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			Introduction

			Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; 
indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.

			—Margaret Mead

			In September 2008, the world’s largest particle accelerator powered up in Europe; Hurricane Ike ravaged southeast Texas after slamming through the Caribbean; and cultural phenomenon Slumdog Millionaire won the first of its 155 international film awards.

			The last evening of that same month found the then executive director of the Port of Los Angeles driving around the harbor area feverishly scanning trucks for the telltale fluorescent green sticker that would be required for them to enter port terminals the next day.

			“None of them had stickers on them,” said Geraldine Knatz, the port’s CEO. “I thought, ‘Oh Christ, I’m going to get fired.’”

			October 1, 2008, marked the first day of the San Pedro Bay ports’ Clean Truck Program. Never again would old, heavy-duty, polluting diesel drayage trucks be allowed to enter the gates of the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach. 

			This is going to be a nightmare, thought Geraldine. As many as 41,000 trucks called at the ports every day. Each had to be enrolled in the new truck registry effective October 1 with a sticker to prove it.

			Geraldine woke up to find that everybody had waited until the last minute. Maybe they’d slapped the requisite sticker on their windshield before they’d gone to bed the previous night or climbed into the cab that morning. Port police stationed at the gates reported later that day that more than 80% of the rigs had the tags.

			“Thank God I survived that!” Geraldine mused recently in a voice still flooded with relief. It was the first of many signs the ambitious program was going to succeed. But the road would have more than one pothole.

			The program kicked off with a ban on pre-1989 trucks followed by a progressive ban on all trucks that did not meet federal 2007 emission standards by January 1, 2012. From that day on, any drayage truck that failed to comply with the 2007 Heavy-Duty On-Road Truck Emission standard established by the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)—the federal agency that regulates emissions from all mobile sources—was turned away at the gates. 

			By the time the ports implemented the last phase of the groundbreaking program, all key pollutants from truck emissions had dropped, including some by more than 90%. Building on the initiative, the ports established a new requirement on October 1, 2018: If not already enrolled, only model year 2014 or newer trucks could join the Port Drayage Truck Registry—the roster all trucks must be on to call at the ports.

			But if you think Californians now breathe clean air, you are mistaken.

			True, things have improved dramatically since the 1960s and 1970s when grayish-orange smog blanketed downtown Los Angeles, and on the worst days radio stations issued “smog alerts” warning families and schools to keep children indoors. Despite these strides, Southern California continues to have the most polluted air in the nation largely because LA’s topography is ideal for forming and trapping smog. Known as “the basin,” the LA area is a low-lying coastal plain surrounded by mountains—a configuration that suppresses air circulation and allows inversion layers to keep air pollution close to the ground, much like a plugged tub holds dirty water. 

			Nitrogen oxides (NOx) and volatile organic compounds (VOCs) that make up the exhaust fumes of millions of cars, industrial facilities, and electric utilities react in California’s plentiful sunlight. The product is a ground-level ozone (O3) or a gloomy cloud of smog when combined with other gases and particle pollution. For years, this brown air was LA’s trademark, resulting in the clichéd forecast of “low clouds and hazy sunshine” and a less nuanced nickname for the roadways and neighborhoods stretching from Long Beach to East Los Angeles: “the diesel death zone.” 

			The biggest culprit is combustion. Fire and flame have been the subject of observation and speculation since the dawn of civilization. Once considered metaphysical, now condemned by some, combustion is omnipresent in science, industry, and daily life whether we’re at home or in our cars. Imagine getting through the day without it.

			Combustion requires the right mix of flammable material (fuel), oxygen, and a spark. It happens exceptionally fast and triggers subsequent chemical reactions. Incomplete combustion of carbon-based fuel generates most emissions. A large share of these emissions—more than 20% globally, nearly 30% in the US, and 40% in California—comes from transporting people and goods. 

			And this does not include the blanket of pollution wrapped around our planet called greenhouse gases. 

			We can curb these harmful pollutants by inventing and deploying clean technologies. Some promising options come from combining existing and emerging technologies, but many have limited commercial availability and require further testing and certification.

			What type of fuel we burn, how much, and which processes we use—all of these things matter. 

			Various decision-makers favor different courses of action for getting to a zero-emission world. Some argue that honoring global commitments requires bold and immediate action. Others favor regulation and choosing specific technologies, while some caution against limiting energy choices and risking far-reaching unintended consequences. Amid these differing opinions, most agree that we are just as responsible for people and the planet today as we are for future generations.

			The challenge cannot be overstated. Whether speedy or gradual, talk of strategy inevitably turns to cost: Given the steep price tag of available commercial technology and new infrastructure needed to support green initiatives, it’s safe to say we’ll be stuck with this “transition” for years to come. 

			Meanwhile, the global population is expanding and millions are migrating due to conflicts and climate crises. In short, there are more people, an increased demand for goods, and more movement of both than ever. This puts more cars, trucks, trains, planes, and vessels in motion, all of which require fuel and supporting infrastructure, making it trickier to suppress pollution. 

			There are no easy solutions, and balancing short-term progress with permanent fixes for the greater good can feel like a game of cat and mouse. We may have to chase zero for some time to figure out how to do it right. In the interim, like toddlers stumbling as they learn to walk, we can continue to reduce pollution with the goal of restoring air quality, expand our use of renewable energy on the way to switching full-throttle to renewables, and make changes in how we live to lay the foundation for building climate-resilient communities. 

			Can humans stop global warming? No one knows for sure, but ignoring the trend is not an option. Every community, business, and government is made up of individuals who breathe, eat, shop, and, yes, increasingly depend on technology that requires more energy. Step-by-step, we can stop dumping plastics, taper off fossil fuels, and spew fewer pollutants. Each small success can lead to a bigger success—with more than one failure along the way—and in the process, we will create new types of jobs. In many ways, this is what happened at the San Pedro Bay ports. 

			The Clean Truck Program is an excellent case study. As of May 2022, 74% of 21,000 drayage trucks calling at the ports have 2010 or cleaner engines, far exceeding the original mandate. 

			“The ports were conscientious about it,” says Ed Rogan, an engineering consultant and one of the first to work on the Green Port Policy at the Port of Long Beach. “If we’re going to tell a couple thousand drivers they cannot come to the port anymore, we’ve got to help them get rid of that old truck.” 

			The ports helped under an umbrella plan that addressed every possible source—ships, trains, cargo handling equipment, and harbor craft, in addition to trucks—called the San Pedro Bay Ports Clean Air Action Plan (CAAP). Specific to trucks, the ports rolled up their sleeves, crafted the Clean Truck Program, imposed numerous restrictions, and opened their pocketbooks. Not everything went as planned, and more than one public meeting drew the ire of hundreds of trucking company owners, drivers, local residents, and community activists. One lawsuit went all the way to the US Supreme Court. Yet today, more than a decade after Geraldine thought she’d be going to work only to pack up and head home, there is a new normal of clean trucks calling at the ports of Long Beach and Los Angeles. It is a massive change that has boosted innovation, transformed the goods movement industry, created jobs, inspired other ports and regions to follow suit, and led to new standards for all kinds of trucks operating in California. 

			How did the ports implement this sea change? How did they weed out dirty trucks, and how did they help drivers? And why did the ports decide to adopt this program in the first place? This book will answer these and related questions. In the process, it will bring to life the individuals, stories, and viewpoints behind the larger transformation.

			To tell this tale, I spoke to many people who have spent their whole lives working on the issues and solutions described in this book. They have trusted me with their stories, allowing me to explain how this global phenomenon came to pass. I treasure their legacy and their friendship. 

			Also, I count myself among the participants in this historic transition. After starting my career as an engineer drafting blueprints, I moved into project management on construction sites, temporarily ditched the hard hat for a cozier stint as a property manager, and then returned to the field to work on port projects and environmental impact reports for a nuclear power plant. Over the years, my areas of expertise have come to include managing renewable energy projects and assessing clean technologies, the infrastructure upgrades they require, and the related risks.

			Looking back, it’s no wonder my career has centered on science, engineering, and the environment. Each has fascinated me for as long as I can remember. These interests propelled me into a life of research starting when I was in school undertaking my own study of pesticides and continuing more recently when I analyzed how the twin ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach compete and cooperate to share their experience with Poland’s neighboring ports of Gdańsk and Gdynia. That study aimed to support the advancement of the Pomeranian region, located at a critical junction in Europe’s maritime trade network. 

			I have also always been intensely interested in port communities because I am the product of one. I come from Świnoujście, a port town much smaller than the San Pedro Bay complex, but facing similar challenges. 

			I first arrived in LA in September 2006, two months before the San Pedro Bay ports formally adopted CAAP and a moment when a number of clean air strategies were already underway.

			In the years that followed, I sought to understand what drove CAAP. The story seemed mostly available in bits and pieces strewn across technical reports, government hearings, legal documents, news clips, and individual stories. The anecdotes were more numerous: Different people offered varied responses, depending on their stake in the matter. One thing became clear: how complex this endeavor truly was. It was then that I realized the many threads of this origin story should be woven together and shared. By that time I had collected enough material to tell the tale.

			Everybody wants to breathe clean air. Chasing Zero is a story about communities figuring out how to work together to brave a previously uncharted path. The stakeholders are many: local residents; workers; small, regional, and global companies; health and environmental advocacy groups; individual politicians and government agencies at all levels; and international organizations. The complexities and challenges are even more numerous. 

			This book is about the forces that drove the ports to adopt this and other green initiatives. It is also about the many participants—voluntary and otherwise—their impact on the Clean Truck Program, its impact on them, and how they argued and collaborated to create something exceptional. At the center is the global shipping industry, an economic engine we rely on for jobs and we support as consumers. In many ways, we depend on it as much as we need clean air to breathe and energy to power our daily lives.

			This book is also about transformation: How smooth or turbulent will trying to achieve zero emissions be going forward? How does this competitive industry proceed with automation that can accelerate clean air gains but shrink the workforce? What makes a port green and what constitutes sustainable development? How much does clean air cost, how do we pay for it, and how does the transition impact the way we live? And, ultimately, why should we care?

			Looming large is “the fourth industrial revolution”—a term often used by Port of Long Beach Executive Director Mario Cordero in reference to our dynamic technological era and the digitization of the world. The environmental and economic challenges we face are nothing short of existential and the uncertainties are enormous. But if communities can build on successes like the Clean Truck Program and come together to navigate these challenges, technology can be the key to securing a cleaner, healthier, and more prosperous future. 

			This book shares different viewpoints without taking a position because I want people to know the complexity of the issues and how difficult it is to fix these problems. It’s not enough to put a few people in a room and let them figure it out. We all have a stake in the outcome, so we all need to speak up, understand other perspectives as well as our own biases, and work together to make the best possible decisions. This is true whether we’re talking about the San Pedro Bay ports or my hometown of Świnoujście. 

			We all have a voice. We all should be heard.

		

	
		
			Part I

			Perfect Storm

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 

			Fighting for Clean Air 

			Carlos’ Story

			Carlos Ovalle is composed. His calm demeanor offers no hint of the story he is about to share. 

			“I want to talk a little bit about the issues my family has gone through living in what’s called the diesel death quarter,” says Carlos, a Southern California resident of fifty years, forty-seven of them in the Wrigley neighborhood of Long Beach. 

			“In my immediate family…we have kidney cancer, breast cancer, neurological disorders, endocrinological disorders, prostate cancer, brain cancer, leukemia, asthma, pulmonary fibrosis. We’ve talked to oncologists and pulmonary specialists that have told us that all this is unrelated.” 

			Carlos stands tall as he speaks at a community meeting organized by the ports of Long Beach and Los Angeles on their clean air programs. He is a fit middle-aged man with closely cropped hair and well-groomed goatee. Clad in blue jeans, a heather gray polo shirt, and wire-rimmed glasses, he is known to some as the head of a grassroots organization that advocates for transparency in and accountability of the local government. But at this moment, he stands out by not standing out, an everyman telling a familiar tale. 

			“It is not in our genes. We’ve all had studies done. It’s an issue about our environment. None of us works with asbestos or heavy metals or anything like that. And neither do our neighbors who have passed away from various diseases.” 

			Carlos remembers when he would walk outside and see the thick gray air. He acknowledges things have gotten better and says he is grateful for the work the ports have done to improve air quality in recent years. 

			But better isn’t enough. 

			“I’m here to urge you…to do more because I have kids. I actually have one granddaughter and I don’t want—” his voice momentarily falters. “My dad passed away in my arms gasping for breath. He suffered from pulmonary fibrosis. I don’t want that to happen to anybody else. My mom passed away in my arms vomiting black blood because she was disintegrating in the inside. I don’t want that to happen to anybody. As important as these numbers are, we’re not numbers, we’re flesh and blood people. There is an urgency to do more, and we have alternatives. They may be costly, but they are absolutely necessary.” 

			What is so urgent? Pollution. 

			Dirty, suffocating, and overwhelmingly crippling, pollution endangers every living creature and our planet. Pollution is responsible for two perilous phenomena: health risk and climate change. 

			Health risk refers to illness and premature death caused by toxics and chemicals. People are exposed to millions of harmful substances and chemicals every day, and many are poisonous. These substances permeate our environment—our air, water, food, and daily consumer products like clothing, cosmetics, and electronics. They are associated with heart disease, cancer, and chronic respiratory diseases—some of the leading causes of death worldwide. 

			Climate change refers to changes in temperature, precipitation, and wind patterns over decades and centuries. Climate isn’t about what’s happening right now; it’s about what happens on average over time. Global warming is just one aspect of climate change. It refers to the increase in average temperatures on a global scale. 

			Carlos and the struggles his family have endured are not unique. Sadly, these experiences are common—not only in Southern California but in communities all over the world. 

			Environmental Movement

			Humans have been polluting for centuries. By contrast, the global environmental movement is barely six decades old. 

			US conservation advocacy was primarily shaped by two decades: the 1960s, defined by the Vietnam War, counterculture protests, and the civil rights movement; and the 1970s, marked by the Watergate scandal, women’s rights, gay rights, and the oil crisis. The opposition to nuclear weapons, world peace movements, anti-establishment culture, and distrust of big business created a fertile ground for pushing the environmental envelope. The first Earth Day took place in 1970. 

			The era gave birth to nonprofit groups such as Greenpeace, the Environmental Defense Fund, the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), the Ocean Conservancy, the League of Conservation Voters, the Union of Concerned Scientists, the Coalition for Clean Air, Communities for a Better Environment, and one of the world’s largest conservation organizations, the World Wide Fund for Nature. They all expanded upon the mission of one of the first organizations dedicated to protecting the planet, the Sierra Club, cofounded in 1892 by John Muir, a.k.a. “John of the Mountains” and “Father of the National Parks.” 

			Although sometimes derisively dismissed as “tree-huggers,” the individuals drawn to these organizations included scientists, engineers, doctors, economists, and lawyers supported by renowned institutions. Most were volunteers inspired to act by ubiquitous and reckless pollution: offshore oil spills, nuclear testing, radioactive waste dumping, fossil-fuel-fired power plants, and the post-World War II surge in plastics—cheap, synthetic products presciently mocked in the 1967 film The Graduate. 

