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A South Memphis couple stir attention and create enemies at
the Defense Depot and pull off a major success along the way.

o Doris Bradshaw, the 22

drainage dieches comung out

of the Defense Depar are 2

host of evil metaphors:

Snakes slichering out of a sewer. A spider’s

web, mking in the surrounding modest

homes of her neighborhood like helpless

flies. The tentacles of a giant octopus,
grabbing and coiling menacingly.

Or perhaps a conveyor belt. One that

has di toxic contaminants like

wrichloroethylene (TCE}, arsenic, dield-

fin, and other toxins onto people’s door-

step with ruchless, mechanical efficiency

for more than 50 years. Bradshaw is con-

vinced that those contaminans killed her

ther. Eighty-three-year old Susie

Hall died in June 1995 of z cancer

which had spread so thoroughly

throughout her body the doctors
couldn’t even disgnose its origin

Doris’ ‘involvement with the Depot
srarted with her grandmother’s death. She
made the assodiation berween Depot con-
mminarion and cancer when she received
a fier in the mail that same year. The
flier asked her and her husband Kenneth
to attend a public forum on environmen-
vl contamination ax the Depot and its
impact on the community.

Borh she and her husband were?,
suspicious. They couldn’t get it o
of their minds. ey

*[After some months), for somg
son that parcicular flier appearcd back
my hand,” Doris says. *I stirted calling
the Depot and wanted answens and no,,
one responded to me. I called, I left nies- -
sages, and no one responded.” .

In Seprember, the Centers for Dis-
ease Control (CDC) in Adanta issued
a health assessment of the Depet com--
municy. “I asked Kenncth to read'it/10 ¢
sec if he was getting out of it the'same

2

thing 1 was geeting out of it Doris ~

says. “What I didn'r understandae the A

time was that they were saying there
was coptamination but that [they were
cluiming that} it wasn't supposed to
have hurt anyone in the community.”

T activists were born. An African-

Americzn couple, in a poor-to-modcrate- -

A

.{'—

- e

income neighbarhood on East Mallory, the
Bradshaws didn't know anything about
chemical problems like hazardous waste,
much less socropolitical ideas like environ-
mental racism. They had only high-school
diplomas, having dropped cut of colicge
when the financial burden of raising a fam-
ily became too great. Asking rechnical
questions of the U.S. Army Corps of En-
gineers, which was in charge of the envi-
ronmental cleanup at the Depot, was a
nightmare. Getting anyone to take the pair
seriously scemed impossible.

Yet the U.S. Environmenul Protecuen
Agency had put the 640-acre Depot in South

i

Memphis en the Nanonal Priorines Lust in
1992. The city and counry governments
wouldn't be able to take over the entire prop-
erty, which is almost twice che size of
Overton Park, until deanup was complete.
TF miltions of doltars were being spent to look
at the problem, the Bradshaws reasoned,
semething is obviously wrong at the Depot.
Three years have pasted, and the
Bradshaws have not stopped seeking answers.
The couple has irritated niot just government
experrs, but feliow Depor community mem-
bers and a noted local environmentalist as
well. The government experts largely look
down on them as cither ignorant or para-

nowd Others have dismussed them as
cranks, bombastic, lefr-wing activists
who do nothing more than stit up feel-
ings for some hidden agenda. Though
the Bradshaws do have some followers,
for the most part they seem to be on
their own, having taken a more suspi-
cious view of the government's wnten-
tions than anybody else.

One day this aurumn, the Bradshaws
stand in front of Dunn Elementary,
where a drainage ditch from the Depot
gocs right underneath the school build-
ing itself Kenneth and Doris wlk opn-
mistically about the furure. *Once we're
done here, we may change the mussion
of the Depot to becoming a nerwork
for other environmental groups across
the state,” says Kenneth He holds his
face steadily, watng for a photographer
from this publication to finish aking
hus preture. “We want to help athers do
what we've done,” he says.

Nothing at the Depot has really
changed — the studies continue, and
the government experts are increasingly
backed by evidence that there 1s no
present health threat to the communicy.
So why do these gadflies think they've
accornplished something?

Helping or Hurting?

It's not passion the Bradshaws lack,
it's diplomacy and savvy. The media
have a hard nme with the clumsy name
of their organization (DDMT-CCC,
stand ing for “Defense Depot of Mem-
phis, Tennessee -— Concerned Citizens
Committee™), of which 44-year-old
Doris is president. At 49, Kenneth
thinks nothing of giving interviews
the muddle of the day while he cats ce-
realand forgoes the use of a shirt. Net-
ther Bradthaw has a problem using
phrases like “a pack of lies” in their
ncwsletters and calling for the various
resignations or rerminarions of almost
every governmeng environmental
technocrac they've encountered on the
Depot issue.  * - .

