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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 
I say, thank God IBM is here to take care of this mess.  

--Former Mayor of Endicott 
 

Don’t mitigate me and tell me everything is ok. 
--Endicott resident 

 

Endicott, New York, has long been a conservative town, a big fan of industry, and most 

especially, at one time at least, a proud supporter of International Business Machines 

Corporations’ (IBM) impressive track record of accumulating capital and pleasing 

shareholders. It is and will always be “the birthplace of IBM” and most residents know 

the IBM plant played a significant role in the development of the Computer Age. In a 

Reagan-Bush rally speech on September 12th, 1984, Ronald Reagan stood at a podium at 

Endicott’s high school football field holding a jersey imprinted with his nickname, “The 

Gipper,” reminding the people of Endicott about their “valley of opportunity,” their 

valley of prosperity amid an emergent era of neoliberal policy marked by, among other 

things, disinvestment in workers and the deindustrialization of the nation’s economy. In 

Reagan’s words: 

 This valley became home to some of the proudest communities in our nation, 
 towns that had seen firsthand all that free men and women can 
 accomplish…[O]ne group of men and women had a great vision, a vision to bring 
 this valley prosperity it had never before dreamed possible, a vision to launch a 
 revolution that would change the world….Their leader was Thomas Watson, Sr. 
 He had grown up in a small town called Painted Post, down the road from here, 
 where he learned how to stick with a job until it's finished…In 1953…the 
 company that Watson had renamed IBM began making the first mass-produced 
 commercial computer in history –the IBM 650—less than half a mile from this 
 spot…. When IBM began, the best market researcher predicted that fewer  



2 

 

 than 1,000 computers would be sold in the entire 20th century. Well, IBM's first  
 model  sold almost twice that number in just 5 years, and now there are IBM 
 plants in Endicott and around the world. And the computer revolution that so 
 many of you helped to start promises  to change life on Earth more profoundly 
 than the Industrial Revolution of a century ago.…Already, computers have made 
 possible dazzling medical breakthroughs that will enable us all to live longer, 
 healthier, and fuller lives. Computers are helping to make our basic industries, 
 like steel and autos, more efficient and better able to compete in the world market. 
 And computers manufactured at IBM…guide our space shuttles on their historic 
 missions. You are the people who are making America a rocket of hope, shooting 
 to the stars….Today, firms in this valley make not only computers but flight 
 simulators, aircraft parts, and a host of other sophisticated products (Reagan 
 1984). 

 

 
Reagan in Endicott, September 12, 1984. 

 

Eventually, the high-tech industry’s culture of obsolescence (Slade 2006) caught up with 

the IBM Endicott plant, resulting in “sophisticated” downsizing and deindustrialization. 

In 2002, eighteen years after Reagan’s speech, IBM’s Endicott plant, which at its peak 

employed 12,000 workers, was for sale, and residents began to receive invitations in the 

mail to attend “Public Information Sessions” organized by IBM and state agencies to 

learn about IBM’s efforts to clean up a groundwater contamination plume (or pollution 

zone) it was leaving behind. Many of these early information sessions were held at the 

Union Presbyterian Church in west Endicott, just four blocks from where I lived. I found 
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myself amid this IBM contamination debate as both a resident and a budding 

anthropologist completing my undergraduate degree at Binghamton University, just six 

miles to the east. I was as much confused and concerned as a resident as I was excited 

and interested as a young student of anthropology and political ecology, and curious 

about the intersections of high-tech production, pollution, and environmental public 

health politics.  

 All Endicott residents were invited to these information sessions. They were 

intended to showcase the collaborative effort of IBM and government agencies (e.g., the 

New York State Department of Environmental Conservation, the New York State 

Department of Health, the US Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry, and 

later, the CDC’s National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health) involved in the 

oversight of the groundwater remediation effort and the emerging problem of toxics 

vapor intrusion (the process by which volatile organic compounds migrate from 

groundwater into overlying buildings).  

 
The site of the earliest IBM pollution information sessions and the birthplace  

of my ethnographic project. The doorway to the right is where I met  
my first informants. Photo P. Little 
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 The first time I attended one of these information sessions, I remember hearing 

two women arguing with a representative of the state health department. Keeping to 

myself, I moved on to the next table that had a detailed map of the plume area. After 

about ten minutes of visiting different tables and meeting different agency 

representatives, I grabbed some cookies and juice, secured the numerous “fact sheets” 

under my arm, and headed home. As I walked out of the building I ran into the two 

women who were arguing with the health official. I introduced myself and explained that 

I was a resident and student in anthropology at Binghamton University, interested in 

learning more about residents’ perspectives on the IBM contamination issue. We 

exchanged numbers: that interaction, for me, was the starting point of my ethnographic 

journey, my entry into what has become this dissertation project. Those initial interviews 

and my undergraduate thesis project inspired me to pursue graduate studies and invoked 

the core goal of the dissertation fieldwork that took place in 2008-2009. I set out to 

explore the following set of intersecting questions: 

• How do Endicott residents understand and talk about the IBM groundwater 
contamination? 
 

• What factors condition diverging and converging perspectives on the issue? 

• How do residents living in “mitigated” homes situated over the IBM toxic plume 
feel about vapor intrusion risk and the mitigation effort? 
 

• Is mitigation mitigating citizen concern or escalating local perception of risk?   

• What prompts citizens to take action and become vocal community stakeholders, 
and how does or doesn’t environmental justice figure in local activism?  

  

 Guided by these questions, this dissertation explores peoples’ perceptions of, 

negotiations with, and reactions to high-tech industrial pollution in Endicott, New York, 
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the “birthplace” of IBM. Endicott is in what is known as the “Southern Tier” region of 

upstate New York and is about three hours northwest of the New York City metropolis, 

where I grew up. Endicott, incorporated in 1906, is a village in the town of Union. 

Located in western Broome County along the Susquehanna River, Endicott’s population 

today is around 13,000.    

 I am interested in how the IBM contamination conflict in postindustrial Endicott 

has been shaped by scientific, political, social and economic factors locally and beyond. 

In many ways, the struggle experienced by residents living in the IBM-Endicott plume is 

a response to transformations in the political economy and ecology of the late twentieth 

century and the early twenty-first century.  As a Rust Belt community coping with the 

pains of industrial pollution, deindustrialization (or deterritoriality), and other neoliberal 

realities of late capitalism, Endicott has become a high-tech “bust town” (Bluestone and 

Harrison 1982) struggling with various concerns and uncertainties including: layoffs, 

environmental health risk, property devaluation, a dissipated tax base, stigma, and a 

general decline in quality of life. At the same time, among environmental scientists 

familiar with vapor intrusion, the IBM-Endicott contamination site has become an 

example-setting site for the large-scale mitigation of TCE vapor intrusion, an emerging 

environmental public health policy concern at state and federal levels. 
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The Endicott Plume. Adapted from Gramza (2009). 
 

 This dissertation is the first study to look at vapor intrusion risk and mitigation 

from an ethnographic perspective, and to use anthropological methods to investigate the 

social, environmental, and health consequences of high-tech production in the American 

Rust Belt, a region generally associated with the decay of the auto and steel industries. 

Moreover, by synthesizing the insights of political ecology, environmental social 

movements, and social theories of risk, I bridge theoretical gaps in these areas of 

scholarship and aim to augment the anthropology of environmental contamination by 

studying toxics risk and mitigation perception as a social process.  