			The champions of environmental protection included individuals who built grassroots campaigns for change. Lois Gibbs led the fight to clean up the toxic waste dump beneath her Niagara Falls, New York neighborhood known as Love Canal and laid the groundwork for what became Superfund—a law established by Congress to identify and clean up toxic waste sites throughout the US. 

			Environmentalism would even become trendy. In the 1990s, growing numbers of actors, celebrities, influencers, athletes, politicians, business leaders, and other public figures began spearheading their own initiatives. In the 2020 primaries, billionaire Tom Steyer, a retired hedge fund manager and longtime environmental activist, was the first candidate to campaign almost exclusively on climate change. 

			NRDC was the first nonprofit group to go to court to protect the environment. It was founded by John Adams, a Wall Street attorney and former federal prosecutor. One day in 1969, John was enjoying a liverwurst sandwich in New York City’s Battery Park. From his scenic perch overlooking the Hudson River, he saw something horrifying float by: chunks of sewage. The moment sparked a realization that environmental laws needed environmental lawyers to enforce them. Within a year, NRDC was born.

			Over the last fifty years, the NRDC’s successes resulted in the phasing out of lead in gasoline, banning asbestos, establishing energy efficiency standards, and advancing new safeguards for air, water, and wildlife. Today, the group has more than three million members and online activists, about 700 scientists, lawyers, and policy advocates worldwide, and no shortage of cases. By August 2020, NRDC had filed 122 lawsuits against the Trump administration alone—winning decisions or settlements in nearly 90% of the cases. 

			Due Process: NEPA and CEQA

			More than two centuries ago, the Tenth Amendment of the US Constitution gave states powers not expressly granted to the federal government, and the Bill of Rights is understood to make states responsible for protecting air and water supplies. The increased environmental awareness and activism of the 1960s and 1970s shifted priorities, and the federal government stepped in with new laws including the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969, the Clean Air Act of 1970 (with major revisions in 1977 and 1990), and the Clean Water Act of 1972. A leader from the get-go, California passed the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) one year after NEPA. 

			NEPA requires government agencies to assess the potential impacts of projects on people and the environment. If a developer wants to build a project that requires a federal permit or involves federal land, highways, waterways, or other facilities, a study called an environmental impact statement (EIS) is required before a shovel can touch dirt. The document must analyze all the anticipated effects that developing, building, and operating the project would have on the local environment. 

			The affected community must be informed about potential impacts to air quality, noise, population, traffic patterns, risk of fire, endangered or invasive species, archeological artifacts, and aesthetics, among other resources. The study must also identify what impacts can be avoided, mitigation strategies to prevent what’s avoidable, and any environmental benefits. 

			CEQA is California’s own version of NEPA, and its requisite study has a similar name: an environmental impact report (EIR). While California’s process is stricter, the basic premise is the same: The process should be a “careful examination…of the environmental consequences of a given project, covering the entire project, from start to finish” that is “fully open to the public.” Some projects require both an EIS and an EIR. The studies cannot always be done concurrently. 

			Why do we need environmental assessments? They help government officials and the people they serve determine whether or not to deliver a project. Done right, these studies map out the environmental cost of a project so people know where they’re going, what the trade-offs are, and whether those trade-offs are worth it. 

			No one questions the importance of understanding the potential harm a project can do to the environment. But for some, environmental impact studies have devolved into analysis paralysis: endless delays, wasted resources, and millions spent on laborious research resulting in a lost opportunity for improving a community. Bridges, buildings, and other infrastructure improvements that used to be completed in several years now can take decades to get their EIR approved prior to any actual construction. 

			At a 2020 press conference on his controversial proposal to overhaul the NEPA process, Trump repeated the words he often used to voice developers’ frustration. “It took four years to build the Golden Gate Bridge, five years to build the Hoover Dam, and less than one year to build the Empire State Building.” 

			Developers and investors frustrated by rules and regulations? Hardly breaking news. But when the discontented include planners and environmentalists who claim the CEQA process is so cumbersome it gets in its own way, something is wrong. For decades, policymakers have talked about making changes, but the timing never seems right for CEQA reform and the heavy task of updating the law and its guidelines. 

			The environmental review process rightly stops some projects, but it unjustly disables others. In the worst cases, self-serving interests strip communities of environmental benefits projects have to offer. 

			The process requires public review, which yields all manner of feedback—helpful and otherwise—from anyone with something to say. Often there are competing interests. These include powerful businesses represented by seasoned lobbyists, organized labor concerned about jobs and jurisdiction, and residents opposed to change that could alter their neighborhood. In the 1980s, a name emerged for people who ardently oppose a project where they live but are happy to see it built in someone else’s neighborhood: NIMBY, or “Not In My Backyard.” 

			Recent times have given rise to the opposite phenomenon: YIMBY or “Yes In My Backyard.” These individuals advocate for growth, affordable housing, transportation infrastructure, and equitable communities with equal fervor. 

			Everyone and anyone can express an opinion, leading art to imitate life in the popular TV sitcom Parks and Recreation (2009–2015). While the show takes place in a fictional town in Indiana, the spot-on satire of California politics is among the reasons it lasted 125 episodes. Actual Los Angeles City Council meetings inspired some of the dialogue. 

			“What I hear when I’m being yelled at is people caring really loudly at me,” says Leslie Knope, the city bureaucrat, played by Amy Poehler. 

			“I wasn’t listening, but I strongly disagree with Ann,” declares April Ludgate, the intern-turned-assistant, played by Aubrey Plaza. 

			The Growth of the San Pedro Bay Ports

			The growth of the environmental movement coincided with the years petroleum dominated trade in the US. This oily, flammable, and reeky mix of hydrocarbons, revered by some as precious liquid gold, made certain people very wealthy. Ironically, “liquid gold” referred to olive oil in ancient Greece. These days, some people use the term to describe water. 

			The profits from the Long Beach oil fields discovered in 1921 allowed the port to build much of its infrastructure debt-free until the early 1970s. The port further leveraged this advantage to offer its customers lower rates and promote itself as a business-friendly port. Sinking land within the harbor district eventually put the brakes on the zealous oil extraction. In 1960, Operation “Big Squirt,” a water injection program, halted further subsidence. 

			The introduction of the shipping container transformed waterborne trade. Invented in the 1930s and standardized in 1968 for international intermodal transport, containers have uniform dimensions and weight. The basic unit is twenty feet long, hence the twenty-foot equivalent unit (TEU). The unit is “intermodal” because it is designed for all modes of transport: trucks, railcars, and ships. The other standard version of the corrugated metal box is forty feet long, essentially a double TEU. These “dry” or “general purpose” containers carry shoes, furniture, food, and countless other products. A modified version of the TEU is the reefer, a refrigerated container used for moving perishable goods like meat, ice cream, fruit, and, yes, makeup. Each container has a number for easy tracking. They also sport the colors and logos of their carriers, such as the highly visible pink containers with a large “ONE” on their side, which stands for the global shipping giant Ocean Network Express. 

			These durable metal boxes can be stacked like Legos on ships and trains. Massive ship-to-shore cranes load them to and from vessels, and other heavy-duty cargo handling equipment—rubber-tired gantry cranes, top handlers, yard tractors, and forklifts—move them to and from trucks, railcars, and stacks. Another common size is the domestic fifty-three-foot container used only for road and rail transport in the US and Canada. These larger containers can move more goods in a single trip. 

			Containerization revolutionized the shipping world. Ships nearly tripled in size between 1980 and 2000, from about 3,000 to 9,000 container units. In December 2015, the largest vessel to visit Los Angeles and Long Beach was CMA CGM’s 18,000-TEU Benjamin Franklin. Longer than four football fields, wider than four fire engines, and tall as the wingspan of a Boeing 787 Dreamliner, the vessel holds as much water as 235 Olympic pools or ninety million shoes. If lined up, its containers would stretch from Long Beach to Malibu. 

			To accommodate ships like the Benjamin Franklin, ports have to grow. They dredge their channels, build on-dock or near-dock rail access, and install new Super Post Panamax cranes that are taller than the Statue of Liberty. By comparison, a 5,000-TEU ship was the largest vessel that could transit the Panama Canal before it was widened. After a decade-long construction project, the new locks opened in 2016, allowing 13,000-TEU ships to transit the canal. The shipping industry categorizes ship sizes accordingly: Panamax vessels carry up to 5,100 TEUs; Post Panamax vessels carry up to 8,500 TEUs; Neo-Panamax (New-Panamax) vessels carry up to 14,500 TEUs; and ships like the Benjamin Franklin are classified as container ships. 

			Containerization intensified the fierce rivalry between the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach. During the 1960s and 1970s, they fought for each other’s cargo—sometimes to the point of underpricing long-term leases. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, their competition manifested itself in major expansion projects to accommodate the larger ships and higher cargo volumes on the horizon. With manufacturing having shifted to China, the trans-Pacific trade was thriving and the ports zeroed in on “this demand for container terminals, for more space, and backlands,” says Rick Cameron, who joined the Port of Long Beach as an environmental specialist in 1996 and has vivid memories of both ports racing to ensure they had the capacity to handle projections of double-digit growth in container volumes. 

			More port infrastructure began filling open space used to store cargo. Massive projects under construction included the Alameda Corridor, a twenty-mile freight rail expressway for speeding cargo from the ports to the transcontinental rail network near downtown Los Angeles. “This was America’s gateway when it came to imports,” explains Rick, now deputy executive director of planning and development at the port. Focused on good jobs for the local community and economic development of the region, the ports didn’t anticipate what was going to happen next. “The San Pedro Bay ports became the epicenter of the environmental transformation of the industry.” 

			The Dawn of China Shipping

			In 1997, Chinese government had a bold vision to create a future giant, China Shipping Group (CSG). One goal was to motivate COSCO—CSG’s older sibling by thirty-six years—to become more competitive. Both CSG and COSCO had pyramidal ownership structures, meaning a single parent company controlled increasingly large stacks of wholly owned subsidiaries. In the 2000s, for example, China had 2,856 government-owned conglomerates controlling 27,950 first-tier subsidiaries. China Shipping Container Lines, commonly known as China Shipping, based in Shanghai and also founded in 1997, was a CSG subsidiary. 

			Rather than follow the traditional Chinese business model of hiring government appointees, China Shipping sought talent with shipping experience. This made the Central Government pay more attention to COSCO’s lethargy, and the older company stepped up its game. The sibling rivalry ended in 2016 when the companies merged into China COSCO Shipping Group, with Xu Lirong, chairman of the younger company, taking the helm of the consolidated colossus. His own story is the stuff of legend. A born leader, seventeen-year-old Xu started his first job at COSCO as a seafarer and deftly made his way up the ladder to the top. In those early days, did he dare to dream he would one day lead a multibillion-dollar empire? 

			Long before the merger, China Shipping’s interest in operating out of the Port of LA was sparked by Taiwan-based Yang Ming, another global shipping company. Yang Ming was already leasing Berths 127–131 and at its invitation, China Shipping officials visited the Port of LA in early 2001. Almost immediately, China Shipping saw the potential Southern California had to offer and made a formal request to lease its own terminal. Terminal leases are standard at the San Pedro Bay ports. Like all major California seaports, both Los Angeles and Long Beach are landlord ports that lease their facilities to private companies, such as shipping lines—a.k.a. ocean carriers—and terminal operators, instead of running the terminals themselves. Some tenants are both shipping lines and terminal operators. Typically, the leases are long—some up to thirty or forty years—due to the large-scale investment in infrastructure, equipment, and labor it takes to open and operate a container terminal. China Shipping’s request led to negotiations for a long-term lease of Berths 100-102 in the West Basin section of the Port of LA. But before any containers could cross the docks, the site needed to be upgraded and China Shipping needed a permit from the Port of LA. 

			The timing and location seemed ideal. The Port of LA already had two approved environmental documents: a program EIR finalized in 1997 for the West Basin section and a supplemental EIS/EIR for the channel deepening completed by the US Army Corps of Engineers in 2000. 

			The port identified four goals in the existing EIR for redeveloping the West Basin: (1) optimize cargo handling on existing port lands, (2) create additional lands and build new marine terminals, (3) improve channels and landside transportation, and (4) optimize infrastructure proposed for two specific locations—Knoll Hill and Harry Bridges Boulevard. Knoll Hill, originally Goat Hill, is one of San Pedro’s treasured landmarks. The port had tried to acquire it for half of the century with the idea of leveling the twenty-four-acre site and using the dirt for landfill to create more terminal space and paving the way for rail and roadway upgrades. The latter included improving ramp access to the landmark green Vincent Thomas Bridge, the world’s first and only welded suspension bridge built entirely on piles and completed in 1963. 

			By the time the port and China Shipping began courting each other, morphing the hill into terminal infrastructure made even more sense as a business strategy. The port had already acquired several Knoll Hill lots, but some residents remained steadfastly opposed to the buyouts. Public outcry won in the end. The port walked away, the hill remains, and today it is home to two baseball fields, a dog park, and a training center for the Los Angeles Police Department service dogs. One house the port bought was blown up for a scene in the 2002 buddy-cop comedy Showtime, starring Robert De Niro and Eddie Murphy, before it was demolished. 

			The Harry Bridges Boulevard Project would connect West Basin berths and terminal storage areas, also known as backlands, to the coming Alameda Corridor. The project included grade separations that would make traffic safer by eliminating vehicle-rail crossings. 

			Officially, the port’s environmental study was known as the West Basin Transportation Improvements Program EIR, named for the northwest section of the port. CEQA guidelines allow agencies to use program EIRs for “a series of actions that can be characterized as one large project and are related… .” and the to-do list for the West Basin was extensive. The EIR called for the work to be done in two phases, with the first phase covering the lion’s share of the overhaul: construction of an on-dock rail yard, new tracks, new truck gates, wharf extensions, grade separations, channel dredging, increased backland storage, and consolidation of two berths into a single large terminal for working bigger ships. Not your average honey-do list. 

			The umbrella EIR was developed with the goal of improving the overall efficiency of West Basin container terminals. The document acknowledged some pieces were already moving forward by stating the EIR would “investigate optimization measures given that a number of changes are already in progress.” 

			The Corps’ supplemental EIS/EIR—titled the Port of Los Angeles Channel Deepening Project—evaluated the impacts of deepening the inner harbor channels. While the federal agency and the port worked together on the study, the Corps took the lead because it is responsible for building and maintaining America’s transportation, commerce, recreation, and national security infrastructure. The combined document also provided the biological assessment required under a separate federal law, the Endangered Species Act.

			The EIS/EIR was “supplemental” because it updated an earlier version of the document. The update was prepared in conjunction with a feasibility study, which is often done to determine if a proposed project meets the test of having “the greatest net economic benefit consistent with protecting the nation’s environment.”