" Take all of these elements together,
and ic's casy to understand why The

NOSIEIYH AJEL A8 OLOHd



Graph created by CHM il
MLGW Treatment Facility No Downward Flow Gro
Memphis Water Supply Pumped to Sewer
Uppermost )
Groundwater

{not drinfang water)

Clay Barrier
mﬂmm

water flow)

Memphils
Sand Aquifer
{Dnnleng water)

B‘ e

Once the pair
got started on ther
mission, they real-
ized they needed
money. They could
only atrrace 2 few
hundred dollars
from the cominu-
nity, which also
meang they had 1o
publish 300 or so

The Dapat’s biggest concern involves
the antire city, not just the
Bradshaw’s neighborhoad, The
foxic sotvent TCE Is mlgm;ing
underground hwurgl the city’s
water supply. Experts hope that a
layer of hard doy exists under-
ground to stop the contamination,
but they can’t say for sure. MIGW
officials say they are confident they

can filter out the contaminant.

Commercial Appeal has never written about
the Bradshaws’ environmental efforts.

Kenneth has said a lot of things about
the Depot over the years, but much of it
can be summed up quickly: “They fgov-
ernment officials} don't even have a dump
permut to put paper in there, And because
it was a black communury, they did exactly
what they wanted ta do. Everythung they
did over there, they messed it up. Their
cleanup is sloppy. We can sit hege all day
ralking abouc dieldrin, lead, whatever.
You've got to go through the heart of it.
They were white and they were operating
in a black community,” At the end of his
monologue, he looks out of breath,
though he declines to sit back down.

* "I den't believe any of their statistics,

faces, or anything,” he adds “They don
have any credibility. If this wasn't-a poor
communiry, we could do our swn testing,”
If they had the moncy, they would prob-
ably sue the Depot, too, he 2dds.

Deris’ thoughts are more personal. “The
only sin my grandmother did was 10 try o
feed her family nutritions foods from her
garden,” she sayx. She has plenty of anec-
dotes abou strange, terrible thinge happen-
ing to the community because of the De-
pot, including one abour scores of dogs dy-
ing when DDT was allegedly refeased into
the ditches in the 19705, She knows of other
people in the co who are sick, tpo.
Sh:pkdocsn'zbd.teve' m;emftzbe thar way if the
Depor had riever existed,

newsletters at a time
to keep their membership informed.

The Bradshaws received an $11,000
grant from a private foundation in Forr Lau-
derdale to travel around the U.S. mendmg
techrucal seminars on environmental issues
They've taken advantzge of seminars offered
by liberal activist groups such as the Coali-
uon of Black Trade Unions, and by govern-
ment agencies such as the EPA and the Cen-
ters for Disease Conmol in Adann (though
they say they refusse o apply for citizen-train-
&g;:u‘ bylppgr ethically

1t want jo compro-
mmg)' mvd}uéﬂu@ seminars dhour once 2
mon ‘

They return from thclrdg'l'#ps 1o apply
whatthq’velcamed mawayfewmau-
thority appreciate. Close yourjeyes for &
moment and ay to imagine yourself on the
Depar’s main building onAlmys Road, 1n
a large, stale room wuh &ux;wood pancl-
ing, three long ubles,,npd J of extra
chairs. Commputer and,’ FedEx planes fly
overhead every few m.umtcs Some of the
noustest, roughest pub in Mem-
phis havcukcnplane]::rc. Add white gov-
etnment rechnocrass ‘and burdaucrans in a

few of 'I:hc chairs ac the table, black De-
pot-neighborhood residents in most of the
spots, with Janet Hooks 6fthe Memphis
CttyCounaldelco,Klrkofthc Shelby
County Commission’thrown: in for Jocal
political representation. = -

The group that meets here on a periodic

ses DEPOT on poge 20

Even in parts of Depot

‘prnperty where toxics of ll

kinds are above occeptable
human-health stondards, the
.chance that it would reach
someone outside the Depot
(i.e.; via surfacewater or

groundwater runoff) is slim,

say both Phillips and English.
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Kenneth Bradshaw sits with John DeBack of the Depot at a
seminar addressing health problems of the neighborhaod.