 A number of anthropologists have engaged the intersection of industrial pollution 

and risk (see Douglas and Wildavsky 1982; Douglas 1990; Fox 1991; Balshem 1993; 

Fortun 2001; Petryna 2002; Tilt 2004, 2006). Even if the employment of different 

theoretical frameworks has turned researchers onto different research questions and 
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divergent foci, there is something about the contentious relationship between industrial 

toxics and the overwhelming visible and imperceptible consequences and uncertainties of 

contamination that continues to draw social scientists in. Risk and uncertainty invoked by 

toxic contamination is a sphere of research that has challenged social scientists to rethink 

and/or blend theories to better understand the social, political, and economic processes 

stimulating contamination debates and conditioning residents’ struggles to understand 

often complex environmental exposures. This dissertation continues this struggle to 

understand and uses ethnographic methods to contextualize corporate pollution and 

community response in IBM’s birthplace. This is where the project converges with 

previous environmental social science research. Where this dissertation offers something 

new is the attention it gives to the topic of “mitigation” and local responses to and 

negotiations with corporate and state efforts “to fix,” to soften the blow or consequences 

of the IBM-Endicott contamination situation. In general, the dissertation aims to critically 

assess the efficacy of and social response to toxics mitigation by anchoring the debate in 

ethnographic description that attempts to synthesize qualitative and quantitative data to 

assist in the telling of Endicott’s story of high-tech industrial plunder.    

 While many of my interests and ways of thinking about the IBM contamination 

conflict have changed since I was first a resident from 2001 to 2003, much has stayed the 

same. First, power relations and epistemic turf wars persist, as is common in 

“contaminated communities” (Edelstein 2004) where corporate, state, and federal 

“experts” are set in opposition to a local or “lay” public (Gottlieb 2005; Tarr 1996). In 

other words, my interests in the contested nature of knowledge and claims to knowing the 

many dimensions of the contamination and its social, economic, and health consequences 
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endure because this struggle has a particular staying power that will likely inform the 

future of the debates, regardless of shifting decision-making processes. Even where 

scientists and citizens have sat down at the table together, there is a persistent “uneasy 

alchemy” (Allen 2003) that surfaces at public meetings, in news reports, and in my own 

research findings. A second position I have that has not waned, is that while grassroots 

action in Endicott has been to some extent “successful” with regards to effectively 

prodding IBM and federal and state agencies to listen to their concerns and take action, I, 

like many residents and activists, feel that no matter what is done, Endicott is never going 

to be the place it was when IBM was booming. Endicott has been deterritorialized and 

deindustrialized. There is a clear difference, my informants told me, between Endicott 

with IBM and Endicott without IBM. Many residents feel they have experienced IBM 

abandonment, or what might also be called high-tech capital flight (Cowie 1999), as the 

tax base of Endicott vanished as soon as IBM began to heavily downsize in the late 1980s 

and throughout the 1990s. My 2008-2009 fieldwork reinforced for me this local idiom of 

struggle interconnecting deindustrialization, contamination, and mitigation.   

 

The New Mitigation Landscape 

Endicott, best known as the “birthplace of IBM,” is today a landscape marked by 

mitigation technology. Venting systems, with white plastic tubing that runs from 

basements to roofs, are visible on nearly 500 houses and businesses in the downtown 

area, which is approximately 300 acres. Many homes are for sale, but buyers are difficult 

to find, unless they are buying to rent. Many residents feel the area has become taboo as a 

result of the IBM contamination and see it staying that way for a long time. The 
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“plume”—a roughly 300 acre zone polluted by industrial toxic substances once used for 

circuit board production at the former IBM plant—is what I call a mitigated landscape. 

The contamination of groundwater and soil has resulted in the presence of vapors that 

waft into hundreds of basements. The mitigation of these intruding toxic vapors has 

turned the plume zone into a zone or landscape of mitigation, a place marked by toxics 

intervention. Occurring over decades—starting at least in the 1970s—the contamination, 

which consists mostly of volatile organic compounds (VOCs), is traceable to IBM 

operation. The venting systems, also called vapor mitigation systems (VMSs) or subslab 

depressurization systems, that have become the symbol of this contamination, were all 

paid for by IBM.     

 In addition to having concerns about the prolonged effects of toxic vapors on the 

health of the community, local homeowners feel anchored to residential property with no 

value, they are concerned about devaluation of their investments, and feel they are left to 

cope with the stigma that goes with living in “the plume.” The main contaminant of 

concern is trichloroethylene (TCE), a suspected carcinogen. Beginning in 2002, the New 

York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) began investigating TCE 

vapors at the IBM-Endicott site. Since then, the TCE has been measured at very low 

levels in many areas of the plume, but this finding does not seem to comfort those 

worried about several decades of exposure. The ambiguity regarding long-term exposure 

has been a source of concern for many residents, despite the message from officials and 

experts that there is a low public health threat. In other words, “risk analysts can calculate 

till they are blue in the face” (Douglas and Wildavsky 1982:89), but plume residents feel 

uneasy about living in a place contaminated by TCE, even if it has been designated as 
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having been “mitigated.” Ambiguity and frustration endures amid mitigation efforts; this 

is the primary crux of the dissertation.   

 Another point of struggle is in part due to the pains of IBM deindustrialization. As 

one activist in Endicott told a newspaper reporter, “There are two IBMs…In their early 

days, their philosophy was to take the best care of their employees…By the 80s a new 

IBM came forward. That’s the one that cares about the bottom line.” Many informants I 

spoke with mentioned this sea change, contending that in the 1960s and 1970s, IBM was 

a responsible company. Many of my informants recalled the concerts the IBM band 

would put on, and expressed a bit of IBM nostalgia. As one activist resident put it, “We 

went from being a great place to raise a family to where we are today. Now that choice 

has a dark side to it.” This dissertation unpacks and attempts to describe this “dark side” 

narrative, not to demonize IBM, but to make more audible the local discourse of struggle, 

concern, frustration, and hope.   

 

Organization and Chapter Summary 

The dissertation is organized as follows. In Chapter 2, I provide a detailed description of 

my theoretical framework, a synthesis of three approaches: political ecology, 

environmental social movements, and risk. First, I develop a “political ecology of 

mitigation” perspective and discuss how it fits with my interest in studying toxics 

mitigation from a critical ethnographic perspective. Next I look at environment social 

movement theory to make sense of the advocacy unfolding in Endicott, and engage recent 

critical perspectives on environmental justice activism and the boundaries between 

movements for change.  
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 In Chapter 3, I discuss the multiple research methods I employed as part of my 

ethnographic fieldwork. Next, in Chapter 4, I provide a detailed history of Endicott’s 

industrial history, including a discussion of the development of IBM and the influential 

role of the Endicott-Johnson Shoe Company. I explain the IBM deindustrialization 

process as it unfolded in Endicott and the emergence of IBM’s replacement: Endicott 

Interconnect Technologies, Inc. I then discuss the surfacing of the IBM contamination 

conflict after the sale of the facility in 2002,  and the subsequent emergence of local 

activism. 