			China Shipping was eager to build its new terminal. At the time, the largest vessels navigating the trans-Pacific routes were carrying about 6,600 container units and the proposed project called for each berth to accommodate 9,100-TEU vessels. Meanwhile, Xu, now CEO of CSG, and his team were already planning for ships as large as 10,000 TEUs to regularly call at the Port of LA. With a new water depth of fifty-two feet and more than 110 acres equipped with ten modern ship-to-shore cranes China Shipping planned to purchase, the terminal could handle up to one million container units a year. China Shipping’s presence in the largest container port complex in the Americas and its pending fleet of next-generation container ships positioned the new kid on the block to become one of the world’s largest container lines. China would be one step closer to becoming the world’s dominant maritime power.

			The request for an environmental assessment of the proposed upgrades for China Shipping to occupy the terminal came on February 26, 2001. One month later, port staff issued a March 27 memo stating it had completed the assessment, the lease elements were “adequately assessed” in both the 1997 program EIR and the 2000 channel deepening supplemental EIS/EIR, and the China Shipping project was “exempt from CEQA.” Acting on these findings, the Los Angeles Board of Harbor Commissioners approved Permit No. 999 the next day at their March 28 meeting. The Board also acted on a March 8 memo from the Office of the Los Angeles City Attorney, which gave the pending permit its legal stamp of approval. 

			On May 8, 2001, the deal was executed: The City of Los Angeles and China Shipping signed the agreement finalizing the project and the twenty-five-year lease. It granted China Shipping the “preferential right” to use Berths 100–102 and approximately 110 acres of wharf and backlands, and the “secondary right” to use berths leased by Yang Ming. Since China Shipping “does not directly control the trucks serving the terminal,” Permit No. 999 specified China Shipping “will make its best effort to notify truck drivers, truck brokers, and trucking companies, that trucks serving the terminal must” operate within designated routes. The language was among the first hints that more traffic was coming and additional mitigation strategies were needed. 

			The deal continued to move full steam ahead through bureaucratic channels. The day after the agreement was signed, the Los Angeles City Council approved the project. Doing so meant the council agreed no additional CEQA was needed and the previously adopted mitigation measures were sufficient for construction to proceed and the terminal to operate. A Notice of Determination dated May 15 was the city’s official blessing, and the China Shipping project was cleared for takeoff. Plans called for the terminal to be built in three phases. Phase one would create a seventy-five-acre terminal with a 1,200-feet long wharf at Berth 100 by November 2002. Phase two would lengthen Berth 100 by adding another 200–400 feet and use thirty-five acres of dredged material from the ocean floor—a common port development process—to create Berth 102 and additional backlands by March 2005. Phase three would focus on acquiring the rest of Knoll Hill, contingent on future business and transportation needs. 

			Despite all these approvals, doubts lingered over whether the analysis had addressed all potential environmental problems, particularly those related to terminal operations. These reservations led to a side agreement signed by the city and China Shipping two months later. The July 8 document declared both parties “will use their best efforts to minimize negative environmental impacts” of: “emissions from container ships entering, maneuvering, and hoteling in the harbor; emissions from tugboats assisting ships to the China Shipping Terminal; emissions and congestion from container traffic at the terminal; emissions and congestion of truck traffic to and from the terminal; availability of off-peak delivery service to and from the terminal; and emissions resulting from use of ‘On-Dock’ equipment.” The final stamp of approval came October 10, 2001, when the port granted the necessary coastal development permit, the last in a series of official approvals for the project to break ground. 

			The city and its new tenant celebrated, and construction began at Berth 100. But some local residents were seething over what they saw as a hasty and inadequate environmental review. Adding insult to injury, the Port of LA had kicked off 2001 by announcing plans to be a better community partner. The port wanted to end the so-called “Hundred Years’ War” with its neighbors by giving San Pedro and Wilmington residents more say in planning major harbor projects and improving communications with them on how port-related issues were affecting their lives. The China Shipping deal represented the ultimate about-face. Not the least of residents’ concerns were projections that up to 250 large container ships would call at the terminal every year, clogging local streets with a million more trucks. Friend or foe of the deal, no one could have predicted the sweeping impacts the subsequent chain of events would have on the future—not only for the local community but also for the global maritime industry. 

			The Notorious Lawsuit 

			It started with a phone call from a concerned resident to NRDC. 

			Urban dwellers worldwide face the same problems—diesel fumes, soot, smog, and traffic congestion choking their cities—and the residents of the LA communities of San Pedro and Wilmington had been complaining about the increasing pollution for years. They went to the ports, the LA City Council, state lawmakers, and anybody willing to listen. The body of scientific evidence documenting the damage to human health was growing, yet the community felt those in power weren’t paying attention. Until NRDC picked up the phone. 

			NRDC’s reputation as a fierce legal warrior fighting for people and the environment was already firmly established. Tenacious, smart, and effective, the powerful organization was precisely the amplifier residents needed to make their voices heard. 

			The caller asked NRDC lawyers to review the China Shipping project. Residents feared the container terminal, poised to grow to a 174-acre complex, would aggravate local living conditions already in decline. Plans to bulldoze Knoll Hill were the final straw. “The turning point was when Janet Gunter, Noel Park, and Andrew Mardesich got NRDC involved when the Port of Los Angeles was proceeding with China Shipping,” says longtime resident and community advocate Richard Havenick. A retired manager at Boeing Commercial Aircraft, Richard spent decades in engineering technology and public service, focusing on the environment and public health in both arenas. “They succeeded in developing our relationship with the NRDC, which added strength to the community’s efforts.” 

			Noel represented San Pedro and Peninsula Homeowners’ Coalition, and Janet and Andrew represented San Pedro Peninsula Homeowners United. With the help of NRDC and the Coalition for Clean Air, the two community groups filed a lawsuit in California Superior Court against the port and the city of Los Angeles on June 14, 2001. By then, the project had cleared all official hurdles except the coastal permit. In the matter of NRDC et al. v. City of Los Angeles, two razor-sharp lawyers, Gail Ruderman Feuer and Julie Masters, argued for those challenging the environmental documents known as the “plaintiffs and appellants.” 

			Whether in the US where lawsuits are common or abroad where challenging authority can be difficult, the American justice system generates close attention and reactions range from envy to scorn. In the China Shipping matter, it allowed everyday people to stand up to the busiest container port in the Western Hemisphere and a global shipping powerhouse. However, the same system has also been used to sue God, and with surprisingly mixed results. In 2007, Ernie Chambers, a former Nebraska state senator, filed a lawsuit against the Almighty to show that courts are required to hear cases, no matter how frivolous, to protect people’s access to the justice system. The case was dismissed on a technicality: The defendant could not be served due to a lack of a home address. Nearly four decades earlier in Arizona, a secretary named Betty Penrose filed a $100,000 lawsuit against God for negligence after a lightning bolt struck her house. She won the case by default: The defendant failed to show up in court. 

			In the case against the Port of LA, the appellants submitted a petition for writ of mandate, seeking a court order to halt construction of the China Shipping terminal on the grounds that the EIR process was flawed. The request is the type of legal tool available in the US justice system to those who believe government agencies have broken the law through their mistakes or by unlawful, fraudulent, or unfair actions. A judge has the discretionary power to issue a writ of mandate, mandamus, to block or correct the action. 

			The complaint argued the permit violated CEQA on the grounds the broader program EIR was insufficient: Instead, the port should have done a project-specific EIR for all three phases before signing the lease and issuing a construction permit. Also, the scope of the China Shipping terminal project was more extensive than the four-year-old program EIR contemplated. “Our legal claim was simple,” explains NRDC attorney Melissa Lin Perella in an article posted on the organization’s website. “Before the Port could build its project, it had to disclose how the project could harm public health and the environment and take reasonable actions to reduce that harm. This is CEQA’s basic mandate.” How could the court fix the problem? Appellants urged the judge to suspend the coastal development permit and prohibit “any action to construct any wharves, buildings, or structures or to develop or alter the Project site in any way until a lawful approval is obtained from Respondents after the preparation and consideration of an EIR.” 

			Meanwhile on the business front, CSG had been negotiating with Marine Terminals Corp., an Oakland-based terminal operator that stevedored LA’s adjacent Yang Ming terminal. The results of those talks surfaced after the lawsuit had been filed when the port released a cooperation agreement signed June 21, 2001, in Shanghai by the two companies. The agreement led to their US-based joint venture, New Century Terminal Services LLC, to jointly operate Berths 100–102. CSG’s first overseas project to build, operate, and manage the marine terminal was a success, a pivotal maneuver for its “internationalization strategy.” The new partners identified steps they would take to minimize diesel emissions. They contemplated reducing vessel speeds within twenty miles of the port, turning off ships’ main engines at berth, cutting back on the use of auxiliary engines at berth, burning the cleanest fuel for yard equipment, and promoting off-peak hours for cargo pickup and delivery. 

			The first court decision came in spring 2002. In a May 31 ruling, Superior Court Judge Dzintra Janavs sided with the port on the basis that the first phase of the China Shipping project was within the scope of the 1997 program EIR. The highly respected judge found that the port and its board of commissioners had complied with CEQA and other laws in approving the lease and the permit, and she denied the petition for writ of mandate. Her decision cited the city’s acknowledgement that an EIR is required for the second and third phases of the project. Therefore, “the Petition for Writ of Mandate as regards said phases is moot and/or premature,” she concluded. 

			The port immediately issued a short press release announcing the favorable ruling. In it, board president Tonsich stated, “the current Board of Harbor Commissioners has always been very sensitive to all environmental laws.” He assured the public the port would complete all environmental analyses and implement mitigation measures “to ensure that the residents of Wilmington and San Pedro continue to enjoy a high quality of life.” 

			The Appeal

			The environmental and neighborhood groups did not give up. They filed a petition with the California Court of Appeals for a writ of supersedeas, an order to suspend the first ruling and stop construction and operation of the China Shipping project. The preliminary hearing on August 2, 2002, “denied the request but ordered the appeal expedited and scheduled an October hearing.” When three judges convened on October 18, they implied a stay might be needed. They gave everyone a few more days to submit additional legal briefs. 

			On October 23, the panel announced they were siding with the plaintiffs. In their minds, the port had violated CEQA. Effective immediately, construction of the remaining 10% of the wharf at Berth 100 came to a halt. Installation of the cranes arriving in the next few weeks would have to wait. The terminal operator was prohibited from all operations and construction. Only work on the storm drain system, security fences, lighting and power could be completed. Any use of the backlands was limited to container storage. 

			The judges ruled the request for an EIR for China Shipping came five months after completion of the supplemental EIS/EIR and concluded “neither the 1997 EIR nor the 2002 SEIS/SEIR adequately addresses the site-specific environmental concerns expressed in the side letter agreement.” The CEQA process should advise decision-makers “whether or not to start the project at all, not merely to decide whether to finish it.” The ruling cited the California Supreme Court’s precedent-setting rebuke of what it deemed a post-approval environmental review to justify actions already taken. “The purpose of CEQA is not to generate paper, but to compel government at all levels to make decisions with environmental consequences in mind,” California’s highest court had declared in 1975. 

			After studying the original ruling, the appellate court concluded, “It really does not matter which argument we credit; neither carries the day for the City.” In its written ruling dated October 30, the panel unanimously directed the lower court to grant the petition for writ of mandate. “The Court said that we don’t need to sacrifice the public’s health in order to have a healthy port,” said NRDC attorney Gail Ruderman Feuer. “This is a great day for a people who’ve been fighting for years to breathe without fear.” It was a notion ahead of its time, but one that many ports and corporations have since openly embraced. 

			Bottom line: China Shipping could not use its terminal until the environmental analysis for each phase of the project was done. It was unprecedented for the justice system to stop construction and operation of a marine terminal for failure to fully assess health and environmental concerns. What kind of anxiety rippled through China’s leadership? It was inconceivable that a small band of local residents could slam the brakes on a project for a government-run global shipping Goliath. 

			Groundbreaking Settlement

			The landmark ruling came down at a time when change was afoot in LA on many fronts. Two well-known San Pedro siblings had risen to political prominence. James Hahn had become the mayor of Los Angeles and Janice Hahn had won the LA City Council seat for the district that included San Pedro and Wilmington. During the run-up to the election, port-related air pollution was not among the top issues. But a campaign to make the San Pedro/Wilmington communities independent from sprawling LA was. Andy Mardesich, one of the residents challenging the China Shipping project, was also among the leaders of the crusade to break away from the mother ship. The battle never reached the ballot box. Among the setbacks was a decision by the State Lands Commission that LA would retain custody of the port in the breakup, raising serious doubts about the economic viability of an independent San Pedro/Wilmington. Lucky for Mayor Hahn, who had married a “Pedro girl” and would have been forced to relocate to LA to keep his elected office. 

			The next episode in the battle over the China Shipping project took place a few months later. On February 6, 2003, the parties returned to Judge Janavs’ courtroom and left with orders to prepare draft language for the formal writ and injunction she was going to issue. They came back one month later with a settlement agreement instead. 

			Reached March 5, the settlement called for the port to review the effects of the project on the community and establish a $50 million fund to pay for clean air and beautification projects. The sum would be used as follows: $20 million for air quality mitigation, another $20 million for community aesthetic mitigation, and $10 million for incentives to replace, repower, or retrofit existing diesel-powered on-road trucks. The Gateway Cities Council of Governments, a regional planning coalition, would manage the incentive program. In addition to the fund, the port agreed to address cargo handling equipment and ship idling. For example, the operators of the new terminal would use alternative fuels, low-profile cranes (if financially and operationally feasible), and install shore power (a.k.a. cold ironing, which the Port of LA called Alternative Maritime Power) to run ships at berth on electricity. Finally, the port would alleviate the truck traffic around the terminal by developing and instituting a traffic mitigation plan. 

			The next day, on March 6, the court docketed a stipulated judgment and arbitration over unresolved matters began. Dealing with each set of issues separately, the parties debated another fifteen months until June 14, 2004, when Judge Janavs signed off on the Amended Stipulated Judgment and Modifications of Stay. The final settlement allowed China Shipping to proceed with terminal operation, finish construction at Berth 100, and assemble the cranes pending completion of a new EIR. However, the agreement capped cargo moving through the terminal at 328,000 TEUs per year and required the port to pay additional mitigation fees if volume exceeded the limit. Phases two and three would have to wait for a separate environmental study. 

			Likewise, petitioners settled a separate lawsuit filed in federal court against the US Army Corps of Engineers and the City of Los Angeles. The case challenged the federal permit issued for construction of the first wharf at Berth 100. Under the settlement, the engineers agreed to conduct a new environmental assessment and reconsider the permit. The settlement had to be approved by a federal judge. 

			Meanwhile, CSG had continued to hedge its bets. About six months before the state appellate court handed down its ruling, CSG signed a letter of intent with Yang Ming and Marine Terminals Corp. Citing the desire to increase efficiency, the two carriers would combine their leased LA terminals and join forces with Marine Terminals Corp. to form a three-party joint venture to operate them. It was the first venture of this kind between China Shipping Group and Yang Ming. While waiting for its own claims against the port to be resolved, China Shipping took other steps to do business, which included obtaining a nonexclusive berth assignment under an interim agreement with the port. In the future, the port would need to agree to new lease terms. 