DEPOT from page 19

basis 15 the Resident Advisory Board,
which is supposed to encourage commu-
nuty participation 1 the Depot’s enviren-
mentat cleanup efforts. Here is where
technical ignorance makes full-body con-
wact with state and federal laws, where
experts are asked ro fulfill the role of both
educarors and colleagues, where the gov-
ernment 1n all ies infamous hustory of bad
decisions and miscommunicattons is sup-
posed to be made accountable,

These meetings might be dull of it
weren't for Doris and Kenneth Bradshaw
They bring their own match and pow-
der keg. They get into fights with both
government officials and neighbors. Dur-
ing the last RAB meenng, which rook
place in October, time was given for pub-
Lic comments and questions. Kenneth
pointedly asked if the Depot was using 2
national-security clause in its dezn-up
agreement to keep information from the
community, As Deport officials trred to
reply that, no, they were being open and
honest, community co-chair Mondell
Williams got irritated and announced
that the mecting had gone on past the
agreed-upon hour and a half. With only
ane ‘aye’ to back him up, he summarily
adjourned the meeting.

The Bradshaws cven tussled wath
Larry Smith, probably the ciry’s most
notable environmentalist. When he
worked at the Mid-South Peace & Jus-
tice Center in its heyday, he kepr a gen-
eral cye on all types of threats to the city's
air, soif, and water, relying more than any
other independent activist on hard facts
and daea. He sat on the RAB uniil the
work became t00 dime~consuming,

According to Doris Bradshaw, Smith
waso't helpful because he doesn’c bive in
the Depor community; he was lacklus-
ter at best during meenngs, in secret
agreement with government officials at
worst. - According to Smith, the
Bradshaws woufd make wnld assertions,
then fafl to back them up with proof. One
sinie, he says, Dons claimed to have had

_maps of Depor praperty showing that

hazardous materials existed where Depat
officials had said nothing existed. Smith
says he asked for copies of the maps. She
never produced.

“Anythung she says, ask her for the docu-
menration,” Smeth warns. “Ask for the
documentation and check it out before you
run with 1t. It would serve you well *

Walk around the table among the
RAB’s current community representa-
tives and you'll get two types of opinions
on the Bradshaws, Wilhe Mac Willetr,
the principal of nearby Dunn Elemen-
tary and an advisory board member, says
this about Doris: “I chink she has a wealth
of knowledge. She lendsa lot o alt of us.
[Pause} Some people just hke meenngs
10 be quuer, and to go home. You're not
going to have thac wath Dons.” Willert
thinks the government has been doing a
decent job of informing cinzens, but saill
doesn't believe that everything is known
abour the Depot.

Then there's Ulysses Truire, an advi-
sory board member who used to oversee
environmentzl standards ac the Deporin
the late '70s and "B0x, “She and her hus-
band simply want to keep this marter at
the maximum height, to gan whar, [
dont know, to gain publicity. But they
get lirde pieces of data, and they come to
those meetings, and you know, they will
simply disrupr a meeung with munute
derails of chings that have no bearing on
the issue whatsosaver.” Truitt doesn't be-
lieve the contamination poses a health
threac. “I live less than a half a mile from
the Depor,” Teuice says. “If I thoughe
there was any harm o come, 1 would
have moved. I have lived here [in good
healdh] for 32 years.”

Two months ago, Doris was unani-
mously elected to serve as an additional
community represenmative on the advi-
sory board. *I made the motion to put
her there,” Truitr says. “Hopefully to gain
her confidence and quer her down. 1
don't know how thar's going to work. Bur
the face of the marter is, the board 15
moving in due course. Progress is being
made. Remedial actions are worthwhile,”

Back ar their modest, furnintre-clue-
tered home on East Mallory, Kenneth
asks Donis if she thinks she can actually
make 2 difference,

“I don't know,” she responds, frus-
trated. “To tell the truch, [ don't know of
we can make any changes, but I will ey,
and that’s the only thing | can say.” The

e
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Reuben Warren of the Centers for Disease Control, right,
wants to make Memphis a model for environmental justice.

RAB is only an advisory commirtee, with
no real authonsy, Its main mission. is to
make sure the public is educated as o
whar's already being done. Doris knows
that if she wants 1o make an impacr on
this 1ssue, she and Kenneth need to seek
another forum for their concerns.

What's the Threat?

Government officials are a litde
baffled by the Bradshaws. Mistrust of
government may be understandable in
the past, but how could thar exist today?
Ir would ke a lot of effort and devious-
ness for three entircly independent gov-
ernment agencies (the Defense Depart-
ment, the EPA, and the Tennessee De-
partment of Environment and Conser-
vation) to coordinare a deception.