 The next two chapters, Chapters 5 and 6, blend qualitative and quantitative 

findings to make sense of local experiences with and perspectives on risk, ambiguity, 

deindustrialization, community change, and local experiences with and critiques of 

mitigation. Chapter 5 combines the analysis of interview and survey data to discuss the 

ways in which residents in the plume understand and make sense of the impacts of the 

IBM pollution they live with and in. What is the experience of residents living with/in the 

IBM plume? Amid IBM’s boom and bust, and after over thirty years of remedial work, 

what do Endicott’s plume residents feel certain about? What remains elusive? Do 

differences in age, gender, education, length of residence, and renter/owner status 

influence plume residents’ perceptions of risk and their perceptions of the quality of life 

in a postindustrial, post-IBM Endicott? Guided by these questions, I analyze narrative 

and survey data that draw attention to similarities and difference in local framings and 

perceptions of TCE contamination and vapor intrusion in general and perceptions of the 

health risks of TCE exposure in particular. I look at how intersubjective experience 

informs plume residents’ understandings of TCE risk, and draw attention to the dynamics 
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and contradictions of plume residents’ risk perceptions to highlight the local 

environmental health politics of TCE vapor intrusion. Additionally, because I found that 

local health risk perception was commonly entangled in occupational health risk talk—

particularly concerns about former IBMers who worked at the Endicott plant, which is 

the focus of an ongoing National Institutes for Occupational Safety and Hazards 

(NIOSH) study—this section of the chapter will also include a brief section on the topic 

of occupational health risk perception. Another goal of Chapter 5 is to analyze narrative 

and survey data elucidating the intersecting themes of IBM deindustrialization, 

community corrosion, and stigma 

 In Chapter 6, I draw on narratives from in-depth interviews and quantitative 

survey data to explore local understandings of the mitigation effort and the lived 

experience of residents living in “mitigated” homes in the IBM-Endicott plume. After 

providing background on the state of the art of vapor intrusion mitigation and the ways in 

which “pro-mitigation” discourse plays out among regulators and activists alike, I 

analyze plume residents’ understandings of vapor intrusion mitigation and the experience 

of living in a mitigated home by drawing on my interview and survey findings. I discuss, 

in particular, one theme that one might think would have been softened by IBM and New 

York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) mitigation efforts: durable 

ambiguity. A second goal of the chapter is to engage a topic that has become a popular 

source of concern for communities threatened by vapor intrusion risk: property 

devaluation. I analyze this issue as an example of what I call “the iatrogenesis of 

mitigation,” or a remedial decision or “treatment” that introduces new forms of distress 

for homeowners. But, property devaluation is less a concern for renters, who are a 
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growing population in Endicott’s plume. Therefore, a final goal of Chapter 6 is to expose 

an issue that I argue exacerbates the “political” ecology of risk and mitigation unfolding 

in Endicott, which is tenant notification politics. I use ethnography to measure the 

effectiveness, or lack thereof, of a tenant notification bill designed to inform renters about 

the plume and most importantly provide them with results from air sampling data, if that 

data for the rental space is available. 

 Chapter 7 draws on activists’ narratives and lived experience to better understand 

the subjectivity or point of view of active community stakeholders in Endicott. With a 

general focus on the intersections of subjectivity and intentionality, this chapter, then, 

aims to “make sense” of these citizens’ advocacy efforts, and draws on narratives 

generated from in-depth ethnographic interviews with local activists. Several 

investigative journalists (Grossman 2006; Gramza 2009) have helped popularize and tell 

the story of environmental activism in Endicott. This chapter aims to deepen that 

understanding by drawing on extensive narratives from in-depth ethnographic interviews 

to highlight activists’ perspectives and to illustrate the ways in which this local activism 

converges with “boundary movement” discourse and action. The chapter also looks at 

local activism in relation to and in tension with the environmental justice frame and 

movement. In 2006, the National Environmental Justice for All Tour made a visit to 

Endicott to connect with local activists, despite the fact that local activism in Endicott 

was and remains devoid of any environmental justice discourse or intentionality. Some 

activists I interviewed understood and welcomed the environmental justice “connection” 

in Endicott, while others found it irrelevant or a stretch. This tour inspired me to explore 

a critical question: how do we account for environmental justice in communities where it 
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seems discursively vacant and even contested as a legitimate frame? This question 

challenged me to engage what I am call “negotiated environmental justice,” or what 

amounts to the messy or volatile identity politics and “intra-community tensions” 

(Horowitz 2008) contributing to the broader political ecology of the environmental 

justice movement and its emerging effort to pluralize and be a movement “for all.”  

   The focus of Chapter 8 is to locate my own role as an advocate and applied 

environmental anthropologist and political ecologist in Endicott in general and what I see 

as my role in vapor intrusion debates in particular. The chapter showcases the perceptions 

of scientists and regulators engaged in emerging vapor intrusion (VI) debates, and aims to 

help VI regulators, scientists, and community stakeholders by introducing alternative 

methods to improve the quality and efficacy of the VI decision-making process, 

especially when it comes to mitigation and post-mitigation decisions. The dissertation 

concludes with Chapter 9, where I offer some reflections on the theoretical import of my 

research and discuss how my findings contribute to emerging political ecologies of toxics 

risk and risk mitigation.         
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CHAPTER TWO 

Theorizing and Articulating Post-IBM Toxic Struggle 

 
Theory is invoked largely to aid in the ultimate task of description. 

--Graeber (2009:viii) 
 

We are struggling with language. We are engaged in a struggle with language. 
 --Wittgenstein (1980[1931]:11e) 

 

This chapter aims to clarify my analytical framework, to expose the strands of theory 

assembled to make sense of Endicott’s post-IBM toxic struggle. To begin, some general 

theoretical assumptions grounding and informing the conceptual base of the dissertation 

are as follows. One assumption is that “[t]heories are ways of making the constitutive 

self-understanding explicit, of articulating motivations, of recontextualizing the world of 

experience” (Hastrup 1995:181). This dissertation is a “recontextualization” in the sense 

that I am reflecting on fieldwork at the same time that I am actively couching my 

interpretation of my own empirical experience in a complex and flexible system of 

theoretical debates. On this note, I assume that theoretical practice is conditioned by 

experience, exposure, reflection, negotiation, and always informed by fieldwork or 

“being there,” as Geertz would put it (Geertz 1988). It is an act of “producing 

anthropological knowledge anthropologically” (Rabinow 2008:5) that is hardly, if ever, 

non-neutral, devoid of intentionality, or uninterrupted by the researchers’ own 

complicated self.  Furthermore, I assume here that anthropological theory in particular is 

an “expressive practice” (Hastrup1995:183) grounded by a personal and inter-subjective 

adventure whereby “ones passage to anthropology has been made when it is realized that 

it is not principally an exclusive territory of knowledge but a particular way to the 
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world” (Hastrup 1995:187, my emphasis). More to the point, I assume that 

anthropological theory and ethnographic practice are inextricably linked, providing a 

“way” to understanding in general and a “way” to understanding toxic struggle at the 

IBM-Endicott site in particular.  

Using as a metaphorical guide the phenomenon of “preferential pathway”—the 

concept referring to the preferred migration route of groundwater vapors employed in 

vapor intrusion science—I view my theoretical focus in terms of a preferential analytical 

pathway. A theoretical challenge for me has always been finding a discursive pathway, a 

language that accounts for complexity, depth, struggle, and uncertainty. Desperately 

seeking a pragmatic optic to make sense of what I call, for lack of a better term, ‘post-

IBM toxic struggle’, and I also struggled with challenging questions during fieldwork and 

write-up: what is a satisfactory analytical route to take in my entry or “particular way” 

into this contamination debate as an anthropologist, an advocate for residents struggling 

with toxic exposures, and a researcher interested in social and environmental problems? 

What theoretical frameworks help me navigate, interpret, and diagnose this complex 

high-tech contamination narrative? What theoretical synthetics inform (and even taint) 

my angle on the debate? Anchored by these critical theoretical questions and matters of 

concern, this chapter exposes an analytic framework that will hopefully have some 

meaningful heuristic staying power and place in contemporary high-tech toxics and vapor 

intrusion debates.    
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One Residents’ Theoretical Summarization.  

