, there were 2,465 Hispanics 

in the County. In 2000, the Hispanic population numbered 6,945, and that number is 

expected to increase to 18,505 by the year 2040 (Humboldt County Department of 

Community Development 2005). According to Santiago Cruz of El Heraldo newspaper 

and Jose Quezada of LatinoNet, many Hispanics live in the city of Fortuna in Humboldt 

County, and work in the agriculture, ranching and forestry industries. They also report 

that a large number of Latinos work in Arcata in Humboldt County, where they are 

employed at the Sun Valley bulb farm. Unfortunately, I am unable to find much 
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demographic or socio-economic data about Hispanics in Humboldt County. This is 

perhaps indicative of marginalization of the Hispanic population in the county. 

 

Environmental Justice and Hispanics in California 

Hispanic migrants in the United States have to deal with economic, social and 

political marginalization on a daily basis. Due largely to the efforts of Cesar Chavez, 

Dolores Huerta and the United Farm Workers of America (UFW), much research and 

documentation of these issues has been conducted for Hispanics living in California’s 

southern counties (United Farm Workers of America 2006). A large amount of this 

literature focuses on migrant Hispanic farm workers. California has the largest percentage 

of migrant Hispanic agricultural workers in the United States; out of approximately three 

million workers, California employs an estimated 700,000 (Hanson 2002).  

The agricultural industry plays a huge role in the national economy and in the 

lives of migrant Hispanics. California produces fifty percent of the nation’s vegetables 

and forty percent of its fruit, making this a $28 billion industry (Hanson 2002). Nearly all 

of California’s agriculture workers are foreign-born and most are from Mexico. Over 

ninety percent of the workers for this giant industry are Hispanic (Hanson 2002; 

Rosenberg et al. 1998). However, there is notable economic marginalization of these 

workers. Hispanics have extremely low annual incomes, earning between $7,500 and 

$9,999 per year (Hanson 2002). Most of these workers earn an average hourly wage of 

only $5.69 (Rosenberg et al. 1998). 
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The economics mentioned above impact other areas of Hispanic workers’ lives. 

With such low wages, many families need to employ their children in order to make a 

living. In fact, child labor is extremely common in the agricultural industry, even though 

it is very hazardous in nature. Since 1938, labor laws have permitted children as young as 

12 years old to work full-time in agriculture during school breaks (McCurdy 2002).  

Healthcare has also become a large area of injustice regarding agricultural 

workers. Many agricultural employers provide no health insurance benefits to their 

workers (Palinkas & Arciniega 1999). Unfortunately, the injury and illness reports 

associated with agricultural work are startling. The physical nature of farm work and use 

of heavy machinery leads to many bodily injuries. Additionally, continuous exposure to 

pesticides and other agriculture chemicals lead to many health problems. In 2001, the 

American Journal of Industrial Medicine reported that Hispanic agricultural workers 

experience 59 percent more cases of leukemia, 69 percent more cases of stomach cancer, 

and higher rates of skin and brain cancers than other Hispanics in California (Mills and 

Kwong 2001). The study also reported that agricultural workers are diagnosed at much 

later stages than other Hispanics in California, perhaps due to the lack of available 

healthcare and education (Hanson 2002). Additionally, Palinkas and Arciniega report that 

“Latino migrant and seasonal agriculture workers disproportionately suffer from 

dermatitis, respiratory conditions, and pregnancy complications” (1999, 27).  

The economic and social marginalization of the California’s Hispanic population 

is also well-documented. For example, throughout California many Hispanics do not seek 

healthcare due to cultural and language barriers (Hanson 2002). Additionally, Hispanic 
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populations in California appear to be educationally disadvantaged. There is no 

relationship between growth in Hispanic populations and growth in percentages of 

college graduates in a community (Allensworth and Rochin 1998). There is also a great 

lack of Hispanic student representation in the University of California system. This is 

disquieting considering that the median age of Hispanics in California is 26 years (Garcia 

and Figueroa 2002). 

Again, while this information is readily available for many areas of California, I 

could find no readily available information regarding Hispanics in Humboldt County. 

This fact limited the scope of this thesis, and points to not only potential marginalization 

of the Hispanic population in Humboldt County, but also to the possibility that Hispanics 

in the county are rendered invisible. 
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Table A: Ethnic Composition of Humboldt County in 2005 

Ethnic Background Number Percent 
White 104,691 84.4 
Black 369 0.3 
American Indian 5,442 4.4 
Asian 2,778 2.2 
Native Hawaiian and other 
Pacific Islander 

60 0 

Hispanic 9,392 7.6 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2007 

 



 

CHAPTER IV – METHODS 

For this thesis I designed a survey of environmental and social organizations, 

utilizing semi-structured interviews and a review of primary resources. I felt that this 

design offered me a great amount of flexibility. Semi-structured interviews “have specific 

objectives, but the interviewer would be permitted some freedom in meeting them. The 

scope of the interview would be limited to certain subtopics, and key questions probably 

would be developed in advance” (Singleton & Straits 1999, 242). The review of primary 

resources, conducted both before and after interviews, would give me a deeper 

understanding of each organization, and give me some reference materials to refer to 

instead of relying solely on interview results. 