Jordan English is the field manager
of the local TDEC office. The
Bradshaws have called for his resigna-
tion more than once. English doesn’c
want to talk too publicly abour their
cfforts, bur he does say their approach
can be “counzerproductive.”

Ar that same time, English says the
Bradshaws weren't the only people to find
that the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,
which oversaw the cleanup, weren't the
most coaperative people in the world.

“The Army would keep things secret
Just 1o show they can,” English says, “If
you're not hiding anything, what pount
docs 1t serve?”

These days, the Corps has an environ-

menual engineer to coordinate effortsand ™~ enough informartion is yer available w

o smooth out potential conflicts. That
posstion is filled by 31-year-old Shawn
Phillips, a sclf-described civil servantand
a part-Cherokee, part-European “murt”
from North Carclina. Phillips answers
questions in a Depor office thar is essen-
tially a glorified cubicle wath a door, ina
mostly empty building that could easily
fir most of the eraplayees of city Lall, on
a piece of property that could easily hide
2 football stzdium or rwa.

Phillips actually sesms to enjoy talk-
ing to lay people. *Fox 13 wricd wo ger
out here to sec some ground removed for
dicldrin,” he stares our first conversation,
“Bur they didn't make 1t out in dme. The
contractor was already laying fresh soil
down.” Hesounds disappointed. Detect-

PHOTO BY PHIL CAMPBELL

able levels of the nasty insecucide have
been stuck 1n grassy areas since the
1970s. It’s one thing the Bradshaws and
other Depor neighbors worry may be
getting into the dramage ditches in the
form of surface water runoff. Phillips s
convinced thar dieldrin isn’t mobile
enough to cause much of a problem for
anybody outside the Depot fence line.
“Ar the levels we have our there, it
is not an acuze nisk,” Phillips says, “If
you swallowed a handful of dirt, you
wouldn't get sick [from contaminants).
You'd ger sick from swallowing 2 hand-
ful of dirt.” Even in parts of Depot
property where toxics of all kinds are
above acocprable human-health stan-
dards, the chance thar it would reach
somcone outside the Depor (i.c., via
surface water or groundwater runoff)
is slim, say both Phillips and English.
The largest potential human-health
threat is not to the Depot communiy,
in fact, bur to the city as 2 whole. Envi-
ronmental contractors for the Depotare
trying to determine whether the solvent
wichlorocthylene (TCE) from the north-
west corner of the Depot could seep into
the ary’s drinking-water. supply: If the
ground beneath the surface is missing a
critical layer of hard clay, TCE migra-
tdon into the drinking-water supply is
possible, environmental experts say, The
Depot has installed several menitoring
wells, and may have to install more to
adequarely gauge the threar, bur not

say much more (officials don't know, for
example where the TCE 15 oniginating).
So far, officials from Memphis Light,
Gas and Warer say they have yet to de-
tect any amount of TCE in their pipes.
If they do, they say they are confident
that they will be able to filter it ont
long before it reaches private faucers
and public drinking founcans.

In the end, the government experts
say, the current threat is minimal to De-
pot residents, but 2 lot more has to be
learned abour the extent of contamina-
tion before anyone will be able w put 3
price tag on the cleanup.

If all this 15 true, where does that leave
the Bradshaws and their concerns?

ses DEPOT on poge 22
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Pressed on the subjece, Turpan Ballard of
the EPA wall allow that community ac-
uvists like the Bradshaws may have 2
point, in one sense: No one knows how
much contamination has leaked off De-
pot property in the past The problem,
however, is that neither he nor any other
environmeneal expert will ever know “We
[the Depot, TDEC, and the EPA} are
risk-managing agencies,” he says “We
mzanage cxisting environmental risk,
wherever 1t may be found, as opposed to
locking back historically {at health prob-
lems] that may have resulted from envi-
ronmental exposures ”

A Cure?

In the end, someone has hstened to the
Bradshaws, The next mportant partof this
story has us roots 1n the beginning, but it
15 a far more pleasant chapter for the acuv-
1515 than the previous ones.