Photo by P. Little, 2010 
 

While the message expressed by this Endicott resident basically summarizes my 

enduring feeling about the contentious issues presented in this dissertation, there are three 

intersecting fields of theory and scholarship that inform this research. The first strand of 

theory is inspired by political ecology,1 a field of theory which lacks unification or 

consensus despite its sustained, deep curiosity with the intersections of political economy 

and the environment and nature-society dialectics2.  Contemporary political ecology, as 

Biersack (2006) puts it, “refuses to reduce culture to nature or nature to culture but 

operates productively in the space between the two—the relationship between signifying 

and other practices, on the one hand, and an extralingustic material reality, on the other” 

                                                           
1
 My theoretical journey on this topic—in fact my “passage to anthropology” as Hastrup would put it—

began while I was living in Endicott (2001-2003) completing my undergraduate degree at Binghamton 
University and conducting research for my undergraduate thesis (see Little 2003).  I was enrolled in a 
Political Ecology class, where I learned about Marxian critiques of environmentalism, poststructural 
critiques of “nature” and knowledge-power, and was just barely surviving the weekly readings and 
mandatory writing assignments. I arrived home one day after class and in my mailbox was an invite to a 
‘Public Information Session’ on the IBM pollution. So, what follows, is really a long-term growth spurt that 
developed from that encounter of political ecological theory and a local issue that came to my doorstep. 

2 Following Peluso and Watts (2001:27n29), I would agree that despite political ecology’s “ubiquitous 
mantra that…seeks to link political economy and ecology,”  it remains a critical task to “return to the 
language of Blaikie and Brookfield (1987)” and ask “how exactly is the thorny nettle of the ‘dialectics’ of 
Nature-Society to be grasped?”  
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(Biersack 2006:28). Regardless of the chosen stream of political ecology theory, “the 

problem of the real is on the agenda of political ecology” (ibid). The dissertation attends 

to what I call the “political ecology of mitigation” (or something like reflexive 

mitigation). I will argue that a dynamic and critical political ecology of mitigation 

attentive to lived experience—or more appropriately “embodied subjectivity” (Merleau-

Ponty 2002[1962]) (e.g., being-in-the-world, being-in-the-plume, living-in-mitigated 

homes)—provides a tool for thinking about residents’ experiences of distress, struggle, 

and negotiation engendered by the IBM pollution conflict. In other words, I argue that a 

political ecology of high-tech pollution grounded in the ethnographic present re-presents 

how the social consequences of toxic externalities (e.g., TCE), ‘creative destruction’ 

(e.g., IBM downsizing), and mitigation are socially experienced, articulated, and made 

meaningful. Much like poststructural definitions of political ecology that account for “the 

manifold articulations of history and biology and the cultural mediations through which 

such articulations are established” (Escobar 1999:3), I envision a critical political ecology 

of mitigation that “focuses on the role of language in the construction of social reality; 

[that] treats language not as a reflection of ‘reality’ but as constitutive of it” (Escobar 

1996:46). Furthermore, I contend that focusing on the role of language to capture the 

social meanings of contamination and mitigation is as important as focusing on the 

materiality of TCE risk, the functionality and efficacy of risk mitigation technologies, and 

the scientific practice and knowledge underpinning contemporary studies of the vapor 

intrusion pathway.    

Second, the emergence of grassroots activism in Endicott has also inspired me to 

explore micropolitics of local environmental action by critically engaging environmental 
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social movement theory in general and environmental justice theory in particular. Citizen 

action in contaminated communities often reflects what in recent social movement theory 

is referred to as “boundary movement” (see Brown 2007; Brown et al. 2004) or the 

process by which citizens draw on different movements (e.g., social justice, 

environmental justice, feminism, health advocacy, etc.) to formulate their own advocacy 

goals and foci. I draw on this “boundary movement” approach in my effort to make sense 

of the micropolitics of environmental justice, especially when applied to places like 

Endicott where toxic struggle is not framed in terms of environmental justice, despite 

outsiders’ motivations to do so. This research finding has encouraged me to ground my 

theoretical angle on local activism with two critical questions: 1) How is the anti-toxics 

activism in this historic IBM community an example of a boundary movement marked by 

movement hybridity and complex intra-activist relations? And, 2) what constitutes 

environmental justice struggle and activism when such a repertoire of action is applied to 

a largely white, middle class community with a newly emerging low income renter 

population? With these questions in mind, the dissertation aims to draw on environmental 

social movement theory to augment the emergent political ecology of environmental 

justice.  

 Finally, social theories of risk, including risk perception, make up the third 

theoretical focus of this dissertation. Inspired by what Ulrich Beck (1992) labeled the 

“risk society,” this focus on risk is critical since it intensifies our view of 1) the political 

economy of risk, including efforts to depoliticize risk management decisions, 2) the 

knowledge politics that often complicate citizen-expert relations in environmental health 

risk debates, and 3) the embedded contradictions of the “reflexive modernization” 
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processes informing the high-tech industry’s “green” image and its rhetoric of corporate 

environmentalism and social responsibility.  Drawing attention to the social experience of 

contamination by looking at peoples’ sense of risk in relation to a state-led TCE 

mitigation effort, the dissertation aims to contribute to social theories of environmental 

health risk by attending to the problems and uncertainties that mitigation decisions 

introduce for impacted residents. By synthesizing the insights of 1) political ecology, 2) 

environmental social movements, and 3) social theories of risk (especially environmental 

health risk), I aim to link theoretical gaps in both areas of scholarship and augment social 

and environmental critiques of risk and mitigation by studying both as social processes 

and as expressions of “reflexive modernization” (Beck 1992; Giddens 1990).   

 

Toward a Political Ecology of Mitigation 

The ubiquitous presence of TCE contamination and vapor mitigation systems on the 

Endicott landscape has defined the community, in many ways, a “contaminated 

community” (Edelstein 2004) in general and a ‘mitigated community’ in particular. For 

the purposes of this dissertation, I use ‘mitigated community’ to refer to any dwelling 

space located within or proximate to the identified boundaries of a known toxic plume 

that has a vapor mitigation system (also known as a subslab depressurization system). 

Whether or not residents occupying mitigated buildings share similar political views or 

are of similar socioeconomic status, the presence of these mitigation systems establishes 

a kind of foundation or starting point for a new, shared, and often stigmatized, identity. 

As described in more detail below, I argue that residents living with TCE contamination 
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and vapor mitigation systems also inhabit a landscape of political ecological processes 

that influence local experiences with toxics mitigation.     

 This dissertation presents research and critical analysis germane to 

anthropological studies of political ecology and toxic struggle, but it aims to augment this 

focus of environmental anthropology by turning attention to the ethnography of toxics 

mitigability. The political ecologies of health (Baer 1996; Harper 2002; see also Turshen 

1977) and risk perception (Tilt 2004) have each made important contributions to 

environmental anthropology, and the political ecology of mitigation (PEM) perspective 

grounding this dissertation attempts to augment these other anthropological political 

ecologies.    

 The PEM perspective assumes the mitigation decisions-making system—a system 

primarily dominated by a State apparatus composed of scientists, experts, and 

regulators—is an important factor in understanding the functionality of risk decisions for 

communities faced with, for example, vapor intrusion risk. In fact, the most important 

contribution of the PEM perspective in Endicott and other communities coping with 

vapor intrusion, is its ability to demonstrate and intensify our understanding of how 

public mitigation decisions can expose broader risk society trends. These “risk society” 

(Beck 1992; Giddens 1990) features include, but are not limited to, the contentious and 

pervasive use of toxic substances in the late modern era, the stigmatization experienced 

by citizens struggling or coping with ‘plume living’, the emergence of corporate 

environmentalism and reconfiguration of corporate responsibility,3 and the sense of 

                                                           
3 This corporate social and environmental responsibility message is summed up by the words of IBM 
spokesperson, Michael Maloney : “None of it was done intentionally, but we are still sticking around to 
take care of it…We feel obligated legally, ethically, and morally…We are not going anywhere” (Gramza 
2009:A-7).  
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community “corrosion” (Erikson 1991, 1994; Freudenburg and Jones 1991; and Kroll-

Smith and Couch 1993) experienced by postindustrial subjects coping with 

deindustrialization.  

