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Memphis Defense Depot
Focus Group Report

2

Backeround

For the past two years, the Army Defense Depot in Memphis, Tennessee has been in the

process ofplatming for the inevitable close of the 5.5 million square foot facility. This

closure is a pro1 of a major national cost saving effort launched by the Govenlment Base

Realignment and Closure Commission which idcngfied the site in Memphis along with

79 others across the country for closure.

Since the threat of a cold war has been minimized due to strong diplomatic relations, the

number of milltary persotmelYsoldiers has decreased = well Thus, tbe support required

by military bases has also declined.

However, since the Memphis Army Depot has officially closed its operations,

environmema] concerns and how such concerns will be addressed have become

paramount issues for those living within close proximity ofthe facility. WhiJe the

Memphis Depot Redevelopment Agency, a public-private collaborative, has worked to

identify potential facility reuse options, the most pressing, unresolved issue centers

around environmental clean-up.

Objectives

On Tuesday, November 25, 1997, TRUST Marketing & Communications Consortium

conducted two focus groups for Frontline Communications. The groups were conducted

to:

• gauge awareness about the activities underway at the Depot, particularly relating

environmental concerns,

• explore/idcntlfy the most effective community-responsive communication tools or

methods.

• surface names of entities, groups and/or individuals that would represent credible

and [espected sources of in formation to community-based resident 5 and leaders,

Results from the sessions will be used to:

• est ablish appropriatedeffective ongoit_g communiead on tnnls.

• anchor a comprehensive community relations strategy.
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To achieve the above objectives, two (2) focus groups were conducted - one (I) group

included general residents who lived within close proximity of the Defense Depol; the

olher group consisted of neighborhood and eommumty leaders (e.g. school principal,

political activist, Orange Mound Development Corporation president, Shelby County

Govemnlent employee, etc.). Communily leaders were randomly selected based on

leadership roles and active involvement in the community. Residents, however, were

screened based on Ihe following:

" Must be a homeowner;

• Musl be 25 years of age or older;

• Must resideinoncofthree(3) zipeodes: 38114,3gll[,or38106

A total of twenty (20) people pariiclpated in the sessions, ten (10) in each group. An

Executive Summary arid detailed findings follow.

Focus group methodology is qualitative and inlended to provide insight into the thoughts,

feelings and perceptions oflntended target audiences It is not projectable to the

population at large, but is dldicative of general trends
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Executive Summary
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Memphis Defense Depot

Focus Group Report

Executive Summary

The summary provides a synopsis of key issues identified by both the resident and

community leader groups.

Participants, for the mast part, consisted of long term, loyal residenls and

leaders of the communities around the Defense Depot. The averagc length of

residency was approximately twenty-six (26) years_ Mast residents have raised their

children, remodeled and paid for their homes, moslly rcbred and are living their

"golden years" comfortably in their homes.

Tbeseleaders and loyal residents have fnrycars viewed the Defense Depot as a

positive community asset. Their memories of the Defense Depot arc largely fond

ones, based on the jobs and the economic impact that the facility had on the

community. Their fondness i_ also based on the re]edonships that were formed and

the closeness that developed among people who were pioneer residents of one of

Memphis' few middle and upper-middle class African American neighborhoods.

The government's lethargic andineffeedve response to communlty-based

environmental concerns haseroded eredihigly and is destroying public

confidence. Clearly, the image of the Defense Depot has become clouded and tainted

due to a lack o f responsiveness to health and envlrnnmcnlal concerns voiced by

residents. This is exacerbated by tile very real cancer-related deaths of friends,

neighbors and loved ones. It is perceived that, the incidence of cancer-related deaths

among residents in the Defense Depot area is higher than normal

• Limited and infrequent communication is furlher diminishing community

confidence. Respondenls perceive a drastically reduced l_ve[ of communication from

the Depot within the last nine (9) months to a year. Since then. information

communicated has largely been via word of moutb or file DDT-Concemed Citizens

Committee led by Mrs Doris Bradshaw. The government is not considered as being

forthright and thnhceming with cnviroranental and hcalth-rcta_ed inthrmadon

• in tbe absence of information, residents areuneertain about "who" or"what" to

believe. The lack o f credible information is particularly troublesome Io Ihese

community rnsidcnts and leaders because by and large, lhey arc informed, well-read,

well-educmed people with the time, desire and ability to absorb information on issues

ofconcem to them Their skepticism and distrust of the federal government is

exacerbated by the dearth of in formagon or communication from the goven_td ent
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regarding these issues, with nothing te temper or balance the correspondence received

from DDT - Concerned Citizens Committee.