I chose a survey interview method for this thesis primarily because this research is 

preliminary and broad in scope. My goal was a get a broad picture of whether Latinos in 

Humboldt County are dealing with issues of environmental justice, and I felt it would be 

ethically inappropriate to contact migrant Latino workers or other Latino residents of the 

county and pry into their personal lives since I would not have sufficient time to develop 

personal, trusting relationships with people. Both Berg and Singleton & Straits stress the 

importance of the ethical responsibilities of researchers. As Berg points out, “with 

qualitative research…the relationship between researcher and subject is frequently an 

ongoing and evolving one. Doing qualitative research with subjects is more like being 

permitted to observe or take part in the lives of these subjects” (Berg 2004, 52). Personal 

interviews with migrant workers in the county are more appropriate for a longer, in-depth 
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study, and should be conducted by a researcher who has ample time to get to know the 

subjects and develop long-term relationships with them. Also, personal interviews would 

be especially inappropriate in this circumstance if big-picture evidence indicated that 

Latinos are not experiencing environmental injustice.  

Therefore, I chose instead to speak to representatives from environmental and 

social organizations in an effort to get a big-picture overview of current issues. These 

organizations work closely with people in Humboldt County’s environmental 

community, have a long history of working in the area, and can serve as a starting point 

for further, more in-depth research. Also, ethically, I felt comfortable interviewing people 

about their jobs and professional opinions. 

After deciding on the survey format, the next step I took was to identify 

organizations that had the potential to deal with the environmental field, the agricultural 

or natural resource industry, and/or Hispanics in Humboldt County. Environmental 

organizations and Spanish-language social service organizations are two types of 

organizations that had this potential. In addition to reviewing lists of local environmental 

and social service organizations on the internet, in the phone book and in local 

newspapers, I took suggestions from various professors and students at Humboldt State 

University. I compiled a list of thirteen organizations, and then contacted each for an 

interview with the executive director. The following is the list of the thirteen 

organizations I contacted and for which I reviewed primary resources, such as web sites, 

publications and newsletters: 

• Alliance of Forest Workers and Harvesters; 
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• Californians for Alternatives to Toxics; 

• California Indian Basketweavers Association;2 

• Environmental Protection Information Center; 

• El Heraldo newspaper; 

• Humboldt County Human Rights Commission; 

• LatinoNet; 

• National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, local office; 

• Northcoast Environmental Center; 

• Redwood Alliance; 

• Redwood Community Action Agency; 

• Redwood Peace and Justice Center; and 

• Seventh Generation Fund. 

 

Interviews 

Of the organizations contacted, representatives from three declined to answer 

interview questions based on their opinion that they do not deal with environmental 

justice and/or migrant Latino workers. Table B on page 26 lists the six groups that 

responded positively to my request for an interview, and the name and position of each 

person who granted me an in-depth, in-person interview. In some cases, the executive 

                                                 
2 I included California Indian Basketweavers Association in my survey because interviewees from four 
other organizations recommended I speak to them because they often deal with environmental justice for 
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director was not available, and I was given an alternative contact. 

Additionally, representatives from four organizations agreed to less in-depth and 

shorter interviews by telephone. These organizations and the name and position of each 

interview subject are listed in the Table C on page 26. 

 
Native Americans in Humboldt County. 
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Table B: Organizations That Granted In-Depth, In-Person Interviews 

Organization Name 
 

Contact Name and Title 

Alliance of Forest Workers and Harvesters Denise Smith 
Coordinating Director 

Californians for Alternatives to Toxics Patty Clary 
Executive Director 

Environmental Protection Information 
Center 

Josh Brown  
Employee 

El Heraldo newspaper Santiago Cruz 
Owner and Editor 

LatinoNet Jose Quezada 
Representative 

Northcoast Environmental Center Tim McKay 
Executive Director 

 

Table C: Organizations That Granted Less In-Depth, Phone Interviews 

Organization Name 
 

Contact Name and Title 

California Indian Basketweavers 
Association 

Jennifer Kalt 
Member 

National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People (local office) 

AV Powell 
Employee 

Redwood Alliance Michael Welch 
Member 

Redwood Peace and Justice Center Eric [no last name given] 
Volunteer 
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Interview Questions 

All ten responding organizations were asked a set of ten basic interview 

questions, in Table D below. While I had the ten key questions written beforehand, I also 

wanted each interview to flow naturally, and each interviewee to expand on any topic 

they felt necessary. Following a semi-structured design methodology, I created this set of 

questions to begin with a broad overview of issues that each organization works on and 

then narrowed the questions to specific issues about Latinos and environmental justice in 

Humboldt County. Questions 1 and 2 are “throw-away” questions, designed so I could 

break the ice and develop rapport with the interviewees (Berg 2004, 86). Questions 3, 4, 

5 and 6 are my “essential” questions, which were the “central focus” of my thesis (Berg 

2004, 85-86). Questions 7, 8, 9 and 10 were designed as my “probing” questions, which 

were intended to “draw out more complete stories” from the interviewees (Berg 2004, 

86).  