 The risk society unfolding in Endicott, is a reflection of capitalisms’ “innovative 

self-destruction” (Berman 1982:98) and its scientific management of toxic externalities. 

Furthermore, assessing environmental public health policies, structures, and institutions 

cannot answer all of the important questions surrounding vapor intrusion mitigation, but 

the PEM contribution is indispensable to the comprehensive study of contaminated 

communities under remediation and mitigation. The PEM perspective  attends to the 

lived experience of ‘the mitigated’ and therefore grounds the vapor intrusion debate in 

people rather than exclusively science and technologies of mitigability and 

controllability.   

 One major PEM question explored in this dissertation is, to what extent does the 

decision to mitigate TCE vapors successfully address citizen concerns and inform their 

perceptions of vapor intrusion risk? My research illustrates great uncertainty on this 

matter and therefore begs the following question: Is a more socially sensitive and 

reflexive mitigation process possible? Ultimately, the PEM is an exercise committed to 

enhancing and encouraging the democratization of vapor intrusion debates and is a useful 

political theory to draw from to attend to such questions. This latter point highlights the 

“political” in my PEM perspective. PEM, like other political ecology and political 

economy work, is interventionist and critical of closed techno-scientific risk decision-

making approaches.                  
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 Moreover, while mitigation politics are the primary concern of the PEM 

perspective, PEM is also about expanding, looking beyond mitigation by engaging the 

aftermath of mitigation. Post-mitigation issues are as critical as decisions to mitigate. 

PEM insists on understanding the indispensability of grasping the way power-knowledge 

persists after mitigation, not just during mitigation decision making. Once the VMS is 

installed, mitigation becomes a matter of social experience. Now people live in mitigated 

homes and become people in a mitigated landscape. My research shows that they have 

things to say about this mitigated lifestyle, about what it means to live “in the plume” and 

with a vapor mitigation system “controlling” vapor intrusion risk.  In the end, the PEM 

perspective is about turning mitigation into social critique, to flesh out the ways in which 

mitigation is much more than a corrective environmental decision and more a decision 

that is socially constituted, experienced, and negotiated. The goal is not so much about 

turning mitigation on its head or ousting the legitimacy of mitigation decisions, but 

instead actively acknowledging the social life of mitigation or the effect of mitigation on 

people and their converging and diverging ways of experiencing or sensing the riskscape, 

or more appropriately, the ‘mitigationscape’ and coping with the problems of invisibility, 

imperceptibility, and doubt that complicate risk and mitigation sense-making or 

perception. In a Latourian sense, political ecology exposes the complexity to associations. 

In this way, PEM grapples with the messy intersection of environmental health risk, 

mitigation, uncertainty, and embodied subjectivity. Ethnographic description is employed 

to make sense of these intersecting PEM themes.    

 My PEM perspective aims to challenge and move beyond the binary naturalistic-

culturalistic view of the landscape, by attending to what Ingold (2000:189) refers to as 
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the “dwelling perspective.” This perspective, inspired by the phenomenology of Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty, engages the “temporality of the landscape” and intensifies 

anthropological discussions of the mitigated landscape: “As the familiar domain of our 

dwelling, [the landscape] is with us, not against us, but it is no less real for that. And 

through living in it, the landscape becomes part of us, just as we are a part of it” (Ingold 

2000:191). In this way, the mitigated landscape represents more than “a neutral, external 

backdrop to human activities” nor “a particular cognitive or symbolic ordering of space” 

(2000:189); Endicott is a landscape of people “dwelling” and living with contamination 

and mitigation. Vapor mitigation systems are not just “on” downtown buildings or “part 

of” the Endicott landscape; they are lived with, integral to lived experience. There is a 

difference. These mitigation technologies are not in the “background,” nor in the “back” 

of the mind of plume residents. It seems impossible or unrealistic to untangle local 

experiences of vapor intrusion, mitigation, property devaluation, and public health risk. 

Neither rests in the “background” when plume residents talk about plume living.  

 The PEM unfolding in post-IBM Rust Belt Endicott also invokes a closer look at 

the processes of deterritoriality and reterritoriality. These two concepts theoretically 

ground residents’ critical narratives of IBM deindustrialization (explored in Chapter 5) 

and local critiques of TCE mitigation efforts (explored in Chapter 6). Kuletz (1998) has 

used the concept of deterritoriality in her study of nuclear testing and contamination in 

the western US to theorize “zones of sacrifice”: “Once made visible, the zones of 

sacrifice that comprise these local landscapes can begin to be pieced together to reveal 

regional, national, and even global patterns of deterritoriality—the loss of commitment 

by modern nation-states (and even the international community) to particular lands or 
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regions” (Kuletz 1998:7, her emphasis). I would add to this conception of deterritoriality, 

another major player in the game of deterritoriality—the multinational corporation with 

the power to settle, accumulate capital, and abandon spaces of production whenever and 

wherever necessary. Whether intended or not, Endicott was and is a zone of IBM 

sacrifice. It is a place once home to a committed IBM workforce and a place nicknamed 

“Main Street IBM.” Now three hundred-plus acres of downtown Endicott is marked by a 

plethora of vapor mitigation systems to manage the risks of widespread TCE 

contamination. In this sense, IBM deterritorialization has been replaced by another issue, 

that of vapor intrusion science and mitigation decisions orchestrated by state agencies, 

that have, in effect, reterritorialized downtown Endicott.  It is deterritorialized, in one 

sense, because of its post-IBM status and reterritorialized with vapor mitigation systems 

and remediation efforts, and all the state and federal experts and regulators (e.g., New 

York State Department of Environmental Conservations and Department of Health, and 

the US Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry and the National Institutes of 

Occupational Safety and Health) that figure in this “new Endicott.” This “new Endicott” 

is the common outcome of capitalisms’ “restless formation and reformation of 

geographical landscapes,” as described by geographer David Harvey: 

 Capitalism perpetually strives…to create a social and physical landscape in its 
 own image and requisite to its own needs at a particular point in time, only just 
 as certainly to undermine, disrupt and even destroy that landscape at a later point 
 in time. The inner contradictions of capitalism are expressed through the restless 
 formation and reformation of geographical landscapes. This is the tune to which 
 the historical geography of capitalism must dance without ease (Harvey 
 1985:150). 
  

 The Rust Belt community of Endicott knows this capitalist process all too well. It 

is experiencing IBM deterritoriality and State reterritoriality and undergoing a kind of 
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science and technology facelift. For example, Endicott has shifted from a place 

dominated by science and technology for high-tech capitalism (with Endicott 

Interconnect Technologies, Inc. continuing to produce, but certainly not dominating to 

the degree that IBM did) to a contaminated place marked by state, federal, and private 

consulting scientists and experts investigating occupational and public health risk, the 

vapor intrusion pathway, and retrofitting the community with mitigation technologies and 

experimenting with both standardized (e.g., pump-and-treat) and cutting edge (e.g., in 

situ thermal remediation) groundwater remediation techniques. These shifts have social 

implications in that they potentiate a change or reconfiguration of citizens’ views on 

vapor intrusion management decisions in particular and TCE risk management decisions 

in general. Deterritoriality and reterritoriality, therefore, are useful concepts to draw on to 

navigate Endicott’s shift from a site of historic and successful IBM production to a site of 

contentious TCE contamination and mitigation.     