			The Cost of Settling Up

			The $50 million settlement was not the final bill. The port had to set aside another $3.5 million to create parks and open space in San Pedro and agreed to cover arbitration fees incurred prior to the settlement capped at $40,000 per year. Harbor commissioners also had to budget additional funds for building shore power infrastructure at the China Shipping terminal and another pot of up to $5 million for retrofitting China Shipping vessels to plug in electrical power at Berths 97–109. The port also footed the bill for the appellants’ legal fees, which came to $1,426,000. 

			Because China Shipping was at the center of the battle, it also had a dog in the fight. When the dust settled with the landmark lawsuit, the company wanted the port to compensate it for accrued financial losses due to delays in construction and terminal operations. Additionally, the company wanted the port to pony up for unexpected environmental mitigation measures, such as yard equipment that ran on alternative fuels. The port settled China Shipping’s claims for $22,224,583: $10 million for costs associated with the delay and a $12,224,583.33 credit in rent-related compensation. The parties formalized the deal in the first amendment to the permit No. 999 approved on May 25, 2005. By comparison, China Shipping paid the port $18 million in combined wharfage and rent for 2004. 

			Luckily, taxpayers did not have to foot the bill. The port covered the costs with its own revenue. Environmental groups had no problem with this. They believed mitigation should be part of the cost of doing business for the port and the industry. 

			Mitigation Money

			The China Shipping settlement required the port to spend the $50 million mitigation money on cutting port-related air pollution within five years. As it turned out, this was easier said than done. Port staff and the litigants spent untold hours in countless meetings hashing out the details of how to best use the money. The $10 million incentive piece posed the greatest challenge. Everyone agreed in principle that the money should support the advancement and deployment of zero-emission, near-zero-emission, and emission-reduction technology at the port, but there weren’t many options: Any systems that could be deployed were neither commercially available nor cost-effective. Five years later, nearly $10 million remained in the till and the parties needed a new plan. 

			By then, a separate battle over the expansion of another container terminal, TraPac, had been resolved. In April 2008, the City of Los Angeles and seventeen environmental justice, community, and labor advocates signed the TraPac Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), an unprecedented agreement to avoid litigation. The deal established the Port Community Mitigation Trust Fund (PCMTF) and the port contributed more than $11 million. 

			PCMTF was required to fund “appropriate” and “qualifying” mitigation projects to offset “past, present, and future” cumulative off-port impacts from port-related activities. More than half, about $6 million, was earmarked for air filtration systems in local schools, and the South Coast Air Quality Management District (AQMD) was charged with the task. The remaining $5.2 million would be spent on health care grants, a noise abatement program, a study of off-port impacts, job training programs, and other priority projects. This work would be managed by a nonprofit organization created to manage the fund, select proposals, and allocate grants. The Harbor Community Benefit Foundation (HCBF) was incorporated in March 2011 with a seven-member volunteer board that took over the job from the fund’s interim financial manager. 

			By the end of 2012, a new plan began taking shape for the unused China Shipping settlement money. It started with $4 million going toward a $13.5-million zero-emission catenary demonstration project. The one-mile catenary demonstration—a trolley-like system with dedicated overhead power lines for moving electric drayage trucks—was led by the region’s air regulatory agency and completed in 2018. In 2017, $5 million was used to create the Air Quality Mitigation Fund (AQMF), and the job of managing the new fund went to HCBF. AQMF dollars support projects focused on reducing port-related emissions, preferably zero-emission technologies. 

			HCBF continues to administer both funds. Since 2011, the nonprofit has awarded 140 grants totaling more than $7.5 million to seventy-five groups. So far, money from the AQMF basket has supported a stop-start technology demonstration. PCMTF grants have helped pay for programs such as Wilmington Health Center’s new respiratory clinic, cancer-related care in San Pedro and Wilmington, thirty local air monitoring stations, and workforce development training in the area of oil spill response and marine life protection. In addition to grants, HCBF supports the communities of Wilmington and San Pedro with technical assistance, independent research, and community programs such as health fairs. 

			Port Community Advisory Committee 

			The China Shipping lawsuit signaled the writing was on the wall: The city needed to do better by the San Pedro and Wilmington communities. About two months after the filing, Mayor Hahn sent a letter dated August 9, 2001, to the LA Board of Harbor Commissioners. Residents have “many concerns and lots of good ideas,” he wrote. “We need to listen to them.” The mayor urged the commissioners to establish the Port Community Advisory Committee (PCAC) to tackle port-related air pollution, and the group was formed by September 2001.

			Several PCAC members were among those suing the port over the China Shipping project. They didn’t just want to fight. They were equally willing to volunteer their time and energy to work with the port to make life better for the community. 

			Exactly what was PCAC’s role? Mayor Hahn followed up with a letter dated October 17, 2003, to clarify. The group was an advisory body created to “give voice to the concerns of the Harbor community” and review previous EIRs to “learn valuable lessons from past projects.” As for pending and future EIRs, PCAC members should “work in good faith” with port staff, Hahn wrote. In closing, the mayor sought to strike a balance between ensuring the port continued to make money and support jobs while improving its relationship with surrounding communities. “As Port development projects continue to move forward, let us not forget the benefits derived from this economic engine.” 

			PCAC held its first meeting on January 17, 2002. Its members were eager to help the port battle air and water pollution, as well as redevelop the waterfront. This standing committee of about twenty-five people took its charge very seriously. In order to effectively work on issues and provide valuable input to the Los Angeles Board of Harbor Commissioners, the main Steering Committee formed eight subcommittees to drill down on specific issues: Wilmington Waterfront Development; the San Pedro Waterfront Coordinated Plan; EIR/Aesthetic Mitigation; Traffic; Water Quality; Air Quality; the Port Master Plan/Quality of Life; and Lights, Aesthetics, and Noise. All meetings were open to the public. 

			Richard Havenick was a founding PCAC member who would later chair the Air Quality Subcommittee. He welcomed the chance for scientists, health advocates, and the community to collaborate with port staff. “I didn’t want to attack the ports. I wanted to have an effective relationship. That’s what I did at work,” says the retired Boeing engineer, for whom safety has always been a priority. 

			Under the 2003 settlement agreement, the port had committed to continuing support of PCAC. The port followed through by providing meeting space, staff support, and equipment. The port also paid for two air quality experts: Ed Avol, a professor of clinical medicine at USC, and Dave Howekamp, an independent consultant and former Air Division director for EPA. Based in Berkeley, Dave would fly down once a week to attend PCAC meetings in person. Regulatory agencies participated, too. AQMD staff came in person, and representatives of the California Air Resources Board (CARB) and EPA attended by phone. Industry experts attended periodically, depending on the topic. 

			Given the large number of past and pending EIRs to review, the port soon realized it needed to establish a process of PCAC’s involvement. Port staff proposed hiring a CEQA consultant to help PCAC focus on CEQA-specific defined scope of work, feasible mitigation measures for future EIRs, and a representative sample of prior EIRs. For legal reasons, staff couldn’t share intermediate EIR drafts. Respectful of PCAC’s advisory role, the port offered to provide a “standardized template applicable to all EIRs” with a clear data baseline and specific steps for evaluating each project. Staff would “maintain a list of mitigation measures” and “develop a comprehensive set of ‘model terminal’ operation procedures” to be included in the port’s next annual report. Data tables would show terminal acreage, TEUs per acre, and the number of projected ship calls, truck and rail movements, cranes, employees and their vehicles. Residents hoped the mitigation measures would be used as models for ports around the country. 

			PCAC would go on to bring more than a hundred motions to the board before it was disbanded in 2013. The Great Recession was the beginning of the end. Port revenues were declining and the Harbor Department had to tighten its belt. By then, Geraldine Knatz was the executive director of the Port of LA and her tenure from 2006 to 2014 coincided with the boom, bust, and resurgence of cargo. When the Great Recession hit, the port held off on filling vacancies, reduced overtime for remaining staff, and cut back on vendor services. PCAC was not immune, and Geraldine outlined the budget cuts in an April 8, 2009, letter. After reviewing PCAC activities, port staff found “many of the same dedicated people” attended different subcommittee meetings, staff and consultants occasionally outnumbered subcommittee members at meetings, different subcommittees were working on the same agenda items, and some subcommittees had completed the tasks for which they were created. The letter advised PCAC that the port would no longer pay for the full PCAC to meet at the Crowne Plaza Hotel. Instead, the full committee could meet at the Port of Los Angeles High School in San Pedro, and meeting space would continue to be available at the Banning’s Landing community center in Wilmington. The port would continue to provide staff support, but only for four subcommittees. 

			From where PCAC stood, the budget cuts meant no more outside consultants, no more vendors to facilitate meetings, no more staff overtime to accommodate PCAC members who could only meet outside of their regular work hours, and, by extension, no more meetings at port headquarters. “Now what are we going to do? Have a meeting at my house?” Richard says. 

			They gave it a try. They held a few meetings at Richard’s house, a modest, well-maintained home on a San Pedro hill with a stunning ocean view. “A few people showed up, and we had a phone conversation with CARB. It didn’t work. That was it. We were done.” PCAC and its subcommittees continued to exist, but barely. “I think Geraldine wanted us out of the way, but I wanted to get out of the way, too,” says Richard. 

			Still, by the time PCAC folded it had brought more than a hundred motions to the LA Board of Harbor Commissioners. In its wake, PCAC left a legacy of community engagement that would endure, with neighborhood councils, ad hoc public committees, and individuals actively weighing in on port issues and projects that affect them. 

			No Net Increase 

			Around the same time the port was mobilizing PCAC, the high-profile Hahns spearheaded a related initiative called No Net Increase (NNI). The goal was to cap air emissions and traffic from future port operations at existing levels. The Los Angeles Board of Harbor Commissioners adopted NNI as the port’s environmental policy on October 10, 2001. At the first PCAC meeting held several months later, the baseline year for drawing the line on emissions was set at 2001. Port staff rolled up their sleeves and got to work on a plan, schedule, and baseline studies for measuring the environmental impacts of port operations on surrounding communities. 

			The first order of business was to identify the main pollutants in the air and their emissions levels. To do so, commissioners approved nearly $800,000 for comprehensive area-wide ambient air studies. By 2005, the port had installed four air quality monitoring stations to gather real-time samples of air pollutants and meteorological data. The stations measured levels of ozone, carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, sulfur dioxide, and three categories of particulate matter: PM10, PM2.5, and DPM, the latter tracked by elemental carbon levels. The stations were strategically located at the sites where they remain today: (1) the Outer Harbor at Berth 47, (2) the Terminal Island Treatment Plant on Pier 300, (3) beside the San Pedro promenade near South Harbor Boulevard and 3rd Street, and (4) in the heart of Wilmington at the Saints Peter and Paul Elementary School. Since 2008, the port has made the real-time data available to the public. Similarly, the Port of Long Beach has air quality monitoring stations at two locations: (1) the port’s paved Superblock site north of the Inner Harbor, and (2) the Outer Harbor area in Gull Park at the far end of the Navy Mole. 

			The ports didn’t set up their air monitoring network in a vacuum: State and regional air regulatory agencies—CARB and AQMD—reviewed and approved the data collection plan. Monitoring results were later compared with the findings of the third Multiple Air Toxic Exposure Study (MATES III) published in 2008. Prepared by AQMD, the report marked the first time the agency measured particulate matter in its series MATES studies. The document confirmed hidden dangers were lurking in sunny skies over port communities, Richard says. “The MATES map was ugly. Even if you live by the ocean, you’re breathing bad air batter because of the ships.” 

			Under the NNI initiative, the port released a document titled Plan to Achieve No Net Increase of Air Emissions at the Port of Los Angeles. The community expected the 265-page plan to show how Mayor Hahn would keep the promise of no net increase in emissions as the port grew. Instead, residents were outraged after the plan was presented to PCAC. “I was embarrassed and ashamed for the port,” remembers Richard, who represented PCAC on the task force. His disappointment is as intense today as it was when the document was completed in July 2004. Though thick in size, the plan was thin in substance. It woefully underestimated how much cargo and related emissions would increase. It also failed to recommend new programs or propose legislation for reducing pollution. “The NNI plan relied on the regulations that required lower-sulfur fuel be phased in diesel trucks,” says Richard, who remembers wondering how this alone was supposed to improve the air. “What? It was a complete disaster.” 

			Take Two: The NNI Task Force 

			The city had no choice but to modify its approach and figure out how to realistically reduce pollution, leading to the formation of the NNI Task Force. The twenty-five-member group was composed of representatives from national, state, and regional air regulatory agencies; neighborhood councils; local environmental organizations; maritime, rail, and trucking; port labor; Harbor Department commissioners and staff; and environmental and health experts. Members met regularly between October 2004 and June 2005. They studied, discussed, and debated emissions growth projections, pollution reduction strategies, and related feasibility issues. They formed subgroups to tackle technical, financial, legal, and jurisdictional matters. The NNI Task Force concluded its work and delivered its findings and recommendations in a June 24, 2005 report. 

			This second report was a 603-page plan with specific initiatives, technology assessments, legal and financial analyses, and public policy issues. It considered more than seventy control measures, including existing strategies, engine standards, fuel requirements, retrofitting versus repowering, and operational efficiencies and improvements. The final report detailed the sixty-eight measures whose clean air benefits could be estimated. Throughout the document, comments from individuals and groups offered unvarnished insight into which issues were hotly debated and where parties disagreed on findings and recommendations. Industry representatives routinely raised serious concerns about prohibitive costs and the lack of commercial availability of certain advanced technologies. “Most of the assumptions regarding technology availability, emissions, performance, and costs are speculative…and not well-documented,” wrote Carol A. Harris, Union Pacific attorney and task force member. The Pacific Maritime Shipping Association (PMSA), which represents shippers and terminal operators, questioned the accuracy of emissions projections and whether future air pollution levels were overestimated. If so, all other findings built upon those estimates would be unreliable. The price tag was jaw-dropping. It would cost between $11 billion to $16 billion over twenty years to implement the NNI control measures, and another $9 billion to nearly $14 billion to fund proposed measures not required by regulation. Who would pay? Even with its impressive annual net revenue, the port’s pockets weren’t deep enough. 

			One week later, NNI was no longer James Hahn’s problem. On July 1, 2005, newly elected Antonio Villaraigosa took over as the mayor of LA and instantly stepped into the port debate. 

			The China Shipping saga forever changed how the Port of LA would deal with the community. Over time, that same project would generate more EIRs. The most recent study completed in fall 2019 sparked a controversy over port oversight of China Shipping and the company’s compliance with all mitigation measures. The effect of this saga would eventually ripple through every major port. But the first wave hit across the bay at the Port of Long Beach. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 

			Green Port Policy

			Meanwhile in Long Beach 

			Doug Sereno has a gentle demeanor, an easy smile, and razor-sharp recall of the complex construction projects he’s worked on over the years. In 2002, the Port of Long Beach brought him into the fold as its deputy chief harbor engineer. The soft-spoken engineer took the job after more than fifteen years as a private sector consultant managing wastewater programs for the City of Los Angeles. He interviewed with three high-level managers: Geraldine Knatz, Doug Thiessen, and Al Moro. “During the interview everyone said, ‘We don’t have too much trouble with environmental clearances here. We generally are able to build the projects we propose.’” 