• _'No news is bad new_, I_ as perceived by these groups. Since infor_n_tton has ilot

been forthcoming from the governmcnl, participants assume the government is silent

because there is something to hide. Therefore, there cxisls very [iltle confidence in

government -sponsored studies.

Heallh and environmental surveys should becondueted hy an independent third

parP/. [nfomlation produced by the government or governmental entities will be

discounted or at least, viewed with skepticism and distrust. Thus, data generated by a

third party, will be viewed as more objective _ud believable by cnmmunity residents.

F.thnieity and demography are perceived to have very definite bearings on the

_ovl_rllnlent_s inadequate response to i'omrnuIlity concerns. The un_limou$

consensus of both groups is the expectation that they will not receive fair, equitable or

expedient attention because the affected ccmmungies are predominantly Ahnean

American. There was absolutely no deviation on this pothg to the c×lent that there

was an expressed belie[" that had these environment al problems occurred ill a white

community they would have been communiemed_ addressed and alleviated by now.

One respondent poignantly mused that she would like In take the problem to the

Sierra Club because 'kit's national and mostly non-black people _o they would get

fl_orc _[t cntion."

• There was a gre_t dealofllnlhigufty around (he ntcan[ng o["environm_'il¢_l

justice." The definitions of '_cnvironmental jusgce'" given were generally tileml,

inch_ding; '_the perpetuators o f environmental problems being made to fight their

wrongs " Commtmity residents and leaders represented in these focus groups will not

be moving out and are resolved to stay and ensure thai justice is done.
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Resident Group

Detailed Report
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Resident Group

Detailed Report

Ten (10) residents participated in this focus group session. The majority of'residents had

lived in the area an average of thirty (30) years; only two (2) had lived in their homes less

than ten years Highlights from this session follow.

General Awareness

When asked about environmental issues in Memphis. respondents _alkad about the

air, soil and landfills beanng hazardous and toxic waste. After one individual, on an

ullaided basis, mentioned the Army Depot, the general conversation of Memphis

envirotamental issues was turned exclusively to the depot

"1 was thinking about wby the Army Depot has to add toxic waste to the whole

sitltalion_"

Defense Depot

• There was a high level of awareness about the Defense Depot. All participants had

some knowledge about efforts underway at the Depoi. Some mentioned the recent

closing of the facility while others shared their concerns about contamination of the

site, the lack o f communication between the government and the commur!ity and the

of foals of Doris Bradshaw's Concerned Citizens Committee to hire ehemtsts to

evaluate tile soil and water.

"I'm very ctTttcerned about the contamination in the landfill area - as related

closely to DutJn Elementary School• IVe 're gotten reports and he.rd that

everything is safe, httt not actttagy getting something from the government that

cart reagy veri_ the fact there is no contamtaadon - it still leaves doubL "'

"We rye been in ttleetings ill our commttnity quite a hit about the Army Depot and

Dorts Bradshaw was leading those. She called #¢ variolts chemises arid biologtsls

and she's saying it if contamblated. One chemtsl said we should not plant any

food over there because of contamination, lye are getting two dif_retlt reporl$
here "

• When asked about the image of the Depot, some residents referenced the past.

Initially, the Depot had a positive image, based on jobs and the Depol's economic
contribution to the arcs, Now. the image is tainted and questionable due to the

closing and a general lack of responslveness to health and environmental concerns.

"/Ihoughl it was a grea_ thing, most of _t$ think that way untg it off pets you

personally. "

Question: Why?
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"'Jobs. that's the bottom line "

"Some people expressed that more people in our community was dying of cancer

than h_ olher areas "

Caramttnlcatlon

• In identifying specific sites for meetings, some suggested the Depot, whi!e others

begeved schools, libraries and churches represented preferable meeting snes. A

recommendation was also made that representatives cenununicat e efforts at Block

Club meetings in the area.

"Since lye ha ve block chtb meetings, is it passible to bring some of these people

that wo_dd be comolrtnicctting with you about the Defense Depot to ttre block chip

meetings?"

Ner wl ere lye hve,, "Sc iools are always a good place "Churches"

"The Army Depot" 'Library"

* The most appcallng time for community meetings was debaled at length. One young

lady felt that some meetings should be held at midday to accommodate the vast

majority of Ihe community who are older and perhaps fearful about being out at night.