 The PEM perspective developed in this dissertation and made meaningful via 

ethnographic description is generating a deeper understanding of the “political nature” 

(Meyer 2001) of TCE mitigation. The PEM is a critical socioenvironmental theory of risk 

mitigation that honors the diversity of responses to mitigation decisions. It does not claim 

to offer a clear path to better knowledge or truth; instead it attempts to ground mitigation 

be grounding the discussion of mitigation politics in local discourse. While the PEM 

perspective has a particular emphasis on mitigation, it draws on research attentive to the 

broader interface of contamination and community.      

 Environmental psychologist Michael Edelstein has written much about 

“contaminated communities”, including radon risk and what he terms the effect of the 
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“inversion of home” (Edelstein 1986) for residents living in toxic environments. 

Edelstein and Makofske (1998:315) argue that 

[e]cological theory tells us that we are not subject to bounded conditions. A 
preventative view toward health, based on environmental vigilance, will similarly 
need to understand risk in a cumulative, interactive fashion. Our total lack of 
preparation for looking at cumulative, interactive conditions is readily evident in 
the limits to our understanding of homes. The focus on the whole house, rather 
than just specialized and isolated issues such as radon [or other VOCs like TCE 
and the vapor intrusion problem in general], mirrors the larger need to examine 
the whole earth, rather than just localized and immediately visible environmental 
degradation (Edelstein and Makofske 1998: 315). 

 

 Edelstein and Makofske (1998) argue for a more integrative ecological theory of 

the home. Oddly enough, this “integrative” and holistic (or “big picture”) approach 

misses the understanding of the home as a space of equity and a space even “mirroring” 

the self (Marcus 1997); the home as symbol of life-long investment; and, as is the case in 

many contaminated communities, the home as a symbolic space of value that becomes 

the focus of residential property devaluation debates. It has been argued that the home in 

contaminated communities needs to be rethought in ecological terms to better grasp “the 

big picture”: “Integrative thinking about buildings is still rare. There is scant attention to 

the home as an ecological system” (Edelstein and Makofske 1998:315), despite Mary 

Douglas’s (1993) contention that the “home is a fragile system, easy to subvert” (Douglas 

1993:275).  

 Even more scant, is attention given to the mitigated home as a symbol, a space, of 

political ecological dispute invoked by lay-expert relations and knowledge politics. 

Edlestein (2004:161) draws on Illich (1977) to make sense of this knowledge-power 

relation, focusing on the ways in which “toxic victims become ‘disabled’” by the rush of 
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dependency on professionals and experts to come to terms with contamination disputes. 

In effect, contamination disputes often lead to a normative “life context” or situation 

whereby citizens become “disabled” and the experience of contamination is “disabling” 

for it exposes unexpected, unplanned dependency on expertise, dependency on ‘others’ 

(e.g., government scientists and attorneys) to navigate toxic disruption:  

 With the discovery and announcement of contamination, toxic victims suddenly 
 find themselves in a complex institutional context made up of the various local, 
 state, and federal agencies having jurisdiction over their contamination incident. 
 This is an unfamiliar life context for most people, one for which they lack 
 experience. Their lives are essentially captured by agencies on which they become 
 dependent for clarification and assistance. Technical experts and lawyers, from 
 government and industry, now dictate the terms defining such core issues as 
 safety and risk and whether they will be helped to find safe water or to relocate” 
 (Edelstein 2004:161).  
 
This “double bind”4 experience recalibrates the relationship between regulators and 

experts and contamination victims, resembling “a form of social schizophrenia” or a 

“dysfunctional pattern of communication” (Edelstein 2004:162) between toxic victims 

and the multiple subjectivities and ‘others’ that surface with contamination disputes. 

Contamination disputes rarely lead to clarity and ‘clean’ or satisfactory communication 

between actors, and problems like vapor intrusion seem to exacerbate this “double bind” 

effect, perhaps because of the complexities and ambiguities of the science of vapor 

intrusion and it’s regulation and mitigation. This confusion creates a kind of social 

friction, a term introduced into the anthropological lexicon by Anna Tsing (2005). 

                                                           
4 The anthropologist Gregory Batson used the concept of “double bind” to describe the complexities of 
communication for people diagnosed with schizophrenia, arguing that schizophrenia is not necessarily the 
result of an organic neurological dysfunction. Instead, Bateson found that destructive “double binds” were 
a frequent pattern of communication among families of patients diagnosed with schizophrenia, proposing 
that growing up amid these communicative “double binds” could lead to learned patterns of confusion in 
thinking and communication. 
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Tsing writes that “Friction is a reminder of the importance of interaction in 

defining movement, cultural form, and agency” (Tsing 2005:6, my emphasis). In this 

way, Endicott residents are dealing with multiple points of friction and struggle that 

mitigation can’t mitigate. For many residents I interviewed, Endicott has become the 

“sink” (Tarr 1996) of IBM pollution and the mititgation effort is believed to be, as one 

resident put it, “a band-aid on cancer.” Local pollution control, remediation, and 

mitigation efforts, according to many residents, have all resulted in a pattern of “retrofits 

and technological fixes” (Tarr 1996:29). Employing technology to address the toxic 

legacy of IBM computer technology exemplifies a critical social feedback loop or what 

Ulrich Beck would call “reflexive modernization” (Beck 1992). One goal of the 

dissertation is to better understand how these residents reflect on this mitigation and 

remediation effort, how they make sense of “reflexive modernization” in the aftermath of 

IBM contamination. IBM, TCE contamination, and mitigation are all potential sources of 

friction, and these points of friction and their interconnections emerge with ethnographic 

inspection. This friction has also become the grounds for local action. 

 

Environmental Social Movements     

In general, social movements can be understood as “those sequences of contentious 

politics that are based on underlying social networks and resonant collective action 

frames, and which develop the capacity to maintain sustained challenges against powerful 

opponents” (Tarrow 1998:2). These movements are complex, meaning they are made up 

of people with complex identities and motivations. Citizen action in Endicott is complex 

and the grassroots politics emerging there mimic the complexities found throughout the 
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culture and history of environmental social movements. The connection between 

environmental contamination, citizen action, and capitalist development in the US dates 

back over a century and is made up of complex historical interconnections between 

citizen struggles to improve occupational health and safety, advance public health, and 

more recently, to achieve environmental justice. These citizen struggles and their 

movements are not “discrete organizational entities,” but instead “communities that 

involve actors, organizations, and tactics not only from other social movements, but from 

science, academia, and government” (Brown 2007:33).  

American environmentalism and the many varieties of anti-contamination 

political movements (e.g., anti-toxic movements born from labor rights and occupational 

health movements) have a history that goes back farther than the DDT debates inspiring 

Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), Earth Day 1970, or the Love Canal and Three Mile 

Island disasters of the late 1970s. For example, Gottlieb (2005) turns to the so-called 

mother of American industrial toxicology and medicine, Alice Hamilton,5 in his effort to 

mark the beginnings of US environmentalism, drawing “attention to the commonalities 

and connections among segments of complex and varied movements for change” 

(Gottlieb 2005:40).6  

Current socio-environmental movements, like anti-toxics movements or ATMs) 

and environmental justice movements (EJMs), to name a few, are not monolithic political 

formations. Instead, these movements are a mishmash of organizations with diverse 