As stated earlier, the Centers for Dis-
case Control (CDC) onginally got tn-
volved in 1995, when 1t
published a health-assess-
ment study that essen-
trally absolved the Depot

“Anything she
says, ask her for

ren, were not willing to blame the healch
prablems they encountered on the De-
por, bur they did have some hard opin-
tons Oddly, the 2gency that is trying to
make people say “envitonmental justice”
instead of “environmental racism” didn'’t
actually seem co care if the Depot was to
blame fer the healch problems or not
“We don’t Aave to find our the prob-
lems and determine cause and effect,”
Crawford says. "One of the things that
came out loud and clear ts that people
are sick.” The problems are varted, bur
Crawford won't get too specific.
“People in the Depot cemmuniey
have very little access to health care,” she
goes on. "Although we looked ac the sta-
usucs fin our onginal health assessment],
nobody has been looking at the panenss.”
ATSDR wants to make the area
around the old Depot a “medel” for en-
vironmental justice, to show thae the
government can, 1n fact, be responsive
to the needs of 2 community Warren has
formed a commitree, with him and Dons
as co-chairs, to look 2t the
health-care access prob-
lems for the Depot com-
munity. Warren 1sn't

of any wrongdoing in promusing anything, butat
terms of public-health the documenta- the meeting he was talk-
threats, That scudy : ing openly abour getting a
looked only at a present tion. Ask for the federally funded clinic
threat to human health documentation into the arca. The only
instead of the long-term . ather such climic tn the
effects of possible con- and check it out city is the Memphis
tamination The - . Health Center, whtch s
Bradshaws don't trust before youren downtown. A Depot chinie

that report ith i would be different from
Doris persuaded Barry with it. It would the first clinte, Warren vi-
Johnson, who heads the serve you we]l.” sualizes; it would be

CDC’s Agency of Toxic

Substance and Disease Registry
(ATSDR), to come to Memphus to see
the problems for himself When
Johnson did come 1n 1997, the
Bradshaws took him to the most ob-
vious example of potential danger
The dratnage diteh that comes
straighe oue from the Depotand runs
right undecneath Dunn Elementary.
Doris says Johnson decided right
then to do additional community
health assessments

+ + ‘Now, it looks as 1f the Bradshaws are

getring what they wanted, but not in the
way.they originally envisioned The
ATSDR gave a presentauion last month
ar the WD, Callian Center, a former el-
ementary school on the corner of
Hernando and Norris Gatheted around
several tables arranged in a horseshoe
were the Bradshaws, Depot officials, the
state’s envitonmental representatives,
EPA officials, courty health officials, and
a public-telatrons group working for the
Depot A handful of people from the
public showed up, too. The meeung
lasted several hours, and it covered almost
every hedith and environmental topic
umaginable. An ATSDR report on can-
cer rates in the Depor community 1s ex-
pected in the next few months

Dr. Jewel Crawford of ATSDR con-
ducted assessments on some indviduals
living around the Depat. What impressed
her the mest is that, of the 100 invira-
tions her agency sent, 100 people showed
up Thar's an astonishing rurnout, even
if you take into account an aggressive
campagn by the agency.

Crawford and her boss, Reuben War-

staffed with doctors
trained to sniff out environmentally re-
laced problems, not just in individuals,
but in the erends that appear over time

Chris Wiant was the moderator for
the meetng, The head of the health de-
partment 1n Denver, he flew our espe-
cially for this meenng. With the gregan-
ousness of an outsider, the lanky Wiant
handed out the credit for the apparendy
successful day, “Mr. DeBack and the
Bradshaws — without these two, o
wouldn’t have happened,” he saxd. John
DeBack 15 Shawn Phillips’ boss at the
Depot. He and Kenneth Bradshaw qui-
etly sat next to eachother all that day.
DeBack appeared initially uncomforwble
when a reporter stareed 1o take his photo
with the acrivist.

Still bearing with optimism, Wiant
added privately that Memphis could only
be 2 madel "if it works.”

Kenneth Bradshaw, looking dapperin
a blue and white pinstriped shirr and
black derby, puffed on a agarewte on
school grounds as people feft. "I never
thought I'd sy that they've made 2 big
inprovemnent aver public relagons, but
they did,” he smuled. “I may have to go
nto my ‘act’ every now and then, but
when we first met with the Depot, it was
a stniet line of miitary.”

He sighed. “Things are much berter
now,” he said. -

Stunned by the optimistic signs for a
health clinic, Doris Bradshaw was rela-
tively silent after the meeting, “Its a pro-
cess, We need to make things betrer. Ar
least we're geruing to talk to each other. I
may not agree with everything they say,
buc it’s a start. It’s a sare.” I8




470 7

FINAL PAGE

ADMINISTRATIVE RECORD

| FINAL PAGE

L_