Others thought 6 PM or 7 PM wtJuld be an ideal time Flexibility seems _o he

important

"As far as timPlg lvttx concerned it was Mnd of ittconventenl, tn_sl people don "t

get off from work Itntil 6p.m. ""

"People who work 9 - 5. like 7p.m. or 7: JO p.ln. "

"The majority of dle people living in the area are ehlerly, 7 o 'cloek at night.

they re not comblg ont. _zotl 're got to be flexible "

"'EMerfy people could come at add-day "

• Similarly, no singular approach should be used in keeping the community updated

about the status of the Depot activities. Consideration should be given to a newslelter

(mentioned by several participants), flyers, TV, radio, etc. In written communication,

caution must be exercised to ensure that the in fomaation is simple and easy to

understand.

"Flyers. " "'If something could be put in plain English and direct mailed."

"News on televi$1on"

"Radio itt yozt ca.""
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Credible Resources

• There is a great deal of skepticism and distrust for the federal government.

Consequently, the pa_icipants seemed to feel that studies conducted by an

independent third party or the Health Department would have more credibility.

"I bare my reservations about the government and it would have to be an

independent group, "

"Green Peoce comes to mind"

"Memphts and Shelby County t_'ealth Deportment"

Participants likewise felt that someone from the community would likely be the most

credible in communicating health or environmental information.

"'Somebody that lives over tbere, because people tmtst them ""

"It needs to be an unbiased, non-politieaflv abgnad source. "'

Most respondents believe Ihat since they are in a minonty community _hey will not

get fair treatmenl and had these environmental problems occurred in a white

community, they would have been addressed by now.

"Being that we ate a minority neigbborbaad, l feel ivl, will not get fair

lFcatf_lCflt Of tnore _l'pedielll [reflll_ellL '"

"[guarantee you tf ebis was a white neighborhood atrd this contamination was

going on. they flhe governmcnO would be up ul arms. '"

"If it was in a white ueighborbood, it wouldn "t have gone this far. '

"I "a,_utd take my problems to Ihe Sierra Club because it _ nationtll and mostly

non black people so they would gel more attention "
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Community Leader

Detailed Report

The (10) ten community leaders p_ticipated in tlus group. Included were; a school

p fincipal, teachers, block club and neighborhood association presidents, a representative

from county government and a political hopeful. The following reporl is a summary of

information ganaered from this group.

Ge#leral h Io_Yell_$s

• Health issues were the overriding response and concern identified when the group

was asked to think about environmental issues in Memphis.

Defense Depot

• The majority of participants were familiar with some aspect of efforts underway at the

Defense Depot.

"They (employees) vacated the premises, they are tr_,ing to figlet e out _vhat

to do leith it. They "g'fllll sltggestiolrs as to holy tile project is best suited I

don't know what they plan to do with it. "

"'There ar_" some environmental que_tionsi somethtng that was stored

there is political[i, sensitive, "

• A number of issues were identified as important, including concerns about health,

cancer-related deaths in the area, fear that chemicals may have seeped into the water

table, reduced home va[ues, elc.

"We asked the Cen terror Disease Control to do a door-to door

investigation to took hlto tbe cancer in the community."

• Participants also expressed critical concern and lack of confidence centered around

the government's ability to investigate, police itself and issue credible reports

" The bone of contention is wbo sanctions these people to go o_t andfind

this b_ormation. 1fit "s the govt,rnment, then its the governme_lt reporting

on the govenEment. "

When asked if that was a problem, the overwhelming response was, "yes."

"lt "s not a question of getting the information, it's a qllcslion of tmtsting

the source. "
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• In terms of defining "environmental justice," several respondents offered the

following definitions:

"Correct data on the environment from reliable sources. " "People

having a right to _row about their environment, _' "The perpetrators of

the environmental problems being made to right their wrongs¸ "

Communication

• There was a general concern expressed about low attendance at the meebngs. This, in

pan. seemed due to poor communication. Since a no one approach alone is highly

success ful. a number of different approaches that should be used in reaching

residents. These included, conducting meetings where people live (eg. churches.

schools, community centers), distributing information in high traffic locations,

utilizing broadcast media announcements and utilizing direct mail targeted to each

home in fl_e area.

"'Hire an independent contractor to conduct i_zdividual residential

mailin_ "'

"'People are not getting the newsletter, l don 't know lf it _a the

governmen! $ r_$poJisibility hut. someone h_l$ got Io be accountable for

the Job of commullicating with residents. ""

"hi reference to where meethtgs should be held: they need to go where

peopl_ nre, church meetings or after school meetings. Place

• A participant suggested several ways to ensure greater participation, including;

adjusting meeting times to particularly suit retired resldenls, ensure meeting

consistency and format (a regular meeting at the same place at the same scheduled

time). A sugges(ion was also made to ensure format consistency in written

correspondence as well With this type of consistency, residents cml become more

familiar, better plan to get involved and ultimately begin to expect and rely on tile
information.