The answers to these questions are discussed throughout Chapters IV and V of 

this thesis. The questions were designed to investigate what experience each organization 

has had with Hispanics (particularly Latino migrant workers) in Humboldt County, and to 

discover whether each organization was meeting the needs of a growing Hispanic 

population in the county. 

 

 



 28

Table D: Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

Interview Questions 
1. Please put your mission/vision in your own words. 
 
2. Please give me an overview of your organization. Include: 

a. main problems you target 
b. population served  
c. geographic area of focus 

 
3. How does your organization define the concepts of environmental justice and 

environmental racism? 
 
4. Does your organization address issues of environmental racism or environmental 

justice? (If so, how many of your programs deal specifically with environmental 
justice issues?) 

 
5. Does your organization feel that Latinos in Humboldt County face environmental 

racism? Cope with issues of environmental justice?  
a. If yes, what are the main issues? 
b. If yes, have you noticed any patterns that relate to gender, economic or social 
class, age, etc.? 

 
6. Is your organization addressing these issues? In what ways? Would you consider 

these direct or indirect?  
 
7. Is any of your funding related to environmental justice and/or environmental racism? 
 
8. What progress, inroads, etc. has your organization made? Explain. Could you supply 

me with any statistics, maps, press releases, etc? 
 
9. What are the pitfalls, challenges, obstacles to your programs with regards to this 

specific issue/s? 
a. Please identify any adversarial and supportive relations that this org has with 

other orgs, city/state/national govt. and so fourth.  
 
10. Do you have suggestions of other organizations I should interview? 
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Primary Resources 

For each of the ten organizations that agreed to be interviewed, whether in person 

or over the telephone, I reviewed primary resources such as web sites, newsletters and 

other published information for any evidence of work with Latinos or environmental 

justice in Humboldt County. This review gave me a better understanding of each 

organization’s goals, issues and audience. 

Mission statements 

I specifically searched for each organization’s mission statement and reviewed it 

thoroughly. I contend that mission statements would be important to examine because 

they give a cohesive concept of the focus (i.e., mission) of an organization. According to 

the Center for Business Planning, a mission statement is “a clear and succinct 

representation of the enterprise’s purpose for existence” (Center for Business Planning 

2007). Accordingly, if an organization dealt with Latinos or environmental justice, this 

should be apparent in its mission statement.  

Each organization’s official mission statement and its source are listed in the 

Table E below. I used “content analysis” to analyze each organization’s mission 

statement, which is a typical analytical method of analyzing text as data (Berg 2004). 

Specially, I looked for instances of the terms “environmental justice” or “environmental 

racism,” or for any language similar in context to these terms. I also looked for the terms 

“Hispanic” or “Latino.” 
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Table E: Organizational Mission Statements 

Organization Official Mission Statement 
Alliance of Forest 
Workers and 
Harvesters 
 

Source: Newsletter 
 
The Alliance of Forest Workers and Harvesters is a multicultural 
organization promoting social, environmental, and economic 
justice. We exist to: share and provide information and education; 
encourage participation in decision-making processes that affect 
our lives; be mutually supportive and respectful of forest workers’ 
and harvesters’ cultures, communities, and individuals, and foster 
communication among all; promote the understanding of each 
others’ struggles and issues through the Pacific West. 
 

Californians for 
Alternatives to 
Toxics 
 

Source: Newsletter 
 
Founded in 1982, Californians for Alternatives to Toxics is a 
clearinghouse for information and strategic action regarding 
pesticides and other hazardous chemicals and promotes 
alternatives to their use. CATs works to bring solutions to toxic 
conditions occurring in northern California with actions that 
benefit people here and around the world. 
 
Source: Web site (www.alternatives2toxics.org/) 
 
Californians for Alternatives to Toxics (CATs) was founded in 
1982 by community groups from throughout northern California 
who wanted a regional resource center for information and action 
about hazardous chemicals, especially pesticides, and for 
promotion of organically produced products. 
 
Our mission therefore is to enable our members and the public to 
gain control over pesticides and other toxic chemicals within the 
environment of California in ways that will benefit people around 
the world. Over the past 23 years, CATs has been successful in 
fulfilling this important organizational mission.  
 
CATs currently works on pesticide issues in the following areas: 
forests & public lands, wildlife, agriculture, schools & public 
places, and home & garden. Watershed projects fall under the 
public lands program area. 
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Californians for Alternatives to Toxics seeks to realize a world in 
which the health and well being of people and the environment 
are not at risk from exposure to pesticides and other chemicals. 
We envision a society in which organic and other non-toxic 
commodities are the standard. 
 
This vision includes jobs free of exposure to pesticides, healthy 
non-toxic homes, and pesticide free schools and public places. 
This vision includes clean water, air, and soil to benefit wildlife 
and people now and in generations to come. 
 

Environmental 
Protection 
Information Center 
 

Source: Web site (www.wildcalifornia.org/) 
 
The Environmental Protection Information Center was formed by 
community activists more than 26 years ago, and works to protect 
and restore ancient forests, watersheds, coastal estuaries, and 
native species throughout Northwest California. EPIC uses an 
integrated, science-based approach, combining public education, 
citizen advocacy, and strategic litigation. 
 