			Back then, most Long Beach residents seemed barely aware the port was there. Many had no idea the port was a department of the city. “We were across the river from the city, so there were no big impacts like there were in LA with the community. We could build whatever we proposed. We were doing EIRs, they were fine, and we were building,” Doug remembers. “Three years later, all we were doing was environmental stuff.” 

			In the early 2000s, the officials at the helm of the ports of Long Beach and Los Angeles were only beginning to grasp the magnitude of the environmental problems headed their way. Various studies, including the second Multiple Air Toxics Exposure Study (MATES II) published by AQMD in March 2000, highlighted pollution increasing in and around the San Pedro Bay ports. Neighborhoods along the main truck and rail corridors connecting the ports to the national freight network had become known as the “diesel death zone.” Agencies were flexing their regulatory muscles, and the ports—isolated so far—had to deal with it. The China Shipping lawsuit was the tipping point. During the years that followed, major port development projects were put on hold. 

			The China Shipping plight was an eye-opener for the Port of Los Angeles. The port had not listened, got dragged into court, and lost. Constituents were up in arms, leading to political pressure from the mayor and other elected officials, which made matters worse. A movement was born, and the ports were not used to the intensifying scrutiny. “China Shipping over in LA hit us in Long Beach as well,” Doug says. “Independent groups started watching closely what both ports were doing.” 

			For nearly a century, public ports had quietly done millions of dollars of business without public interference, explains Port of Hueneme CEO and Port Director Kristin Decas. “US ports typically ran themselves, so to speak, without a lot of outreach into the community. Ports tended to be insular. There weren’t major public relations and community relations campaigns. The playbook was different back in the day.” People knew ports moved cargo. Moms and dads worked in the harbor doing something for shipping lines or on the docks. If anything, when most people in Long Beach thought about the port, they associated it with the city’s long-standing history as a Navy town.

			From Home Port to Pier T

			Long Beach became the West Coast home port for Pacific Fleet battleships and their support vessels in 1919. The US Navy’s first two aircraft carriers, the USS Saratoga and the USS Lexington, arrived in 1928. Four years later, a large Navy landing stood at the foot of Pico Avenue. The following year brought more than 30,000 sailors on fifty ships. When a massive 6.4 magnitude earthquake rocked Long Beach in 1933, the Navy dispatched 4,500 sailors and marines to aid local rescue units, patrols, and rebuilding efforts. Around 1940, the Navy made a $1 deal with the city for land on Terminal Island, which became the Long Beach Naval Complex. The site supported US naval operations during three wars—World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War—and grew to occupy nearly one-fifth of today’s port. By the late 1990s, the Navy was gone. The exodus cost California’s economy more than 17,500 military and civilian jobs and $52.2 million. 

			The decade was already off to a bad start with a recession and a short-lived proposal by the Walt Disney Co. for a Port Disney amusement park surrounding the Queen Mary. A merger of aerospace giants Boeing and McDonnell Douglas followed in 1996-1997 and eliminated nearly 4,000 jobs in and around Long Beach. In between, the city was among the areas hit by the riots that erupted in 1992 when four LA cops were acquitted for beating Rodney King, a Black motorist, after the brutal incident was caught on camera. The Navy’s pullout was painful and prolonged, marked by hearings, delays, and protests across the decade. The era was fraught with a battle to keep the Navy in Long Beach, a campaign to save historically significant structures after it was clear the Navy was leaving, a dispute over converting the property into a container terminal and leasing it to COSCO (China Shipping’s older sibling) that pitted jobs against national security, and a rise in anti-China sentiment fueled by conservative talk-show hosts at the height of their popularity. The upshot? A literal act of Congress that singled out COSCO by name and stipulated the property could not be conveyed by sale, lease, or other method to COSCO or any of its legal successors. Not surprisingly, environmental challenges were part of the mix. 

			The turmoil began shortly after the US Department of Defense (DOD) began reviewing all US military bases and installations with the goal of consolidating operations and cutting costs. The largest facilities in the Long Beach complex were the Naval Station and the Naval Shipyard on Terminal Island. The station was targeted for closure in 1991 and shuttered in September 1994. The shipyard was able to avoid the hit list until 1994 and was closed in September 1997. The process required the DOD to work with the City of Long Beach on the reuse plans for the 1,500-acre site, and federal guidelines mandated the plans include housing for the homeless and other community support services. The third version of the reuse plan did the trick: The document called for a multiservice complex for the homeless with 176 units of housing and emergency shelters, a child development center, a public middle and high school, a community college, a university research and technology facility, a job corps center, a shopping plaza, and an expansion of the port’s cargo handling facilities. The city approved the plan in December 1995. Even though they existed on paper, nine of the ten elements—the tenth being additional terminal space—never saw the light of day. 

			By then, the formal environmental review was already underway. The Navy had started its analysis for the NEPA-driven environmental cleanup in October 1995, and the port launched its EIR process in November 1995. Prior to completing and circulating the draft EIR for public review, the port’s executive director signed a “Statement of Interest and Terms for Proposed Container and Intermodal Terminal” dated April 4, 1996, to lease 145 acres to COSCO. Things moved swiftly. The port completed and circulated the draft EIR in May, Long Beach harbor commissioners certified the environmental document in September, and in November the board approved a “preferential assignment agreement” with COSCO Terminals America, Inc., a California corporation. The new terminal would be built to berth two 6,000-TEU vessels, store 17,000 containers, and house an on-dock rail yard. 

			Meanwhile, the cities of Vernon and Compton, and a not-for-profit preservation group, Long Beach Heritage, each filed a petition for a writ of mandate to challenge EIR certification of the proposed redevelopment. Later, the parties consolidated their petitions. The trial started in Los Angeles Superior Court on February 19, 1997, predating the China Shipping lawsuit by more than four years. 

			While air quality and traffic issues would drive the China Shipping case, water quality, historical and wildlife preservation, and differences over the best use of the property were at the heart of the legal battle in Long Beach. Over the next seven months, Judge Robert O’Brien issued three rulings. The first validated the port’s position that the EIR was adequate and denied a request to rescind the reuse plan and agreements with COSCO and the Navy. But the decision also sided with the petitioners on a crucial technical element: the act of certifying the EIR was a “post hoc rationalization” based on a prior commitment to the project. He sent the matter back to the Harbor Commission “to reconsider the project clear and free of any precommitment, preapproval, or predisposition and with a complete evaluation of the EIR before deciding on the project.” Given a second bite of the apple, the board suspended any pending project approvals and construction bids and then reapproved the project. The court faulted this approach, too, and ordered the board to reconsider yet again. On the third bite, the Harbor Commission rescinded the agreement with COSCO and adopted supplemental mitigation measures but rejected the reexamination of the reuse plan. Although O’Brien’s rulings had mostly favored the port, the third time was not a charm: On September 2, 1997, the judge issued a writ setting aside certification of the final EIR and ordering any further review of the project be made without “precommitment, preapproval, or predisposition.” 

			Two days later the city appealed; the cities of Vernon and Compton followed suit by filing a joint notice of cross-appeal. Long Beach Heritage also appealed but reached a $4.5 million settlement with the port to fund future preservation projects before the appellate court issued its decision. On April 29, 1998, the higher court found that the port had neither violated CEQA nor abused its discretion. The court threw out the writ and ordered the petitioners to pay the port’s and city’s attorneys’ fees. The port was cleared. 

			The CEQA battle was overshadowed by public upset over the Navy’s departure, the pending demolition of its facilities, and the proposed deal with COSCO. The Naval Station included an administration building designed in part by Paul Revere Williams, perhaps the best-known African American architect of his day and the first Black member of the American Institute of Architects. The shipyard included Drydock No. 1: a massive repair facility deeper than a four-story building, almost as wide as a soccer field, and longer than the Eiffel Tower resting on its side. The property also had existing recreational facilities and a pool, although there were practical questions as to whether anyone would actually drive to Terminal Island to use them. Another treasure was Titan, among the world’s largest self-propelled floating cranes, better known as “Herman the German” that had come to Long Beach after US forces seized it at the end of World War II. The famous crane was shipped off to the Panama Canal where it has been in service since 1996. Among those fighting to save the historic features was TV personality Huell Howser, best known for producing and hosting KCET’s California’s Gold (1991–2012). The show featured places of interest throughout the state, including one segment on the Long Beach Naval Shipyard. Howser, whose Tennessee lilt and boundless enthusiasm charmed public television audiences for twenty-four seasons, filed his own lawsuit in January 1997 to prevent demolition of the base. The case was dismissed in July 1998, more than two months after the port won its appeal. 

			Meanwhile, political emotions were running high over the prospect of a Communist China-owned company gaining access to property formerly occupied by the US Navy. Opponents cited numerous objections to COSCO, some more grounded in fact than others: a history of violating international safety regulations, dumping raw waste into the ocean, bribing US government officials to avoid paying tariffs, and smuggling guns and components of mass destruction. While the business community supported COSCO and the jobs the project would bring, the opposition grew vehement. Militias marched in Long Beach, and conservative radio hosts and their fans argued that China would use the site as a base from which to spy on the US Unparalleled levels of security manned Harbor Commission meetings. One public hearing was hastily moved from the 300-seat Long Beach City Hall to a 1,900-seat ballroom in the Long Beach Convention Center. While the boisterous crowd didn’t fill the entire space, the meeting seemed to unite anti-communists, veterans’ groups, preservationists, and environmentalists. Amid the fracas, the Port of LA sought to court COSCO, which would have been devastating for Long Beach. Long Beach harbor commissioners vowed to “make other accommodations to keep [COSCO] from leaving. ” 

			Congress did not disappoint the opposition. It killed the deal in the 1998–1999 defense authorization bill. As for COSCO, it opted to stay at Pier J in Long Beach where it had been since 1981 under a sublease with Pacific Container Terminal (PCT) operated by SSA Marine. COSCO had been operating at the Port of Long Beach for nearly two decades without a single mention of its presence posing a threat to national security. 

			In 1999, the Navy transferred the property back to Long Beach and the site was renamed Pier T. The port ultimately leased Pier T to Total Terminals International (TTI), in which South Korea-based Hanjin Shipping had a stake. Without further ado, Berths T132–T140 became Long Beach’s first mega-terminal, spanning 380 acres, served by fifty-foot water depths, and built to handle more than one million TEUs per year. The $602 million project created jobs for more than 5,500 construction workers, who built 5,000 lineal feet of wharf, a thirty-lane truck gate, electrical plugs for 1,200 refrigerated containers, and a dockside rail yard. The work also required two million cubic yards of excavation and earth fill to create the container storage tract. All told, the work involved seventeen separate projects, most of which were underwater. Towering over the docks were twenty bright red, 350-feet-high ship-to-shore gantry cranes, built and delivered by a Chinese manufacturer at the cost of $7 million each. In 2004, the Pier T development project captured the Facilities Engineering Award from the American Association of Port Authorities (AAPA). 

			The port came out ahead. The parties inked a twenty-five-year $1 billion lease in 2000. Hanjin would pay the port $42 million a year, nearly triple the $14.5 million annual rent the port had negotiated with COSCO. TTI moved into Pier T in September 2002, and Hanjin operated there until its financial collapse in 2016, when it sold its stake to Mediterranean Shipping Company (MSC), the minority partner in TTI. 

			Pier J South

			The uproar over Pier T taught port staff a powerful lesson: CEQA had to come first. But its environmental battles were far from over. Less than six months after operations got underway at Pier T, the battle over China Shipping on the LA side began raging. Then, between the lawsuit and the final settlement in the China Shipping case, the Port of Long Beach found itself back in the hot seat over the EIR to redevelop Pier J, remembers Rick Cameron. “Two major projects kinda blew up on both sides.” 

			Like an affable professor relating a cautionary tale, Rick describes the two years of watching the disruption on the other side of the bay. Staff at the Port of Long Beach was thinking, “There are certain things we need to do to address what happened to China Shipping,” says Rick. “We didn’t know how because we’d never done it before. Even LA didn’t know.” The ports were being asked to analyze redevelopment projects in a totally new way that included comprehensive air dispersion modeling on a grand scale. No one had ever done modeling of this scope and size. “We were asked to do things from a construction and operations standpoint that really were a huge change.” 

			Pier J is bounded on the west by the southeast basin, on the north by Pier G, and on the east and south by San Pedro Bay. The 270-acre site was home to two tenants, PCT and Maersk Container Terminal, until Maersk left for a newly built mega-terminal across the bay in LA. PCT, now called Pacific Maritime Services, expanded to both lobes of the irregularly shaped terminal, which resembles Star Trek’s USS Enterprise in profile with fatter engines and a clunkier main hull. The Pier J South project would reconfigure this parcel into one large efficient terminal with state-of-the-art on-dock rail and more direct connections. 

			Prepared by the Army Corps and the port in December 2002, the Port of Long Beach Pier J South Terminal Development Draft EIS/EIR proposed four alternatives. The port’s preferred option was a container terminal of up to 385 acres, which involved consolidating and expanding the existing two terminals and adding 115 acres by filling a large rectangular slip and the terminal’s outer contours. The project would be done in five phases and completed in 2015. 

			If all went according to plan, Pier J South would accommodate almost two million containers, 5,300 trucks’ trips per day, five trains per day, 435 ships per year, and 770 workers. The new wharves would be equipped with rail-mounted, electric-powered gantry cranes to load and unload the ships. Yard tractors would transport boxes between the vessels and the terminal storage areas or the intermodal rail yard. Mobile cranes powered by internal-combustion engines would handle containers within the container storage areas and at the rail yard. The new, efficient terminal would reduce on-road traffic by increasing the volume of cargo moved by rail to 30% and all trains would use the Alameda Corridor. One point of access would allow trucks to queue at the terminal away from public roadways. Containers would be drayed by truck to and from intermodal yards in Carson and East LA and to and from warehouses, distribution centers, and container freight stations throughout Southern California. The EIR evaluated impacts to air, soils, water, animals and plants, noise, public safety, recreation, transportation, utilities, economy, and low-income neighborhoods. 

			The region’s air regulatory agency was among those sounding the alarm. AQMD took the position that the draft EIR underestimated operational emissions for vehicles, ships, trains, and equipment. The agency also maintained there was no “enforceable commitment” to achieving an estimated 75% reduction in diesel particulate. “Assuming a 75 percent reduction for the entire fleet implies that all vehicles accessing Pier J after 2007 will have 2007 or later model year engines or be retrofitted with a particulate trap with 75 percent control,” wrote AQMD’s Susan Nakamura in a July 30, 2004, letter to Robert Kanter, the port’s director of planning and environmental affairs. NRDC also weighed in with its objections. Nevertheless, the Board of Harbor Commissioners approved the final EIR on August 2, 2004. 

			The board’s approval led to an administrative appeal to the Long Beach City Council. Held September 14, 2004, the hearing lasted five hours during which environmental, health, and community advocates—including some from across the bay—took the EIR to task. NRDC displayed the AQMD MATES II map that showed the region’s higher cancer risk related to diesel emissions. The Long Beach Post described the image as “a large black plume trailing through part of southeast L.A. County, the LB and L.A. Port areas and out to sea.” It was the face of the so-called “diesel death zone.” 