"Perhaps the ntessage could he an issue. One of the isszles probabl_v is a

conMste_ff place where people caa get il. Do it at lhe same piaee a! the
StTl:le fi/nc -
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Credible Resources

• Although City Councilwoman Janet Hooks and County Commissioner Clod KJrk's

names were mentioned as having participated in meetings, Ihey were not widely

accepted by the group as credible resources. The most credible resource was thought

Io be an independent group which would coordinate and review information and

issue a report on the environment at the Depot to the comrnunily.

"Janet ts very involved. Ktrk ts too. Ms. Hooks does attend meetings.

Frankly. her ability to disseminate information is going zo be limited. [t

wouM be a h_gh priority to tell the c_mmunity what _ going on at the

Defense Depot.

"The government shauld give the money to an independenf source, Prtt

the nloney m the hands of the community. "

Participants did however, identify organizations Ihat they would look to. to provide

information on envirotanlenlal and health issues These groups included; the

Emergency Management Office (City of Memphis), the Memphls-Shelby County

Health Department, the library, hospilals and the Interact.

There was also a strong feeling Ihat someone should be responsible ['or on-going

communication to die community. Based on the responses, the community is more

likely to listen to someone who is from the communily.

• DDMT-Conccmed Citizens Committee [sby far the group with tile greatest top-of-

mind awareness. Mrs. gradshaw's aame surfaced several times. A few participants

had heard about the Mid-South Peace & Justice Center. but most were unsureaboul

the purpose of the organization.

• The group overwhelmingly endorsed the notion that demographics (predominantly

A Priean-American population) has had a tremendous affect on how this issue has been

handled by the government.

"I think if they were white people in the area it wouldn't takt. this long to

do Irothing. lf th O, see o problem¸ they willjLr the problem+"



271 15

Recommendations
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• Design informative, appealing (non-governmentallooking), reader-

friendly newsletter simifor to the Depot Conversion News. Thi_ newsletler

could be developed in alternate-monthly issues (J_dFeb, Ma#Apr, etc.) _d

distributed via direct mail or mamage mail coveting designaled zip codes of

surrounding _ze_ (38114, 38106, 3gl 11).

ldenOfy and hire an African-Amcricatz Community Rclagons Manager,

ideally someone with communi_ ties and is reasonably famigar with the

people and the issues. This person would become Ibe persona and the .

Conscience of the dcpot/gove_ent, helping In assure residc_ls lh,_ Ih_r¢ Is

someone on the case and working in their best interest Their attendance at

community and block club meetings is critical

• Identifyand seeurethe services ofalocaIPR]marketing firm to assist

Community Relations Manager and implement media relations;

design/layout functions, meeting coordination, activitlcs, newsleteer

production and other efforts as required.

Establish and promote a hotline number towhieh residents can rail

anytime and get updated about the status of depot activities, meetings,
resource information snur¢es/people_ etG This number ¢_ be promoled in

Ihe newsletter, o1_ posters in _ca schools, ehut'che$, _ommundy ccnler$,

barber and beauty shol_s, retail establishments, radio aiid TV pnbiic service

aT_noui1ccmen[$, _[e

• EstablisIz a regular meeting day (i.c. everysecond Saturday) at a regular

time and preferably at the depot, sinceit is morceezztrally located.

Meeting at the dcpol itself also p_mnles a more ¢oop_rofive, less advers_al

rapporL Other meetings may be scheduled, as needed, around the regular

meeling time at other sites.

• Establish and]or promote the existence of an iDdependent community.

council to review and _$sess in[ormalion on envirollmetztal atzd health

issues on behalf of the community, it is recommended that Dot_s Bradshaw

bcn m_mbcr of this _TOLtp. This ¢o_tncil e_.n sn_'e _ an in['ormat[on resonrnc

seeking perLinent infOtTna6on from Ihe Health Department, Emergency

Mllxtagement Office (City of M_mphis) m_d tge Intem_t. Space at the depot

could be provided from which the conned could work.
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Attachments

• Resident & Leader Participants

• Discussion Guide

* Focus Group Screening

Document
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Resident Participants - 6:00 p.m. Session

Melvin Brooks

Andre Dean

Brenda Dotson

Gwendolyn Gholston
Doris Hall

Gloria Hudson

Janie Lewis

Matthew Nichols, Jr.

Ulysses Truilt

Maurice Young
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Community Lender Participants - 8:00 p.m.
Session

Eugene Brayon

Elaine Campbell

Kevin Clay

Troy Gresham

Emie Gunn

Eddie Haynes

Joyce Kelly

Lucille Littlejolm

Mayme Tugglc

Hattie Wooten
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Discussion Guide

Good evening, I'm Beverly Robertson and I will be facilitating the focus

group this evening. How many of you have participated in focus groups
before?