El Heraldo 
Newspaper 
 

Not available 

LatinoNet 
 

Source: Brochure (LatinoNet: Latino Community Provider 
Network) 
 
The mission of LatinoNet is to improve the quality of life for 
Spanish-speaking families on the North Coast. 
 
 

Northcoast 
Environmental 
Center 
 

Source: Web site (www.yournec/org) 
 
To promote understanding of the relations between people and the 
biosphere and to conserve, protect and celebrate terrestrial, 
aquatic and marine ecosystems of northern California and 
southern Oregon. 
 

California Indian 
Basketweavers 
Association 
 

Source: Web site (www.ciba.org/) 
 
CIBA’s mission is to preserve, promote, and perpetuate California 
Indian basketweaving traditions while providing a healthy 
physical, social, spiritual, and economic environment for 
basketweavers. We work to create a functioning network of 
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basketweavers who support one another in their gathering and 
weaving activities, and who pass their tradition to the next 
generation. 
 

NAACP 
 

Source: Web site (www.naacp.org/) 
 
The mission of the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People is to ensure the political, educational, social, and 
economic equality of rights of all persons and to eliminate racial 
hatred and racial discrimination. 
 

Redwood Alliance 
 

Source: Web site (www.redwoodalliance.org/) 
 
The Redwood Alliance is a community-based social and 
environmental organization whose main focus is advocacy and 
education to promote safe and efficient energy use and 
development. 
 

Redwood Peace and 
Justice Center 
 

Source: Web site (www.rpjc.net/) 
 
The Redwood Peace and Justice Center is a nonprofit community 
project which provides a resource network and physical space to 
empower local organizations and individuals committed to 
education and action in human rights, social justice, and 
nonviolence. 
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“Latinos” and “Environmental Justice” 

 I reviewed primary resources such as web sites, newsletters and handouts from 

each organization for information about Latinos in Humboldt County, for information 

directed to Latino residents of Humboldt County and for any instances of the terms 

“environmental justice” or environmental racism.” For each organization, I read as many 

documents as were available to me. During each interview I asked each interviewee for 

copies of brochures and handouts. For AFWH, CATs, El Heraldo and NEC, I read at 

least one year’s worth of newsletters (2003-2005 issues). Again, I used “content analysis” 

for the documents, which is recommended for qualitative research (Berg 2004). My 

results are listed in the Table F on page 34. 
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Table F: Instances of the Terms “Environmental Justice” and “Environmental Racism” in 
Primary Resources 

Organization Pertinent Information 
Alliance of Forest Workers and 
Harvesters (AFWH) 
 

AFWH’s mission statement includes the term 
“environmental justice.” The mission statement, 
and therefore the term “environmental justice” is 
printed on the front of each AFWH newsletter and 
on all brochures and handouts. AFWH also has 
brochures and information printed in Spanish. 
 

Californians for Alternatives to 
Toxics (CATs) 
 

I found no information about Latinos or 
environmental justice in CATs’ 2004 published 
reports, Spring 2005 newsletter (The Drift) or on 
CATs’ web site. 
 

Environmental Protection 
Information Center (EPIC) 

I found no information about Latinos or 
environmental justice in EPIC’s 2003 through 
2005 newsletters (Wild California) or on EPIC’s 
web site. 
 

El Heraldo Newspaper 
 

El Heraldo newspaper is a Spanish-language 
newspaper specifically intended for Latino 
residents of Humboldt County. All information is 
printed in Spanish. In issues from 2003 to 2005 I 
found no instances of the terms “environmental 
justice” or “environmental racism.” 
 

LatinoNet 
 

I found one English/Spanish brochure for 
LatinoNet. It is specifically designed for Spanish-
speaking families on the North Coast, and lists 
contact information for meeting times. It does not 
mention environmental justice. 
 

Northcoast Environmental Center 
(NEC) 

I found no information about Latinos or 
environmental justice in NEC’s 2004 and 2005 
newsletters (ECONEWS) or on NEC’s web site. 
 
At the NEC office I did find a pamphlet from 
another group with information about poisonous 
chemicals and the health of Hispanic workers at 
Sun Valley Floral Farms. 
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California Indian Basketweavers 
Association (CIBA) 
 

CIBA has information about environmental justice 
on their web site, on the About CIBA page 
(www.ciba.org/aboutciba.html). However, this 
information relates only to Native tribes in 
Humboldt. There is no information about Latinos 
on their web site. I found no other primary sources 
for CIBA. 
 

NAACP 
 

The NAACP does not list environmental justice as 
one of their goals on their web site. I found no 
Humboldt County-specific information sources. 
 

Redwood Alliance (RA) 
 

I found no information about Latinos or 
environmental justice on RA’s web site. I found no 
other primary sources for RA. 
 

Redwood Peace and Justice Center 
(RPJC) 

I found no information about Latinos or 
environmental justice on RPJC’s web site. I found 
no other primary sources for RPJC. 
 

 



 

CHAPTER V – INTERVIEW RESULTS 

 In this chapter, I report the key results I obtained from the interviews, which 

suggest that organizations in Humboldt County, with the exception of AFWH and 

LatinoNet, are not addressing the needs of a growing Hispanic population in Humboldt 

County. In Chapter VI, I will analyze and discuss these results. 