                                                           
5 In 1919, Hamilton became the first female faculty member at the Harvard School of Medicine and went 
on to work closely with companies to improve occupational health conditions, publishing two 
groundbreaking texts in the fields of industrial toxicology and industrial medicine: Industrial Poisons in the 
United States (1925) and Industrial Toxicology (1934). 
6This perspective on the roots of American ‘environmentalism’ is, of course, very different from the more 
common points of departure in the American environmental history literature (e.g., the conservationist 
movement of Gifford Pinchot and the preservationist movement of John Muir).  
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interests, ideas, values, and forms of action or tactics of resistance. These movement 

actors and participants include, but are not limited to, professional groups with scientific 

and legal expertise; environmental justice advocates contesting inequity and 

discrimination; powerful institutionalized conservationists and protectionists; grassroots 

organizations with more narrowly targeted concerns; and direct-action groups sustaining 

a moral obligation to defend the rights of Nature (Gottlieb 2005:34). This movement 

appeals to moral and ethical rights like other earlier social movements (e.g., feminist, 

labor, and civil rights movements). As Couch and Kroll-Smith (2000) observe, the 

environmental movement has started to fuse these populist values and ideals of civil 

society with specific challenges to toxic substances that pose a threat to public health. In 

particular, anti-toxic and environmental illness movements are not only intensifying 

theories of social and environmental movements, but these movements are exposing the 

politics of knowledge that challenge all social engagements where citizens and science 

are mingling, which is a topic I will return to. According to Couch and Kroll-Smith 

(2000:384), “These movements are doing more than relying on a rhetoric of civil rights 

or environmental justice, as important as these appeals are; they are also arming 

themselves with the lingual resources of toxicology, risk assessment, biomedicine, 

environmental impact inventories, nuclear engineering, and other instruments of reason.” 

In other words, these movements are more about inter-boundary crossovers, rather than 

boundary setting and movement demarcation. Similarly, Brown (2007:31) argues that “in 

pushing the limits of what is defined as normal scientific practice and in bridging 

previous social movements, [boundary movements] represent hybrid movements that blur 
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the boundaries between lay and expert forms of knowledge and between activists and the 

state.”  

Anti-toxic movements (ATMs), made up of legal and public health activists in 

communities coping with industrial spills and workers in industries contesting the use of 

toxic substances for the manufacture of products, are forms of citizen action that tend to 

target specific corporations, like Monsanto and IBM. They also tend to strongly contest 

government inaction and state-led risk assessments. These ATMs diverge from previous 

environmental social movements in that ATMs, surfacing most explicitly in response to 

the Love Canal and Three Mile Island disasters in the late 1970s, are generally 

characterized by local action against particular environmental public health threats (Cole 

and Foster 2001; Cable, Mix, and Hastings 2005). Furthermore, AMTs are usually made 

up of a constituency of “lower-middle class and working-class residents of contaminated 

communities” (Cable, Mix, and Hastings 2005). As will be discussed in more detail later, 

the IBM-Endicott case exposes the complex interconnections between ATMs and EJMs.  

    The complexities of the various social movements and the realities of 

movement convergence and divergence discussed above are important developments that 

can inform our understanding of environmental justice and labor rights struggles focusing 

on the electronics industry. Despite the electronic industry’s unprecedented economic 

gains and progress in microelectronic modernization, and in spite of the industry’s public 

image as “clean,” workers and residents in microelectronics manufacturing communities 

and scientists in government agencies and in academia have since the late 1970s 

expressed concerns about the environmental and occupational health risks of exposure to 

toxic chemical substances used in manufacturing processes (Clapp 2006; Smith, 
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Sonnenfeld, and Pellow 2006; Hawes and Pellow 2006; Chang, Chui, and Tu 2006; 

Grossman 2006; Pellow and Sun-Hee Park 2002; LaDou 1983,1984,1994, 2006). 

Electronics manufacturing and assembly (e.g., wafer fabrication and assembly, printed 

circuit board fabrication, and soldering operations) are not industrial processes existing 

“in a vacuum but in rarefied environments that rely on some of the most toxic chemicals 

and gases in contemporary manufacturing” (Mazurek 1999:200).7 Furthermore, many of 

the earliest anti-toxic movements (ATMs) contesting the toxicity of the high-tech 

industry were in fact organized or designed for all communities facing these high-tech 

struggles (Sherry et al 1985) even though they sprang from legal and public health 

advocates in Silicon Valley, California.   

Amid all these movements and forms of citizen-action is a more ubiquitous 

struggle to know, a struggle to mix science with democracy, knowledge with action. 

These knowledge-power problems are commonplace in anti-toxic contamination politics, 

where political action emerges alongside or as a consequence of citizen and scientific 

struggles to understand environment public health problems. The challenge of 

uncertainty, in this way, can anchor and fuel citizen action. As Brown, Kroll-Smith, and 

Gunter (2000:16) observe, this “endemic problem of uncertainty is directly linked to the 

emergence of citizen groups organized to answer questions that are eluding the experts 

while holding appropriate industry or government parties responsible for their miseries.” 

Following Anthony Giddens (1990:92) discussion of the public’s decreasing sense of 

security in late-modern society, the problem of uncertainty in environmental public health 

                                                           
7 Toxic substances commonly used in the electronics industry include acids, solvents, chlorinated and 
brominated substances, heavy metals, and toxic gases. Some examples include highly corrosive 
hydrochloric acid, arsenic, cadmium, lead, methyl chloroform, toluene, acetone, trichloroethylene, and 
benzene.  
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debates creates a situation or sense of “ontological insecurity” among citizens who live in 

contaminated communities (Brown, Kroll-Smith, and Gunter 2000:16-17). In other 

words, being in and of the late modern world is tantamount to being or living 

ambiguously and in a world marked by uncertain futures, and contamination only 

exacerbates or intensifies this lived experience.  

The ATM, while not called that at the time, surfaced with the Love Canal incident 

(see Levine 1982) and started both a tension and a collaborative effort between citizens, 

scientists, and others. ATM activists then and to this day perform a complex juggling act. 

In one hand is a commitment to couching citizen claims in local knowledge and 

experience; in the other is the attempt by activist groups to turn to experts and science to 

help make sense of and “prove” the existence of local environmental health problems 

(Tesh 2000). This activism-science relationship leads to a “sticky engagement” (Tsing 

2005) whereby in the defense of justice and citizen rights to a clean and healthy 

environment there is simultaneously the development of a new relationship between lay 

citizens and scientists.8 

This “new” relationship was influenced by ATM efforts has reconfigured 

activists’ approaches to citizen knowledge and its “new” authoritative position in toxics 

                                                           
8 This growing trend toward citizen-science alliance and community-based participatory research 
(Sheppard et al 2002; Corburn 2002; O’Fallon and Dearry 2002; Northridge et al 1999; Wing et al 1996) to 
advance ‘environmental justice’ can be traced back to the Love Canal incident in the late 1970s when 
sociologists, epidemiologists, and community members began to collaborate with health experts in the New 
York State Department of Health to make sense of toxic contamination in the Love Canal neighborhood 
(Levine 1982). A more formalized citizen-science alliance approach did not come about until the rise of 
“popular epidemiology” (Brown and Mikkelsen 1990; Brown 1992; Clapp 2002). Brown and Mikkelsen 
(1997 [1990]) were among the first to explore the topic of lay expertise and its role in environmental public 
health debates in their study of leukemia in Woburn, Massachusetts. This work explicitly questioned the 
authoritative stance of environmental epidemiology and shifted the focus to the role that citizens play in the 
generation of environmental health knowledge. What became known as “popular epidemiology” (Brown 
1992) was really the beginnings of a citizen-science alliance approach that eventually was incorporated into 
anti-toxic movements and environmental health movements. Whereas traditional science tends to discount 
subjective experience and human senses, the citizen science approach acknowledges citizen knowledge and 
experience as “an authoritative source of data in its own right” (Brown, Kroll-Smith, and Gunter 2000:19). 
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debates, even if not recognized as such by government agency scientists and regulators. 