A focus group is simply a way for a company to solicit feedback and input

regarding a particular product or service.

In a focus group, there are no right or wrong answers. Everyone's opinion

is valued. If you feel differently from your neighbor please feel flee to

express it.

This session is also being taped because there is no way I can write as fast

as you will be speaking. You, nor your comments, will appear on TV or in

the paper. This information is not for public distribution.

For Residents:

Now before we start, I'd like for you to give us your name and tell me how

long you've lived in the community.

For Community Leaders:

Now before we start, I'd like for you to give us your name and tell us

something about you that no one else knows.

General

I. Wher_ you think of environmental issues in Memphis, what comes to

your mind?

2. How knowledgeable are you of these issues? What is most important to

you regarding that particular issue?

Defense Deuot

3. How familiar are you with the Defense Depot or the Army Depot?
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4. What is your image of the Depot7

5. How aware are you of the environmental conditions at the Depot?

6. What concerns you most about those conditions?

7. Are you aware of any efforts currently underway to address

environmental concerns at the Depot?

8. How aware are you of the term,"environmental justice"? What does it

mean to you?

9. Is "environmental justice" relevant to the work a he Depot? If so,
how?

10. What Groups within Memphis are actively involved in "environmental
JUS ce ,

_ommunication

II, How would you like to be kept informed about the environmental

restoration program at the Depot'?

12. Where would you most likely go to get information about the Depot
program?

13. Should you have a concern about environmental or health issues, who

would you go o get information?

14.
In your opinion, who or what group is the most credible source of

information on health and environmental issues - in general and

specifically as it relates to the Depot?

!
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15 How aware are you of the following groups:

The Sierra Club

The Memphis Greens

• Mid-Soulh Peace and Justice Center

The DDMT - Concerned Citizens Commiltee

• The Tennessee Environmental Council

The Ground Water Institute

The Committee To Improve Our Environment

22
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I November _5, J._97 Circle one: 6:00 _M B:00 PN j

SCeEENER _or Memphis Depot C, ,,.,,,LnltF Leader FG

Add_emQ:

City. ST Zip:

Ph [Day);

_eil_ my .-usmE _ , _ro_ Ma_k_c De'J_io_e_ A_ioc_a_e6,

a full service marke_ research fl'_m. My firm is working wi=h Trust Msrke=_ng end

The Memphis Dapo= in the dev_ic_men_ of a _aid research pro_ect abou_ the future

use of the Depot.

Today _ am seeking community leaders' participa_io_ in a Raid research s_udy

scheduled .,_x T_eed_y, _cvamb_r 25, We are not eel_ihg anything, May I ask you

a few q%lestior_8?

i Wha¢ ag_ _a_u_oz_ beg_ _eG¢_iD_O'your a_e?

2S-)G

"46.55

5£._5

65+

2, P!e_e ra_e _n a scai_ of i-4 w_th _i be_n_ _nfamiliar a,d _ b_ing highly awa_) Hew

fam_l_ar are yo_ wi_h _h_ arGs_ am_ reelden_s around Zhe Memphis Dmp0_

1 IThank and Te_mir_A_)

2 IThank _._ Term_naZ_l

3, _IS_Se rate c_n a e_ale of 1-4 with _ being not active &_d % be_n_ highly a_ive} How

_hu Me_phls D_pot?

I {T_%a_.k a_d T_inste}

2 [Thank e_d Tmrminate}

3

_. DO y_ c_r=_,tl_ llve _n one of th_ _m_]_win_ _ C_d_s_

_8111 ]

0_h_r (Which mr_e de y_ liv_ _n_)

We wil_ h_ _on_u=tin s a pocue Oroup on N_mh_r 2_th at {Time CTRCL_ ONE) The purpos_

_ c_le _m_u_mior% _r_t_ _S _e learn w}%a_ _pln_o_m _CU _'_ _U_ Ch_ .':_ure of you_" area

We w0_Id llkm to invite ya_ ._0 pa_ciei_a_, Theze will be no sales pi:_h, and yo_ wlll

_e_s_ve $50.e0 for y_u pare_clpa_£_ T_ _=o_p dis_cn wil_ last _/t _. he_z a_ a

W_ Wi_l gen_ y_ & letter and a _p _o oonfirm your &_poln_mem_, S0mmbody will _ali yo*_

bBf_rm the _'oup am a rmmlndor Thank yO_

_dica=m sea (De SO_ ASk_ M&l_ F_m_e
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