 

Organizational Missions and Overview 

Each respondent was asked to put their mission and vision into their own words 

and to give a brief overview of the organization, including the main problems targeted 

and the population being served. This question was designed to give me a broad overview 

of each organization and, possibly, some of the main social and environmental problems 

facing Humboldt County residents. It would also give me a sense of which organizations 

work with Latinos and identify and/or address issues of environmental justice.  

Central issues 

Forestry issues are central to five of the organizations working in Humboldt 

County: Northcoast Environmental Center (NEC), Environmental Protection Information 

Center (EPIC), California for Alternatives to Toxic Substances (CATs), California Indian 

Basketweavers Association (CIBA) and the Alliance of Forest Workers and Harvesters 

(AFWH). Redwood Alliance focuses on energy-related issues; specifically renewable 
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energy and energy efficiency. The NAACP deals only with racial discrimination issues, 

mainly in the arena of housing. The Redwood Peace and Justice Center (RPJC) focuses 

on issues of human, rights, social justice and nonviolence. LatinoNet is organized around 

child and family issues for Latinos in Humboldt County. 

Environmental justice 

Only one organization, AFWH, uses the term “environmental justice” in their 

official mission statement. They explicitly use the terms “environmental, social and 

economic justice.” Denise Smith also added that AFWH “believes ecosystem balance is 

built from the ground up.” 

Two organizations, NEC and CATs, use the concept of environmental justice, but 

not the exact term. Patty Clary of CATs said that environmental justice is “part of the 

standard that we apply in our view of things.” 

It should also be noted that RPJC responded that their mission doesn’t specifically 

address environmental justice, but addresses issues of “social justice and human rights.”  

Environmental racism 

None of the organizations use the term “environmental racism” in their mission 

statement. Only one organization, the NAACP, specifically addresses issues of racism in 

Humboldt County. A.V. Powell from the NAACP stated that they mostly deal with 

housing issues and racism, not the environment per say.  
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Latinos 

Three organizations specifically identify Latino migrant workers as at least part of 

their target population. Santiago Cruz and Jose Quezada stated that El Heraldo and 

LatinoNet, respectively, are groups whose target audience is native Spanish-speakers. 

Jose Quezada from LatinoNet said that his organization strives to improve the quality of 

life for Latino families in Humboldt County. AFWH is a multicultural organization that 

specifically works with Latino workers. Interestingly, they are the only group who 

defines their mission as having a multicultural focus.  

These three organizations are also the only ones that employ Latinos. AFWH has 

outreach workers and trainers that are Latino. Patty Clary of CATs mentioned that she 

would love to hire a bilingual employee, but has not had enough funding to do so. 

“Environmental” organizations 

 One of the most interesting discoveries I made was that several organizations are 

careful to self-define specifically as not being “environmental” organizations, though 

they work on issues related to the natural environment. Patty Clary defines CATs as “a 

public interest membership organization whose members are concerned about preserving 

the environment. Not an environmental group, per say.” Denise Smith of AFWH made a 

strong point of telling me that her organization is not an environmental organization. She 

stated, “We are a workers’ organization. Not an environmental organization.” 

 Smith was so adamant about this point that we ended up having a lengthy 

discussion about the distinction between being a workers’ group and an environmental 
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group. Clearly, AFWH works directly on issues in the natural environment with forest 

workers and harvesters, but they have had bad interactions and experiences with 

environmental groups. As Smith stated,  

 For workers, there’s a lot of animosity with the environmentalist 
movement. Because as you go to Washington DC and you work with 
environmentalists… a lot of times, like I said, they’ll pick on the workers. Like 
loggers are bad because they’re logging the old growth. Well, there’s a lot of 
people who do thinning who feel really personally insulted by that and insulted by 
the extreme environmentalist groups who go out and try to stop logging from 
happening, stop people from doing their work… somebody gets killed, the logger 
is blamed, instead of looking at the bigger issues. To me, I am an 
environmentalist. In this organization, we don’t consider ourselves an 
environmental organization, we consider ourselves a workers organization. So 
there is a difference, but each one of us is an individual. We have our own takes 
on how that works… But we promote ourselves as a workers organization, which 
is often more talking about labor. But we talk about environmental issues because 
we’re hands on the land, we’re the ones being affected by all the stuff going on. 
 
Additionally, Santiago Cruz reported that El Heraldo “very seldom talks about the 

environment.” If they do, it is mostly about pesticide and worker safety at a local flower 

bulb farm. 

 

Definition of “Environmental Justice” 

As I discussed in Chapter II, there are many different definitions of the term 

“environmental justice.” Each respondent was asked if their organization uses a specific 

definition in their work. Nearly every organization replied no, including NEC, EPIC, 

CATs, El Heraldo and Redwood Alliance. EPIC added that they keep environmental 

justice “in mind” while doing work. Patty Clary of CATs said that if they needed to use a 
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specific definition they would “defer to our colleagues at the Center for Race, Poverty 

and Environment.”3  

Only one organization, AFWH, offered a definition. Denise Smith stated that to 

AFWH, environmental justice “has to do with a sustainable environment, sustainable 

work, and sustainable health of the environment and the people who do the work…and 

stresses the importance of supporting workers, not bashing them.” 