			Opponents outnumbered labor and business leaders who urged the council to deny the appeal. Bob Kanter made it clear that the port had properly calculated the numbers and that the EIR provided feasible, workable measures to mitigate impacts and minimize emissions. “We want to do things that are right. We have proposed mitigation measures that again, we believe, are feasible and feasible in the near term, not some pie in the sky,” he explained. “The business of the Port is very complicated. There are many players…If you get all of them aligned in order to implement the various measures which we have, you have the terminal operator that will have to be doing something with the yard equipment. You have a vessel operator that doesn’t operate that terminal that’s going to be operating the ship, you have to be able to have some control over them. So, each one of our measures has been well thought through to implement, and I believe that we have a comprehensive plan for mitigating the impacts at each of those levels.” 

			The City Council punted. On a 6–3 vote, it decided not to make a decision but return to the matter the next month. AQMD Executive Officer Barry Wallerstein responded with his own letter dated September 22, 2004. “The AQMD staff strongly recommends that the Port of Long Beach and the Long Beach City Council reconsider the certification of the FEIR [final EIR] for the Pier J project and make appropriate amendments,” he wrote. AQMD had suggested restricting operations to “clean” trucks, electrifying service equipment and auxiliary power units, providing incentives to use low-sulfur fuel with PM traps, requiring ships to cold iron (run on electricity) at berth, limiting the sulfur content of fuel used by vessels, changing railroad operating practices, and modifying train engine technologies. Did the ports have the authority to require all of that? 

			The City Council’s decision was a reprieve of sorts, but the writing was on the wall. Adding to the overwhelming criticism were internal concerns over an error in the document’s air quality calculations and pushback from the terminal operator over environmental requirements their competitors did not have. It didn’t take long for port staff to recommend the board reverse its decision and rescind certification of the EIR—a move unheard of absent a lawsuit. Long Beach harbor commissioners held an emergency session and revoked the EIR on September 29, 2004. The timing was less than ideal. The port was in the middle of hosting the American Association of Port Authorities’ annual convention. 

			“It was embarrassing. Very, very embarrassing,” admits Doug Sereno. The EIR document produced for the port was not complete. “I was surprised that we didn’t catch that as well,” confesses Doug, who knew a little bit about modeling air emissions from his previous job. “It made me wonder if we were experienced enough to understand the magnitude of the effort required.” 

			Ironically, the Port of Long Beach and its tenant BP had held a press conference a month earlier to announce plans to collaborate on cold ironing oil tankers at Berth T121. 

			Culture Shock 

			In 2004, both ports were in uncharted waters. Even though they were government agencies subject to public and political oversight, they had always followed a business model built on listening to their customers. Additionally, they had consistently endeavored to comply with regulations, and both even had existing voluntary programs to lessen their environmental impacts. But they had been regulatory followers focused on compliance, not leaders setting new standards. Their approach? We’re experts at developing a port. We need the state to set appropriate regulation, and we’ll follow it. Federal regulation is even better. The best approach is international regulation, so all ports have a level playing field. 

			Now they had to engage more attentively with the public. They had to take their EIRs to a new level and analyze harbor redevelopment projects more painstakingly than ever before. They were working on new regulatory approaches with air quality management agencies, but their cargo volumes were growing and increasing the very air pollution they were on notice to reduce. 

			Politicians were applying pressure, and so were the regulatory agencies. The ports were seen as major sources of criteria pollutants contributing to the region’s non-attainment status for exceeding the federal threshold for National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS). Regional and state air districts had done much to control pollution from stationary sources like factories and refineries. But their attention to the ports as mobile sources ballooned with the onset of major terminal redevelopment projects. At one point in the late 1990s, both ports had as many as fifteen EIRs. In other words, fifteen different major projects were under consideration at the same time. 

			Until now, port environmental programs had focused on remediating contaminated soil, offsets for wetland restoration, landfill impacts, and stormwater management. The ports also had to contend with old manufacturing and industrial sites that were now their property. But they were not regulatory agencies. Why should they have to set standards to clean the air? 

			It wasn’t as if the ports didn’t care about the environment. Geraldine Knatz, who first joined the Port of Long Beach in 1988 as the director of planning, spearheaded a proactive conservation project. Long Beach was the first port to do off-site mitigation. “The first decade of my career, we dealt with habitat impacts,” she recalls. “It was radical at that time. The state threatened to sue us over that. We were restoring habitats outside of the harbor district of Long Beach.” 

			On the LA side, notable projects included efforts to identify and eliminate sources of high levels of bacteria contaminating the water at Cabrillo Beach. Studies found the case mostly boiled down to nature versus nature: roosting gulls and their droppings contaminating the water. 

			Most people appreciated the jobs and economic activity generated by the ports. But of all the environmental impacts that created friction, the straw that broke the camel’s back was traffic congestion, says Thomas Jelenić, a San Pedro native who joined the Port of Long Beach as an environmental specialist and rose to assistant director of environmental planning before leaving for the private sector in 2013. “Many people today look back and say that air quality drove these issues. That’s just not true,” says Thomas Jelenić, now a vice president with the Pacific Merchant Shipping Association (PMSA). His voice, strong and controlled, drops to a whisper as if he’s about to divulge an uncomfortable secret. “Air quality was an important element, but what really galvanized the community and upset people was traffic.” 

			Older, dirty diesel drayage trucks spewing black fumes from exhaust were common on local roads and freeways, and commuters would often find themselves stuck behind one or hemmed in on all sides by four big rigs. Also, trucks regularly formed long lines outside marine terminals—sometimes for hours—their engines idling as drivers waited their turn to pick up a container. It wasn’t unusual for the backup to extend onto local roadways. 

			These were among the trends that prompted Alan Lowenthal to propose bills aimed at reducing trucks emissions. At the time, Lowenthal was a state assemblyman whose district covered much of Long Beach, most of both ports, and the Palos Verdes Peninsula. He had earned a reputation for championing environmental issues during his days on the Long Beach City Council. Initial successes included pushing for piles of petroleum coke—an ashy by-product of the oil refinery process—to be covered at both ports. After piles were enclosed on the Long Beach side, Lowenthal helped push for covering those at the Port of LA, says Dianne McNinch, a longtime Long Beach resident and activist. Troubled by black, greasy soot coating her windows, and high rates of asthma plaguing her neighborhood, Dianne joined with others to form the Safe Air Coalition and seek Lowenthal’s help. With the assemblyman’s backing and assistance from Port of Long Beach staff, the group collected samples of particulate matter from the patios, balconies, and glass facades of new downtown condos, only to find 4% of the grime attributable to airborne petroleum coke dust. Dianne remembers being disappointed by the findings but heartened by Lowenthal’s response. “He said, ‘OK, let’s go after that 4%, and then we go after the next, and then the next.’” 

			The findings also showed diesel emissions were partly to blame, but particulate matter from tires turned out to be a considerable source of the gunk. “The tires on the trucks, the tires on the vehicles that worked in the shipyards. As you drive on the street you know you have to buy new tires for your car because of the tread,” explains Dianne. “Where does it go? Minute by minute by minute, particulates go into the air.” 

			In early 2002, Lowenthal authored AB 2650, one of his signature pieces of legislation, which was signed into law by the end of the same year. Focused on reducing idling time for trucks at marine terminal gates, the law imposed a fine on terminal operators for each truck queuing more than thirty minutes. Terminal operators had two options to avoid the fine: extend operating hours or adopt gate appointments for cargo pickups or drop-offs. 

			Lowenthal authored more port-related pollution bills in 2004: AB 2041, AB 2042, and AB 2043. The first bill would impose a fee on containers moving through the ports between peak daytime hours, required terminals to operate during off-peak hours, and created a joint powers authority Port Congestion Management District that would collect the fees. The money would be used for projects to reduce port traffic congestion. The second bill would require AQMD to establish an air quality baseline for both ports; an agreement between AQMD, CARB, and the ports developed with input from EPA, industry, the community, and homeowners to identify and implement emission control measures at the ports; and the port to track and report emissions of NOx, CO, PM, and SOx from ships, harbor craft, cargo handling equipment, locomotives, and commercial vehicles. The third bill would create the California Marine and Intermodal Transportation System Advisory Council (CALMITSAC) to meet, hold hearings, and compile data on multiple issues including growth, congestion, pollution, and security at California seaports with a January 1, 2006, deadline to deliver its findings to the Legislature. 

			Lowenthal wasn’t the only lawmaker pushing for more environmental regulation and ports weren’t the only ones in the spotlight. In 2003 alone, CARB was tracking eighty-nine pollution control bills authored by various state lawmakers. In addition to vessels and heavy-duty trucks, the bills dealt with air quality; water quality; agriculture; environmental justice; smog checks; fuels; cars; school buses; dry cleaning; greenhouse gases; particulate matter; energy; low-emission and zero-emission vehicles; and pollution control compliance, enforcement, and penalties. 

			The terminal operators at both ports didn’t need a crystal ball to see more sticks than carrots on the horizon. In anticipation of that future, they announced a market-based solution on November 8, 2004, called PierPASS. The nonprofit program would reduce congestion and air pollution by offering extended night and weekend gate hours. Their leverage was a surcharge on all loaded containers known as the Traffic Mitigation Fee, which would be refunded or waived for cargo moved during off-peak hours or leaving the ports by rail via the Alameda Corridor. The remainder—money generated from daytime moves—would be used to defray the cost of extended night and weekend terminal operations. 

			The PierPASS announcement prompted Lowenthal to drop AB 2041, which closely resembled PierPASS, only without the terminal operators in charge. As for his companion bills, AB 2042 made it all the way to the governor’s desk where it was vetoed. The less cumbersome AB 2043 became law. 

			Voters sent Lowenthal on to the state Senate where he continued to pursue port-related environmental legislation. In February 2005, he introduced a slate of five bills focused on mitigating port-related pollution. The first was a rehash of AB 2041; the second mandated a truck appointment system and limited turn times to sixty minutes; the third created a port congestion and environmental quality district similar to AQMD; the fourth required ports to prioritize ships using cleaner fuel in port and state waters; and the fifth resurrected much of AB 2042 by proposing a baseline to cap port-related pollution levels. Only the fourth bill, SB 763, became law, but only after its original language was gutted and replaced with unrelated legislation about fees the state can collect to offset the cost of running economic development area programs. 

			The terminal operators launched PierPASS in July 2005 and swiftly generated impressive results. Pre-PierPASS, about 10–15% of port cargo moved during off-peak hours. By March 2006, the number was up to 40%. 

			Healthy Harbor

			In 2002, while the China Shipping lawsuit was still pending across the bay, Long Beach was developing Healthy Harbor, its first initiative to green the Long Beach port. The port debuted Healthy Harbor in March 2003. The architect and face of the program was the port’s environmental chief Bob Kanter. 

			Healthy Harbor bundled all of the port’s ongoing environmental programs—air and water quality, wildlife, hazardous waste, and soils and sediments—under one umbrella. Its soils and sediments initiatives included remediating a state Superfund site, property the port had acquired that contained chemical and petroleum waste dumps from previous industrial owners. The environmental team oversaw the cleanup and prevented contamination runoff. The port’s stormwater pollution prevention program earned an EPA award. Another EPA award followed for safe removal of contaminated soil from other sites and reuse of the material for new terminal construction. 

			Wildlife projects were also successful. They included preserving a black-crowned night heron colony whose nesting habitat had been on the former Long Beach Naval Station. Led by port biologists, the work centered on relocating the birds by transplanting their rookery—including replanting more than fifty trees and adding more trees and bushes to Gull Park, the green space at the far end of the Navy Mole. Custom-made decoys and recordings of the species’ mating calls were used to attract the birds. The program dated back to the late 1990s after the Navy had vacated the site. Within a few years, the heron population had doubled. 

			Historically, each port conducted its own biological surveys. In 2000, they teamed up for their first in a series of studies of marine life in the San Pedro Bay. The reports show flora and fauna are thriving and water quality continues to improve. Released in 2021, the most recent study documents more than 1,000 different species of fish, birds, invertebrates, algae, and marine mammals flourishing in the same waters that house the nation’s busiest container port complex. Rebounding sea life includes eelgrass beds and kelp forests—habitats that nourish and protect fish and invertebrates. 

			Healthy Harbor was a first step. Air quality elements called for close cooperation with port tenants and shipping lines to investigate the feasibility of running yard tractors, forklifts, and other heavy-duty cargo handling equipment on cleaner-burning fuels, with the goal of converting to alternative sources. The air quality component also called for the port and its partners to discuss options for developing a Truck-Trip Reduction Program. The port was willing to commit millions of dollars to cut congestion-related emissions, including funding for pollution-control devices, truck scheduling technology, and freeway message systems. Terminal operators had to prepare their own plans to significantly reduce emissions by 2007, and the port continued to pursue improvements to on-dock rail, roadways, and other infrastructure to ease congestion and speed up cargo. 

			The clean air initiatives endeavored to exceed state and federal air quality requirements. But some felt the port could do even better. Healthy Harbor mostly highlighted what the port was already doing. But the biggest challenge, the air quality and health of surrounding communities, had yet to be adequately addressed. 

			“It was like putting a new paint job on an old house we had built, instead of redeveloping and building a whole new house,” says Rick Cameron. “It did not have a lot of teeth. It did not have a higher level of commitment.” 

			Green Port Policy

			Public support continued to elude the port. One problem was lack of awareness. “The port was doing great things for the world, but nobody knew about it,” says Ed Rogan, an engineering, project management, and environmental consultant who worked closely with the Port of Long Beach for many years. Even the Harbor Commission wasn’t fully informed because they weren’t getting regular progress reports. But Healthy Harbor’s biggest problem was its underlying structural weakness, Ed says. “It lacked a unified policy and a clear statement of the environmental ethic needed to guide Port development and operations.” 

			By then, Mario Cordero was a Long Beach harbor commissioner. A conversation with his wife, Gloria, led to a stark realization. Gloria, who had worked many years for Southern California Edison and was involved in rebranding the utility, wanted to know about the port’s environmental policy. “She asked, ‘What was the plan of action?’” Mario had to stop and think before answering. “There really wasn’t any.” The epiphany cast the port’s environmental challenges in a new light. The Port of Los Angeles had its No Net Increase initiative focused on how to reduce emissions. “The Port of Long Beach decided to cut to the chase,” says Mario. “We’re going to have a green port that takes the environmental agenda seriously.” 

			Mario was appointed to the Harbor Commission by Long Beach Mayor Beverly O’Neill in 2003. Neither developer nor financier, the affable lawyer with tight curls and a bushy moustache did not come from the usual circles that propelled most of his predecessors to the board. Cordero, who specialized in defending industries and municipalities in workers’ compensation cases, was just the person the mayor was looking for: a consensus-builder with a fresh outlook, a Long Beach resident sensitive to the needs of the community, and a leader with an approachable manner who believed “protecting the environment is a good investment.” 