 

Humboldt County 

Each respondent was asked if they noticed evidence of environmental injustice or 

environmental racism against any race in Humboldt County. This question drew a wide 

array of responses. NEC responded that yes, they see environmental racism in association 

with the tribes in the county. EPIC’s response was a “maybe.” CATs responded yes, 

especially with herbicide spraying at floral bulb farms. El Heraldo answered a definitive 

no.  

I then asked each respondent if they thought Latinos in particular faced issues of 

environmental injustice or racism in Humboldt County. Again, this answer received a 

wide array of responses. NEC and El Heraldo answered no. Santiago Cruz stated, 

If there is any, I am not aware of it. Because I navigate and I lead in another level 
of support for the immigrant families. I am not familiar with any racism due to the 
fact of what like you’re saying. In my experience, racism or discrimination in 
Humboldt County is very minimum. And often what we might describe as a 
racism or discrimination, it’s probably the expression of differences that we have 

                                                 
3 The Center for Race, Poverty and the Environment has offices in San Francisco and Delano, California. 
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culturally. 
 
In addition, NEC added that the Latino community is not prominent in Humboldt 

County, and that they are “not sure if there are even Hispanic workers on Humboldt 

County farms.” Similarly, Redwood Alliance responded by saying, “No, there is no 

physical Latino community as far as I know.”  

Only LatinoNet, CATs and AFWH responded with a definitive affirmative 

answer. Jose Quezada with LatinoNet identified transportation and housing as big issues 

for Humboldt County Latinos, and that he senses a lot of “closet racism” in the county. 

Patty Clary of CATs noted that she does know of environmental justice problems for 

Latinos in Humboldt County, especially with those working in herbicide application. She 

stated that: 

People who tell you there are no problems prove the blindness and denial that is 
in our community…These people have no protection. There is no CRLA, there is 
no UFW. There is no protection from any government agency. That’s your big 
environmental justice story…There are serious, serious problems going on here. 
 
Denise Smith with AFWH also responded that racism exists in Humboldt County. 

Smith stated: 

We see racism. I mean everybody sees racism. You’re working in the woods, 
there’s all these cultures are out there. Everybody has experiences. Many people 
have good experiences, many people have bad experiences, many people have 
both. 

 
 

Addressing Environmental Justice in Humboldt County 

If the respondents answered that they saw issues of environmental justice in 
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Humboldt County, they were then asked if their organization specifically addressed these 

issues. If they do, they were asked about which funding programs supported this work. 

EPIC, NEC and Redwood Alliance do not address issues of environmental justice, 

but replied that they would if they discovered any issues. Patty Clary of CATs responded 

that she would like to be able to address these issues for the Latino community, but 

because of a lack of funding, she has not been able to hire any bilingual employees. 

Only LatinoNet and AFWH replied that they are directly addressing 

environmental justice issues in Humboldt County. LatinoNet is just starting to address the 

issue, according to Jose Quezada, and will continue to address many environmental 

health issues in their upcoming meetings. AFWH also directly addresses environmental 

justice and directly works with forest workers and harvesters to address these issues. 

Additionally, AFWH received funding for much of this work from the Ford Foundation’s 

Community Based Forestry program. 

 

Progress and Pitfalls 

 At the conclusion of each interview, I asked each respondent to name the major 

progress that their organization has achieved and the pitfalls that their organization has 

faced, especially in terms of working with Latinos and environmental justice in 

Humboldt County. 

 Santiago Cruz of El Heraldo said they have made progress “educating the public 

about immigrant issues.” Denise Smith of AFWH said they have had progress promoting 
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awareness of issues for forest harvesters, and that consequently there has been less 

violence in the field. She also has had success bringing forest harvesting issues to 

Washington, DC. Smith also named other organizations as being helpful to the AFWH, 

especially groups that work with Native American tribes and issues. 

 In response to naming barriers or pitfalls of their organizations, there was a wide 

array of answers. Patty Clary of NEC noted that the language barrier is her organization’s 

biggest barrier to success with Latinos. LatinoNet named the disconnect between 

Humboldt State University and the larger Humboldt County community. Redwood 

Alliance felt that they have no pitfalls or barriers. Finally, Denise Smith of AFWH said 

that the major barriers that they face are larger issues of racism, sexism and classism. 

 In summary, the responses I received were extremely varied and covered a 

spectrum of viewpoints and organizational objectives. However, it is obvious to me that 

most organizations that I interview are not aware of the issues facing Hispanics in 

Humboldt County, and therefore are not addressing this growing population’s needs. I 

analyze my observations and make conclusions in the following chapter. 

 



 

CHAPTER VI - ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION 

 There were many surprising parts of my research, and a lot of disagreement and 

contradicting opinions from my interview subjects about environmental justice and 

Latinos in Humboldt County, which I will discuss in this chapter. Overall, I feel that a 

majority of the organizations I interviewed and talked to are not addressing the needs of a 

growing Latino population in the county. 

 

A Latino community and environmental justice 

Perhaps the most surprising result of my research was the fact that there seems to 

be a great deal of disagreement about whether there is a Latino community in Humboldt 

County, and consequently if those Latinos face issues of environmental justice. I spoke 

with several people who did not want to discuss these questions or felt they were not an 

authority on the issue, and therefore did not want to be interviewed for this thesis. The 

people I did interview had opinions that directly contradicted each other. For example, 

Santiago Cruz believes that while there is a Hispanic community in the county, it does 

not face any issues of environmental justice, and this directly contradicts information 

from Denise Smith, Patty Clary and Jose Quezada, who stated that there are definitely 

issues of environmental justice for Latinos in Humboldt County. Tim McKay from EPIC 

went so far as to say that there is not even a Latino community as far as he was aware. 

In my literature review in Chapter II, I discuss the idea that if people in a county 

experience economic, social or political marginalization (or other issues of environmental 
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justice) and are pushed to the fringes of society, it is difficult to create a just, meaningful 

and health sense of community. The fact that there are differences of opinion about 

whether a Latino community even exists in Humboldt County signals that Hispanics can 

not be made a part of the larger county community. Without recognition by a majority of 

citizens in the county, voices of Hispanic residents can not be heard, and thus can not be 

made part of the overall community. The community that does exist is rendering some 

members of the larger community invisible, and therefore that “community” is not all-

encompassing and therefore not just, meaningful or healthy.  

Going further, if the Hispanic residents are indeed experiencing issues of 

marginalization and environmental justice (which Denise Smith, Patty Clary and Jose 

Quezada have said is true), then it follows that building a just, meaningful and healthy 

community with Hispanics will be extremely difficult, if not impossible, unless these 

issues are addressed. 

 

Environmental justice and organizational definitions 

I was also surprised that there is only one organization in Humboldt County that 

includes environmental justice as part of its mission and goals, the Alliance of Forest 

Workers and Harvesters (AFWH). Humboldt County is known for being very liberal and 

social-equity minded. I expected more organizations to use the term in their literature or 

on their web sites, even if it was not contained in their mission statements.  

Like many groups associated with the environmental justice movement, AFWH is 

careful not to define itself as an “environmental organization,” but rather a worker’s 
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organization. Likewise, Citizens for Alternatives to Toxic Substances (CATs) also 

eschews being called an environmental organization. This is not a distinct Humboldt 

County or Northern California situation. Like many other practitioners of environmental 

justice around the country and the world, AFWH has more of a combative relationship 

with traditional environmentalists who traditionally separate the concepts of people and 

nature, especially when lobbying in Washington, D.C. 

AFWH is the organization that I would argue best utilizes Giovanna di Chiro’s 

description of the environment as “the place you live, the place you work, the place you 

play,” followed closely by CATs. Both groups’ work is closely aligned with the 

Environmental Justice Paradigm (EJP) I described in Chapter II of this thesis. The EJP is 

based on the idea that “human concerns and problems cannot be separated from 

environmental and social problems” (Taylor 2000, 557-8). Both groups’ work directly 

ties together humans with environment and social, economic and environmental issues. 

So while it interesting that both AFWH and CATs separate themselves from traditional 

environmental groups, it is also interesting that they do not align themselves with the 

environmental justice movement, preferring instead to stay away from either definition. 

Through my interviews and content analysis of primary resources, I consider the 

following organizations to incorporate elements of mainstream environmentalism in their 

missions: 

• Environmental Protection Information Center; 

• Northcoast Environmental Center; and 

• Redwood Alliance. 
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I consider these groups to have mainstream environmental elements because their 

missions fit in with the focus of mainstream environmental groups as I discussed in my 

literature review in Chapter II. Mainstream environmental groups in the United States 

focus on resource management and protection, and these three groups definitely deal 

mainly with preservation and conservation of “wilderness” in Humboldt County.4 They 

also seem to be less aware of the Latino community in the county, and of environmental 

justice issues faced by that community, and their representatives do not consider 

themselves to be at all aligned with the environmental justice movement.  

Even though I found these groups to contain elements of mainstream 

environmental organizations, I also discovered that I find it very difficult to put 

organizations into rigid categories. It is always possible for organizations to have 

multiple missions and goals, and to cross organizational categorization. For example, 

while AFWH has environmental justice as an organization, they do not rigidly define 

themselves as solely an environmental justice organization. And while groups may 

contain elements of mainstream environmentalism, they may contain elements of other 

types of organizations as well. 

 

Multicultural work 

AFWH stands out among the other organizations I interviewed because it is really 

the only truly multicultural organization. Denise Smith stated that they have Anglos, 

Asians, Latinos and Native Americans all working together to improve the lives and 

                                                 
4 The mission statements of these three organizations are listed in the table on pages 30-32 of this thesis. 
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working environments of forest workers and harvesters. Again, this aligns well with the 

Environmental Justice Paradigm and the seventeen Principles of Environmental Justice, 

which are based on the belief that all races and cultures must work together in order to 

achieve true justice.  