			Mario wanted a clear policy to set the tone for greening the port, and he insisted it include commitments to community engagement and sustainable development. Community engagement meant interacting with a broad range of stakeholders and addressing their issues. Sustainable development was about “business growth” while “growing green.” Now, the staff had to formulate the plan. 

			Staff wasn’t far behind. Bob Kanter had been huddling with his team even before Pier J South went south. Geraldine Knatz, the Long Beach port’s managing director of development, had put all the projects on hold and led brainstorming sessions with Bob and a multidisciplinary team of environmental, planning, engineering, communications and business staff to chart a new path forward. Not long after Mario joined the five-member commission, he began pressing for a comprehensive environmental policy from his bully pulpit. Mario and Geraldine talked about what the port could accomplish over the next three years, and they agreed the starting point should be Healthy Harbor. The port could craft a policy built on the program by enhancing existing elements, expanding the port’s current community engagement activities, and fully integrating sustainability. 

			In the fall of 2004, Mario publicly called for a Green Port Policy during a board meeting. Afterward, Geraldine devoted an entire weekend at home to working on the first draft. “I’m gonna push it a little,” she remembers thinking. The following week she told her boss, Executive Director Richard Steinke, she was ready to present a proposal to the board. He didn’t ask to look at the framework, and she didn’t show it to him. “Good thing,” says Geraldine, “because I went a little far in terms of what we were doing.” 

			The board loved it. In November 2004, the commissioners directed staff to refine the proposed policy and return with a final version. The board adopted the Green Port Policy in January 2005 with overarching goals for six pillars: air, water, wildlife, soils and sediments, sustainable development, and community engagement. Mario sees it as one of his proudest moments. 

			The Green Port Policy had five guiding principles: 

			1.	Protect the community from harmful environmental impacts of Port operations. 

			2.	Distinguish the Port as a leader in environmental stewardship and compliance. 

			3.	Promote sustainability. 

			4.	Employ best available technology to avoid or reduce environmental impacts. 

			5.	Engage and educate the community. 

			The guiding principles were clear, but they represented a wholesale culture change, even for proponents of environmental programs like Bob. He was proud of Healthy Harbor and questioned whether another policy was needed. “He would tell me, ‘We are doing this already,’” remembers Ed Rogan, who always had the same answer. “‘Yes, but who knows about it?’” 

			Ed was a contractor working under Doug Sereno when the Green Port Policy was adopted. One month later while sitting in a cubicle working on an engineering assignment, he heard footsteps and looked up to find Geraldine Knatz, Doug Sereno, and Doug Thiessen approaching. Thiessen was the port’s managing director of engineering, and the trio got straight to the point. “You know a lot about environmental stuff. You know a lot about the port. How would you like to be the program manager for the Green Port Policy?” Ed agreed in a heartbeat. “Can you start working on the policy right now?” They didn’t want to waste a minute. 

			After that, Ed reported daily to the two Dougs and briefed Geraldine weekly on his progress. “My job was to herd the cats and not just environmental cats. It was the whole port.” He had to convince the entire staff this new policy was the real deal. It was an all-encompassing, port-wide mandate, and everyone had a role to play. Ed met with people in all port divisions, including real estate, maintenance, construction, engineering, program management, and commercial operations. Most took it seriously, but some were reluctant. About one in ten made it clear they were not fans. “The attitude was, ‘Screw this, my job is hard enough as it is. I don’t need to worry about this green stuff.’” 

			Transforming the policy into practice was not easy. Ed’s tasks included getting construction to buy into ratings specifications about recycling and real estate to write lease terms and conditions with environmental provisions. Risk management had to rethink insurance requirements for tenants and contractors. Some policies now needed different language or a sustainability clause. Ed also had to prepare quarterly reports for the Harbor Commission. 

			Set in green text, the final Green Port Policy specified forty-five goals and how to achieve them through voluntary programs, incentives, negotiated lease requirements, mitigation standards, and best practices. Nearly half the goals focused on reducing air pollution from port-related sources, such as encouraging ships to slow down in the harbor and negotiating leases requiring ships to switch to low-sulfur fuel as they approached and plug into shoreside electricity—increasingly referred to as shore power—while at berth. By then, both ports were already moving forward with plans to equip their container terminals with the necessary electrical infrastructure. Other strategies were lease requirements for terminal operators to speed up replacing old cargo handling equipment with newer models that ran on electricity or cleaner fuels. Older diesel truck owners calling the port would have to install exhaust controls and limit idling, and the port considered subsidies to help owners trade their old vehicles for rigs with cleaner, more efficient engines. Switcher locomotives would be replaced by hybrids or refurbished. Internally, the port would institute a rideshare program. Externally, the port would advocate for legislation that supported its Green Port Policy goals. 

			To improve water quality, staff would monitor every dredging project to keep the harbor clean, regularly inspect stormwater control systems, and incorporate best practices into the design, construction, and operation of port facilities. The port’s commitment to wildlife preservation included continuing existing programs—safeguarding the nesting colony of black-crowned night herons, ballast water management and invasive species prevention, kelp and eelgrass protection, and training to educate vessel masters, dredging contractors and workers on biodiversity. Under soils and sediments, the port would continue its cleanup, remediation, and reuse programs. The first new element, sustainable practices, would apply to terminal design, development, and operations. The second new element, community engagement, would educate the community and build public awareness about the port and its environmental programs. The totality of the initiative earned AAPA’s Comprehensive Environmental Management Award of Excellence in 2006. 

			The Green Port Policy was ingenious, radical, and disruptive, even though many measures predated the actual policy. Everyone was paying attention. 

			Stakeholder Engagement 

			By 2005, Long Beach and LA were on similar tracks, albeit from different angles. But they now saw eye to eye on community engagement and broadening the definition of their stakeholders. 

			Who is a stakeholder? In business, the first thing that comes to mind is the client or vendor or tenant. But it could also be your neighbor affected by noise or traffic. It could be a city, government agency, or regulatory entity that tightens or relaxes restrictions on your activities. It could be an educational institution or trade school that teaches your children or trains employees or coworkers. It could be an industry organization or a community group that advocates for the issues you care about. In other words, a stakeholder is anyone affected by your actions. Anyone with influence or power on a pending decision, and anyone with a stake in the outcome. 

			Before the Green Port Policy, the port’s stakeholders were cargo owners, shipping lines, marine terminal operators, trucking companies, railroads, and other members of the supply chain. For the port to succeed going forward, its stakeholder tent had to grow to include residents, health advocates, environmental organizations, and others. Mario understood environmental stewardship was part and parcel of the port’s continued success as a leading international trade gateway, Ed says. “We needed to be proactive, rather than reactive. Come out with a Green Port Policy and advertise it.” 

			More engagement meant more people weighing in on how the port should operate, but it also meant more opportunities to teach the community about the ports and their benefits. Like LA, the transition in Long Beach had its rough edges. Workshops at community centers tended to get raucous, such as those in West Long Beach where neighborhoods bore the brunt of port operations and related pollution, and a major bone of contention was the near-dock rail Intermodal Container Transfer Facility run by Union Pacific. At times, residents even reviled one of their own, Commissioner Nick Sramek, a systems engineer who lives in West Long Beach and a long-standing advocate for the neighborhood, explains Ed. “He would say, ‘We are here to tell you all about what we are doing,’ and people were yelling and screaming, ‘Get these goddamn trains out of here.’” 

			Highlights included the first Green Port Open House in October 2005. All port departments had booths, even those usually invisible to the public, like maintenance and construction. Staffers were on hand to talk to the public about their jobs and their efforts to make port operations greener. The inaugural event attracted 2,000 people and morphed into the annual Green Port Fest. The last event was folded into the port’s 2011 Centennial Celebration, which drew a crowd of more than 5,000.

			Sustainable Development

			“Sustainability is a key to our future,” Mario had often said and continues to promote today as the port’s executive director. “We must develop and operate the port to meet current needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs.” 

			Making sustainable practices a reality fell to Doug Sereno, who was asked to chair the port’s Sustainability Task Force. “To be honest, I didn’t know what it was,” admits the engineer, who has since become an international expert on port sustainability and chaired the Sustainability Committee of the American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE). Doug had to learn the basics first. “The problem was sustainability is not a single, isolated effort. Like risk, it goes all the way across the board. It goes all the way through concept, design, and construction into maintenance and all aspects of the port’s operation, through everything.” His next task was pushing this concept through to other divisions, which sometimes involved navigating internal politics. To break down the barriers, he wound up writing a letter signed by himself and Geraldine requesting everyone’s participation. 

			The task force evaluated all aspects of a sustainable port, including how to administer it and what impact would it have on employees. Each division was tasked with helping to develop best internal practices, and the port hired a consultant to assist. Doug’s group went first to set an example, and neither pebble nor stone went unturned. Should they set all the printers for double-sided copies to conserve paper? What if they placed blue cans for recycling and white cans for trash at their desks? How quickly could they modernize the port’s fleet with hybrid electrics replacing conventional internal combustion engines? The work was difficult, inconvenient, and time-consuming for everyone. A steering committee with representatives from every division met monthly to develop a process for integrating sustainability principles into the port’s operations and establishing near-term goals of one to five years and long-term goals through 2025. Sustainability had to become part of the port’s DNA. The staff built it on a sturdy, three-legged stool: ecological health, economic vitality, and community integrity. On October 10, 2005, the task force presented its action plan to the Harbor Commission. The board approved $874,000 for the program. 

			A little more than a year later, the environmental division took over developing a sustainability program from engineering. After all the work they’d done, Doug and his team were blindsided by the shift in responsibility and worried it was all for naught. He backed off for a while but dove right back in after remembering engineering projects accounted for about 90% of the port’s capital budget. By focusing on engineering services—design, construction management, and program management—Doug and his colleagues realized they could have the biggest impact advancing sustainable practices at the port. “I am gonna look at the heavy stuff and let environmental worry about two-sided copies and green cleaning products.” By then, even construction, which had pushed back in the past, was on board and backing the use of cleaner, hybrid equipment. Doug and his team revised their plans, adopted LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) building standards, and documented their specifications electronically. 

			The Perfect Storm

			The perfect storm is a term coined by National Weather Service (NWS) meteorologist Bob Case to describe a singular combination of storm, cyclone, and hurricane that hit the East Coast in 1991. Also called the Halloween Nor’easter, the meteorological phenomenon devastated the northeast coast of the United States and created waves felt from Nova Scotia to Puerto Rico. A nor’easter is a force that propels violent winds northeast-to-southwest while a cyclonic air mass rotates counterclockwise. What made the 1991 storm perfect? A confluence of the most severe factors whose description by the NWS is almost dizzying: “a strengthening non-tropical low off Atlantic Canada, a former hurricane, strong high pressure over eastern Canada and the eastern US, then a bizarre transition to another hurricane.” 

			The term was also the title of the 2000 film that tells the true story of the six-man Andrea Gail, a commercial fishing vessel caught by the storm and lost at sea during the 1991 event. The movie launched “perfect storm” into pop culture, and the expression has appeared in print, speeches, and everyday conversations ever since. The global recession in the late 2000s fueled by financial institutions that failed under the weight of the subprime mortgage crisis created a perfect storm of factors that came together to precipitate what was then the deepest economic downturn since the Great Depression. 

			For the ports of Long Beach and Los Angeles, 1990–2006 was another perfect storm. Cargo and terminals grew by leaps and bounds and residents, environmental groups, health advocates, politicians, and air regulators pushed the ports and their partners to clean up their act. By extension, the spotlight was also on the larger goods movement and the maritime industry. This unprecedented sequence of events led to an environmental reformation that changed the world: the San Pedro Bay Ports Clean Air Action Plan. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 

			What’s at Stake

			Gas Attack 

			On July 26, 1943, a year and a half after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Angelenos watched in horror as a thick cloud of suffocating smoke descended on downtown LA. The dense patch irritated their eyes and throats, making it difficult to see more than three short blocks and silencing their screams. Amid World War II, many believed it was a chemical attack. But it wasn’t. It turned out to be a very bad day of air pollution with dark fumes spouting from power plants, vehicles, and factories. City leaders blamed a utility plant that made butadiene, a chemical used to manufacture synthetic rubber, which led to the plant’s closure. Unfortunately, the problem was bigger than just a few smokestacks. 

			The event was not the first time LA smog had smothered its residents, but this abrupt and severe shock to the senses was a turning point for air pollution control in the Southland. Furious and confused, the community demanded action. 

			The momentum led to a 1947 state law authorizing counties to establish their own air pollution control districts. It gave them broad powers to enforce air pollution regulations, including the authority to set rules and require permits for major industries to operate. Los Angeles County acted swiftly to form its Air Pollution Control District, “the first of its kind in the nation,” that same year. Orange, Riverside, and San Bernardino counties followed suit by establishing their own air pollution control agencies in the 1950s. The four agencies merged in 1977 to form the South Coast Air Quality Management District (AQMD). 

			By then, California had adopted the nation’s first automobile tailpipe emissions standards (1966), and the new statewide air pollution regulatory agency, the California Air Resources Board (CARB), had held its first meeting (1968). The federal Clean Air Act (CAA) followed in 1970 and required the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to set national air quality standards. 

			But in 1943, smog was a mystery. The term blended “smoke” and “fog,” but what exactly was in smog? Where did it come from? And how could it be controlled? People knew smog was a menace, but they didn’t know much more. They were unaware the ingredients—car exhaust and emissions from coal power plants, oil refineries, and factories baked in sunlight—cook up ground-level ozone. And they had no idea what to do about it. Today, more than seventy-five years later, we know much more. Yet we are only beginning to understand the full impact of air pollution on human health.

			Criteria Pollutants

			We know the two main yardsticks for measuring the damage pollution does are health risk and climate change. Health risk refers to illness and premature death caused by “on-the-ground” toxics and chemicals that permeate our planet and our daily lives. EPA regulates the six most common pollutants that can harm human health, the environment, and property, calling them criteria pollutants: nitrogen dioxide (NO2), carbon monoxide (CO), sulfur dioxide (SO2), ozone (O3), particulate matter (PM), and lead (Pb). These were the first set of pollutants subject to National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS), emissions limits developed to safeguard human health and the environment from stationary and mobile sources, such as factories and cars. 

			How do criteria pollutants creep into our lives? Some, like tailpipe emissions, are released directly into the air; others are the product of chemical reactions. They are outdoor and indoor, and there is no escape. Even if we close doors and windows and turn off ventilation, we are constantly exposed to gases and liquids endlessly mixing and matching. These microscopic particles (atoms and molecules) and their subatomic companions (electrons) react, bond, break, and reform 24/7 inside and out of our bodies. 

			Living organisms need some level of exposure to bacteria or bugs so we can develop and sustain immunities. Otherwise, we are more vulnerable to contamination. Parents who over-sterilize their kids’ environment may rob them of robust immune systems. Ironically, awareness of these benefits in some cultures has taken self-preservation to a new level. In preparation for their eventual demise, some Buddhist monks were known to initiate the process of “self-mummification.” They preserved their corpses by intentionally consuming small amounts of poisonous arsenic over time. 