Multicultural work also harkens back to the community literature I discussed in 

Chapter II, and earlier in this analysis. A true, just and healthy community will embrace 

all residents of a county, and by doing multicultural work, AFWH is meeting this 

prerequisite of community-building. 

AFWH, El Heraldo and LatinoNet are distinct in that they are the only groups 

who actually employ Latino staff. However, it is interesting to note here that Santiago 

Cruz believes that Latinos do not face environmental justice in Humboldt County, unlike 

AFWH and LatinoNet representatives. This should perhaps not come as a surprise. The 

three groups have very different missions and goals. Cruz works mainly with company 

and business owners, while AFWH and LatinoNet work directly with workers and 

employees who probably have very different perspectives than their bosses. Cruz went so 

far as to defend local Humboldt County companies, saying: 

I don’t doubt that it is possible to have those situations and those workers that 
suffer. But it is in the hands of contractors that are from out of the area. Or even 
the workers. They don’t identify themselves here in the community. They are just 
seasonal workers that appear. And to tell you the truth, it’s not necessarily all the 
fault of the companies. 
 

This quote from Cruz disturbs me because it shows that one of the main Hispanic leaders 

in Humboldt County is openly marginalizing the experiences of many Latino workers. 

Again, marginalization can never lead to a healthy and just community. 
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Lack of awareness 

There is a definite lack of information about Latinos and environmental justice in 

Humboldt County, and a general lack of awareness of these issues for the local 

community in general. Information about Latinos and environmental justice issues in 

Humboldt County is very difficult to find and is not widely available. I only received 

information from most organizations because I asked for it. However, a lack of awareness 

or attention does not mean that issues do not exist. I believe that my preliminary research 

suggests that environmental justice issues do, in fact, exist for many Latinos in Humboldt 

County, especially those working as forest workers and harvesters, and for others 

working in businesses where they have direct contact with pesticides and other 

chemicals. Discussions with Patty Clary of CATs and Denise Smith of AFWH point to 

evidence of this, and Denise Smith also has direct personal and organizations experience 

working with forest workers and harvesters that proves Latinos needs are not being met.  

My research also indicates that there is a definite lack of awareness about Hispanics and 

local environmental justice issues by the mainstream environmental groups I interviewed.  

 

Future research and community building 

 Even though opinions vary on whether Latinos in Humboldt County are dealing 

with issues of environmental justice, it is clear that this issue needs to be further explored 

and researched. I was truly shocked by how many people said there is no Latino 

community in Humboldt County, and that if there is it certainly faces no environmental, 

social or economic problems. However, the purview of this thesis is limited, and research 
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with other types of organizations and communities across the county needs to be 

conducted. For example, future research could also be conducted with human rights 

organizations in Humboldt County, since environmental justice activists often work 

outside the mainstream environmental movement, and oftentimes instead work closely 

with human rights or workers’ rights organizations. This would be an ideal project for 

future graduate students at Humboldt State University. 

Humboldt State University should also consider investing more resources into 

working with the Latino and environmental justice community in Humboldt County. The 

opportunity for graduate research in this area is great, because this subject has barely 

been touched in Humboldt County. I believe that Hispanic population centers such as 

Fortuna would be a great place to begin research and build relationships. I acknowledge 

that this will not be an easy process. Indeed, my own research was very frustrating. Many 

people did not want to discuss environmental justice in Humboldt County, and did not 

even want to have discussions about race or racism in their community. Still, this is 

another incentive for professors and students at Humboldt State University to work 

closely with Latinos in the community and to build strong, long-lasting relationships in 

order to really delve deeply into local issues. This relationship must be built in order to 

actualize a true sense of community in Humboldt County, and in order to truly realize the 

top-rate environmental reputation the county’s environmental community maintains. 
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Conclusion 

Environmental justice an extremely complex issue, and I identified only three 

groups in Humboldt County (the Alliance of Forest Workers and Harvesters and, to an 

extent, LatinoNet) that are addressing this topic. Humboldt County’s residents pride 

themselves on having a socially equal and environmentally healthy community. 

However, in order to have a real, healthy community, Latino residents and workers need 

to be included in research and discussions, and any environmental justice issues found 

must be addressed. If not, Humboldt County will remain split by racial, political and 

social boundaries. There is no true “community” when a substantial part of the population 

and its needs are being ignored.  

Through efforts of groups like AFWH, LatinoNet and others, residents in 

Humboldt County, if they are not already, are starting to become aware of their Latino 

neighbors and environmental health issues. For example, one small group of people 

started protesting the use of pesticides at a local bulb farm. They began handing out 

informational pamphlets at the Arcata Farmers’ Market in the summer of 2004. It may 

also work to the political benefit of the more mainstream environmental groups in the 

county to coalesce with the Hispanic community, which continues to grow in Humboldt 

County. 

The current immigration and economic situation in California does affect 

Humboldt County. Although Humboldt County has not faced the extent of environmental 

justice issues that many other parts of California have faced, these problems will 

inevitably grow along with an increasing migrant Hispanic population. Solutions will be 
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found not by outsiders, however, but by local people working with all parts of the 

community to bring together different cultures and people and address local 

environmental justice issues together with the local Latino community. 
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