			Human immune systems are generally pretty good at telling the “good guys” from the bad ones to protect our health. But sometimes our bodies get confused and cannot distinguish friend from foe, tricking our natural defense mechanisms into attacking healthy tissue. This faulty response is at the center of autoimmune diseases—more than 100 chronic debilitating to life-threatening conditions—such as psoriasis, dry-eye syndrome, arthritis, lupus, diabetes, and Crohn’s disease. While it is possible to relieve symptoms, there is no cure to date for these conditions. People who have them are more vulnerable to other illnesses and more susceptible to the harmful effects of pollution. 

			Autoimmune diseases affect an estimated twenty-four million Americans, and approximately 80% are women. Between 5% and 10% of Americans diagnosed with an autoimmune disease suffer from more than one.

			Chemicals: The Big Picture

			The American Chemical Society maintains a registry of all the known chemical substances worldwide. The registry lists more than 182 million organic and inorganic substances documented since the early 1800s. Many of these chemicals permeate our air, water, and food. Nearly 500,000 are common in consumer products such as clothing, cosmetics, and electronics.

			In the US, more than 86,000 chemicals in commercial production and use are listed in EPA’s Toxic Substances Control Act inventory—an amount that concerns many scientists who believe it is a breathtakingly low estimate of the number of chemicals in circulation. 

			The process for making the list involves public notice and review, but not approval. The list excludes chemicals controlled by other federal laws used in the food, drug, tobacco, cosmetic, pesticide, munition, and nuclear material industries—some more regulated than others. Imagine if chemical manufacturers had to prove their products were safe before introducing them into the market instead of EPA having to prove they are harmful afterward? 

			Cosmetics, for example, are subject to US Food and Drug Administration oversight. To date, the FDA has banned or restricted eleven substances. By comparison, the European Union has banned or curbed more than 1,300 chemicals found in cosmetics. “Many Americans are unaware that they are absorbing untested and unsafe chemicals in their products,” said Alex Kasser (formerly Bergstein), a Connecticut state senator whose 2019 bill would have required cosmetics sold and manufactured in Connecticut to meet EU chemical safety standards. Her bill failed, but two in California succeeded. The first, which took effect January 1, 2022, requires manufacturers selling beauty or personal care products to report the presence of hazardous ingredients. The second, which takes effect January 1, 2025, prohibits twenty-four specific chemicals linked to long-term health impacts, especially for women and children. These measures are outliers among historically relaxed US regulations that allow harmful ingredients to reach the market without thorough examination. 

			Cosmetics and lotions are only one example of chemicals omnipresent in our daily lives, and the health impacts are long-term. Women, men, and kids put hundreds of synthetic chemicals on their skin every day and their bodies absorb most of these substances. At a molecular level, these compounds interact with air, water, soil, and life in many different ways so it is virtually impossible to predict individual reactions. If a person develops cancer or lupus, the aluminum zirconium in a deodorant used ten years ago is unlikely to be the cause beyond a reasonable doubt. Bottom line: People are exposed to an unknown number of toxics and chemicals every day, including those associated with heart disease, cancer, and chronic respiratory diseases—some of the leading causes of death worldwide. 

			Today’s use of certain substances, misguided processes, and pervasive emissions will cause future generations to shake their heads in disbelief, just as our generation has done after seeing our predecessors learn the hard way. If someone told you to touch a radioactive substance, use it as a body paint, or even eat it, you would conclude this person needs help. In the early 1920s, young women hired by radium corporations to paint the dials on clocks not only worked closely with this radioactive material but consumed it through a “lip, dip, paint” technique encouraged by their companies to get the most use out of each paintbrush. After many years, when the women developed anemia, bone decay, and jaw necrosis—resulting in a slow and painful death—authorities realized the dangers of radium. It took a few more years to change labor laws, ban these life-threatening manufacturing practices, and reverse the misconception that radium was safe and even beneficial to human health. Today, such practices are as unthinkable as they are illegal. Meanwhile, the dangerous element used in this process is still in our midst. A century is a drop in the bucket of radium’s 1,600-year half-life—the time it takes half of the radioactive form of this element to decay. So, whether those factories in Chicago and Orange, New Jersey are still standing or been demolished, the exposure they unleashed remains the inheritance of the next 100 generations and counting. 

			It matters what we eat, drink, and breathe. It matters where we live, how we live, and what kind of jobs we have. The types and levels of the poisonous substances that surround us matter as well. Inside our homes, poisons are common in household products, chemicals, and cosmetics; building materials like walls, carpets, or furniture; allergens such as roach and mouse droppings; tobacco fumes from smoking and vaping; and soot, mold, dust, and pollen. Outside, air pollutants emanate from many different sources. In coastal Southern California, tons of toxic air emissions gush from cars, trucks, power plants, refineries, and ships, and many are one or more criteria pollutants. Regulation and education both play important roles in helping us make smart policy and choices. 

			NOx and SOx

			What are NOx and SOx? How can compounds that innocently sound like “knocks” and “socks” be so harmful? 

			Nitrogen oxides are a group of highly reactive gases that include nitrogen dioxide (NO2)—made up of one molecule of nitrogen and two molecules of oxygen—and nitrogen monoxide (NO), a.k.a. nitric oxide—composed of one molecule of each element. Limited exposure can irritate your lungs. High doses can kill. Emissions from cars, trucks, buses, power plants, and heavy-duty equipment release this family of pollutants into the air, and they are instrumental in forming ground-level ozone, smog, and acid rain. The latter is precipitation with elevated levels of acid that is harmful to life on land and in the sea. Ships contribute about 13% of NOx emissions to the global inventory. 

			Likewise, sulfur oxides are a by-product of the fuel vessels burn. The same is true of power plants and the refining process that converts crude oil to gasoline. The common denominator is they all run on fuels that contain sulfur, such as coal and oil, and their combustion generates sulfur dioxide (SO2), whose airborne concentrations are much higher than other members of the SOx ,family. Sulfur oxides make breathing arduous and cause deadly heart and lung diseases. They also easily dissolve in water, causing soils and surface waters to become acidic and, like NOx, create acid rain. So, as we drive and depend on electricity more and more, it is critical that fuels and the process of generating electricity do not contain sulfur. 

			Vessels are a major source of SOx. Until 2020, most ships ran on thick bunker fuel with 3,500 times more sulfur content than automotive diesel. The global shipping fleet—with about 90,000 vessels, 60,000 of them plying international routes—consumes about four million barrels per day of high-sulfur fuel oil. Overall, the maritime industry generates about 12% of total SOx emissions each year. 

			Heavy Metals

			Ships, as well as trains, planes, utilities, factories, incinerators, and batteries can release lead particles into the air. Lead is also pervasive in old paint; cosmetics; and soil, groundwater, and infrastructure contaminated by previous industrial uses. Exposure to this heavy metal can lower children’s IQ and cause high blood pressure and heart disease in adults. “For years, regulatory agencies have tried to set blood lead standards, but…there are no safe levels,” said John Froines, professor emeritus of the UCLA Fielding School of Public Health, who explained the dangers in a March 2017 article in California Healthline. Lead travels through the bloodstream to bones and soft-tissue organs such as the brain. In bones, it can last up to thirty-two years, he explained. 

			All organs are vulnerable. Lead also ambushes DNA, jeopardizing future generations. People exposed to lead may have no apparent symptoms for a long time and often remain undiagnosed, Dr. Mona Hanna-Attisha told CNN in January 2016. “Lead is a potent known neurotoxin,” said the pediatrician who exposed the water crisis in Flint, Michigan. 

			In 2014, the city of Flint switched from Detroit drinking water to Flint river water as a cost-cutting measure until a pipeline connecting Flint to a new water supplier could be built. The state of Michigan was happy with this economically sound temporary solution. What officials neither anticipated nor tested was the quality of Flint’s river water flowing through aging lead pipelines into the community. A nearby General Motors factory had already stopped using Flint water because it was corroding engine parts. After a couple of years of public outcry and federal and state authorities playing the blame game, Michigan announced a state of emergency, distributed bottled water to Flint homes, and eventually switched Flint back to Detroit water. Today, the city is replacing its old pipelines, but the new infrastructure is too late for many who have already suffered irreparable harm. Thousands of children in Flint were exposed to lead poisoning and carcinogens while parents were assured the water was safe. Now, an estimated 80% of the children will require special education services. And their future daughters and sons are in the chemical crosshairs, too. 

			Another dangerous heavy metal is mercury. You’ve probably heard about it poisoning fish, a threat R&B superstar Marvin Gaye called out in his classic 1971 hit, “Mercy, Mercy Me (The Ecology).” Mercury can damage the kidneys and the brain. Some fish and seafood, like swordfish and bigeye tuna, tend to have more heavy metals than others, like salmon or scallops. Fish may also have high levels of lead, resulting from chemicals like pesticides now commercially banned in the US (DDT, DDE, and DDD) and synthetic compounds known as polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) formerly used in hydraulic fluids and electrical transformers. How do fish come in contact with these chemicals? Accidental spills, contaminated runoff water, and international dumping pollute their habitat. 

			Combined with other environmental hazards and genetic susceptibility, heavy metals can trigger autoimmune diseases, such as disorders of the thyroid, the small butterfly-like gland that regulates our metabolism, heartbeat, temperature, and mood. Other autoimmune diseases these toxics can activate are multiple sclerosis, which damages the nervous system; scleroderma, a group of diseases that affects the skin’s texture and appearance, blood vessels, muscles, digestive system, and internal organs; and lupus, which shares many of the symptoms of scleroderma. Again, medicine has yet to find a cure for any of these conditions. 

			Ozone

			Of the six criteria pollutants, the most troubling are ozone and particulate matter. Ozone, a.k.a. trioxygen, is made of three atoms of oxygen. With its negative charge and unstable structure, this pale blue gas reacts quickly with molecules of the epithelial lining fluid in our airways. The impaired lining becomes acutely inflamed and loses its protective ability, making it difficult to breathe. Other symptoms include a dry cough or pain when taking a deep breath, wheezing, and even nausea. The impacts of short-term exposure can be reversed, but extended exposure can lead to chronic respiratory illness and permanent damage to the immune system, rendering it unable to fight infection. 

			These same properties make ozone an effective disinfectant used in autoclaves or pool pipes. Several years ago, researchers considered using O3 to treat pathogens such as bacteria and viruses, but the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) banned it for medicinal purposes. “In order for ozone to be effective as a germicide, it must be present in a concentration far greater than that which can be safely tolerated by man and animals.” 

			Manufacturers of ozone-generating indoor air purifiers mislead the public when they market their products using terms like “energized oxygen” or “activated oxygen.” They claim the ozone emitted by these devices cleans the air and removes mold, chemicals, viruses, bacteria, and odors. While high levels of ozone can be partially effective at removing biological pollutants, they also expose people to unsafe ozone levels and serious health risk. For the record, ozone cannot neutralize particles like dust. It can, however, react with chemicals in the air and spawn other toxic contaminants. Think of ozone as an oxidizing machine—one so powerful it can cause a fire to burn exponentially faster than the oxygen (O2) we breathe. 

			Ground-level ozone is the evil twin of “good ozone,” which is naturally produced in the stratosphere when oxygen is exposed to high-energy fields such as lightning strikes and thunderstorms. At roughly twenty miles above the ground, ozone protects life on Earth by absorbing the sun’s harmful ultraviolet (UV) rays. By comparison, a commercial airplane cruises at six to seven miles above the ground. The history of human error includes chemical compounds we synthesized and used widely in the twentieth century that damaged the good ozone that protects us. Their emissions essentially weakened nature’s shield. Under the 1987 Montreal Protocol, the international community agreed to phase out production and use of these chemicals. Today, the atmospheric levels of these toxic substances have declined substantially. But full recovery of the good ozone is expected to take several lifetimes. 

			Particulate Matter

			Particulate matter, PM for short, is a fiendish stew. This complex blend of solid particles and liquid droplets can remain suspended in the air for a long time and travel hundreds of miles. EPA calls it “a mixture of mixtures,” and the mixtures differ between regions and seasons. For instance, coal-fired power plants in the Midwest emit more sulfate particles. In Southern California, vehicle exhaust forms a larger proportion of nitrate particles in the winter. Members of the large PM family come in many different sizes and have a wide array of properties. They range from macroscopic particles—dust, soot, and metal specks collectively visible to the naked eye—to nanoparticles so tiny they cannot be split into smaller pieces. 

			“We generally talk about three size ranges for particles: coarse particles which have the size of diameter ranging from 2.5 to 10 microns (PM10), fine particles that have less than 2.5 microns (PM2.5), and ultrafine particles, very small less than 0.1 microns (PM0.1),” UCLA’s John Froines told the LA harbor commissioners at an August 2006, board meeting. To put things in perspective, the average human hair has a diameter of fifty to seventy microns, and a grain of sand has a diameter of ninety microns. A micron is a micrometer: one million times smaller than a meter. Ultrafine particles are nanoparticles: PM on a nanoscale, which is one thousand times smaller than a micron. If each person on the planet were one nanometer tall, our entire population would fit into a Matchbox toy car. 

			Now, let’s scale the diameter of a human hair to the height of the 102-story Empire State building. A typical human cell, say a red blood cell, would reach the tenth floor, a bacterium cell would reach the third floor, a protein molecule would be a foot and a half—about the size of a small dog—and a nanometer, about five microscopic atoms placed end to end, would be less than a quarter of an inch. 

			As tiny as these particles are, they pack a powerful punch. “Since 1993, for each microgram per cubic meter increase in particulate matter, we see a 6% increase in mortality from cardiopulmonary effects and an 8% increase in mortality from lung cancer,” John explained.

			Short of eliminating combustion, there is no way to eliminate PM. Although some substances are more hazardous than others, even burning a candle creates emissions. “When we combust organic material, we’re going to produce toxic chemicals,” added John, whose doctorate is in physical-organic chemistry. “We may find technology to control them, but one shouldn’t be Pollyannaish about the fact that if you combust organics you’re going to do some things you don’t think are particularly beneficial.” 

			Not surprisingly, PM levels are high on freeways and decline with distance. UCLA researchers found about 600 particles per cubic centimeter (cc)—a space the size of a sugar cube—in the coastal air; 42,000 particles per cc in San Pedro; 135,000 particles per cc on the 110 freeway, and a range of 300,000 to 600,000 particles per cc on the 710 freeway near Long Beach. The highest level they recorded near the Long Beach freeway was 1.5 million particles per cc. 

			While PM10 can creep into the lungs, PM2.5 can breach the lung barrier and enter the blood system. PM0.1 can accumulate in the heart and brain and even enter the nucleus of a cell. The body can trap and eliminate coarse particles, but ultrafine particles penetrate mitochondria—organelles in cells that produce energy and metabolites—and trigger abnormal chemical reactions that hamper the normal life-sustaining metabolic process. A metabolic disorder can alter all three critical functions of the metabolism: conversion of food to energy, conversion of food to building blocks like proteins and lipids, and waste removal. In addition to metabolic disorders, growing evidence shows that exposure to PM2.5 and smaller particulates can lead to brain degeneration and other neurological conditions, such as stroke, Alzheimer’s disease, and Parkinson’s disease. 
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