Local or community knowledge, lay science or “citizen science” (Irwin 1997), what 

Corburn (2005) calls “street science,” are all, at the most fundamental level, pursuits of 

justice in general and “knowledge justice” (Visvanathan 2005) in particular.9    

While the benefits of such citizen-science alliances are many, they are not devoid 

of conflict and their own politics. As revealed by Checker (2005) in her study of 

environmental justice activism in the Hyde Park community of Augusta, Georgia, 

activists’ relationship to science and their perspective on the relationship between science 

and justice is a contentious one:  

[L]like many grassroots environmental groups, [these activists] recognized that 
science was essential to making their legal case; thus, they contested science with 
more science, finding alternative studies to support their claims. However, in most 
cases (and certainly in Hyde Park) statistical battles only confuse the issue and do 
little to advance a community’s case. Eventually, many grassroots groups give up 
on statistical studies [and science] and instead assert their own pragmatic and 
observable experiences (Checker 2005:122).        

 

                                                           
9
 For Corburn (2005:216) “street science” “is about the pursuit of environmental-health justice. Mobilizing 

local knowledge helps disadvantaged communities organize and educate themselves, as well as increases 
control over the decisions that impact their lives. Communities also benefit from the mobilization of street 
science by shifting the environmental discourse from protest and refusal to engagement with problem 
solving…[S]treet science pursues environmental-health justice by explicitly valuing the different rituals of 
learning that communities use to understand, analyze, and act upon the problems they face. Corburn’s 
(2005) study asks some critical questions that are either taken to mean an ultimate threat to science, a 
refusal of its triumphant institutionalization and position as servant and epistemological stronghold of 
modernity, or they can be taken as a righteous and trustworthy attempt to open up and ‘enlighten’ science 
by reconnecting the goals of science to the needs of citizens grounded by struggles to make sense of a 
world of toxic substances and stressful ambiguity. Should experts be obligated to take account of 
community-generated knowledge and to incorporate it, somehow, into their formal analyses? If so, should 
local accounts of health risk ever trump expert knowledge? Would relying on community assessments of 
environmental health inevitably lead to inadequate protection because locals tend to ignore regional, 
national, and global factors that influence life (Corburn 2005:3)? These questions are not about encouraging 
the destabilization or dismantling of science and expert knowledge; instead they are about the recognition 
of the socialization of scientific expertise and the public and the power that is generated when street 
knowledge and scientific knowledge are synthesized. Furthermore, Corburn (2005) adopts Jasonoff’s 
(2004) “co-productionist” approach to showcase this synthesis, contending that street science “offers a way 
for environmental-health decisions to draw from the best science has to offer while also upholding the 
democratic ideals of participation and justice” (Corburn 2005:11).   
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Like plume residents of Endicott, EJ activists can become frustrated with science and 

expertise, even if science is respected. But, while the discursive power of environmental 

health science is anchored by, among other things, dose-response relationships, 

probabilities based on parts per million or billion, hydraulic flows, complex chemical 

mixtures, and multiple exposure pathway scenarios, citizens aren’t always sold on the 

efficacy of science. For these citizens and activists, subjective understanding derives 

from personal knowledge and other pragmatic and observable experiences.  

Anthropologist and environmental justice advocate Melissa Checker (2005:34) 

has pointed out that there is a “messiness” that one confronts when studying social 

movement dynamics, and the same can be said for studying the local dynamics of 

activism in Endicott. She contends that social movements are messy in that their 

“dynamics are overlapping and unruly. They defy boundaries, models, and temporal 

isolates.”  In other words, it is challenging to pin down what is “in” and what is “out” 

when discussing struggles for justice that stress problems or “rights” that are very broad 

in nature (e.g., human rights, rights to a healthy environment, rights to health). As a result 

of its own messiness, the contemporary environmental justice movement is experiencing 

an intensification of its vision of justice and whose justice it aims to protect:   

The solution to environmental injustice lies in the realm of equal protection of all 
individuals, groups, and communities. No community, rich or poor, urban or 
suburban, black or white, should be made into a sacrifice zone or dumping 
ground…The environmental justice movement challenges toxic colonialism, 
environmental racism, the international toxics trade, economic blackmail, 
corporate welfare, and human rights violations at home and abroad. Groups are 
demanding a clean, safe, just, healthy, and sustainable environment for all. They 
see this not only as the right thing to do but also as the moral and just path to 
ensuring our survival (Bullard 2005:42, my emphasis).   
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In a similar way, Schlosberg (1999) insists that the environmental justice movement is a 

movement that “embodies a new, critical pluralism” (Schlosberg 1999:183). For 

Schlosberg (1999)  

[t]he challenge for environmentalism as a whole in the US is to incorporate the 
difference that exists throughout the movement…In other words, while the 
movement for environmental justice has constructed a new form of pluralist 
politics, there has been little in the way of network-building and the development 
of communicative relations in the contemporary US environmental movement as 
a whole. The task of building a strong movement is based in difference, 
recognition, and the acknowledgment of these as a strategic advantage 
(Schlosberg 1999:193).  

 

Difference, pluralism, and “boundary work” must be a central goal of ATMs in particular 

and movements for justice in general. The primary challenge one confronts in theorizing 

the “repertoire of action” (Hess 2007) in a community context like Endicott, New York, 

is a consequence of the adoption of a limited and monolithic perspective or theory of 

environmental justice.  

 For sure, both environmental justice and anti-toxic movements are movements 

with a diversity of characteristics, interests, and advocates. The residents of Endicott are 

among this diverse group of concerned citizens, even if their concerns and their 

contamination situation has been couched in terms of “environmental justice” most 

explicitly by organizers and participants of the Environmental Justice for All Tour who 

visited Endicott on September 25, 2006, as part of a national environmental justice tour 

(see Chapter 7).  The IBM contamination debate in Endicott highlights the messiness of 

the meaning of environmental justice. It exposes the intra-activist tensions that emerge 

when “outsider” environmental justice activist engage race politics in a site of anti-toxics 
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movement made up of community advocates struggling to frame the IBM contamination 

in terms of environmental justice.    

 Rather than considering environmental justice a singular “master frame” (Taylor 

2000) or a monolithic social movement, that is, forever a spin-off and replication of the 

citizen action taken in Warren County, North Carolina in 1982, the environmental justice 

movement operates in an era of neoliberalization marked by flexible, unusual, and messy 

circumstances that create “a variety of mutating human situations” (Ong 2006:13). The 

Endicott case showcases yet another mutation of environmental justice, adding to the 

movements’ “critical plurality” (Schlosberg 1999) and even exposing the “boundary 

movement” in the anti-toxics movement, and vice versa.        

While this dissertation rests on the assumption that it is critical to ask what local 

perceptions of environmental justice are, it is equally critical to explore local perceptions 

of risk and mitigation. Following Edelstein (2004), I ask, to what extent do TCE 

contamination and mitigation disrupt the assumed safety of the home for these residents? 

This question is critical because these residents are in a contingent space, living in a 

“riskscape” (Morello-Frosch 1997) that is somewhere between precaution, 

contamination, remediation, risk and justice. With a nod to Beck’s (1992) “risk society” 

perspective, contaminated environments are “risk spaces” (Fitzpatrick and LaGory 

2000:12) and mitigated environments are what I would call mitigation spaces. Endicott 

has become a contentious toxic space born from microelectronic contamination and 

struggles to make sense of “uncertain hazards” (Tesh 2000) that persist despite the state’s 

large scale and long term remediation and mitigation efforts.  
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In communities that have experienced the ill effects of toxic capitalist production 

and deindustrialization, what commonly develops is a ripe “context for fear, 

hopelessness, and placelessness” (Fitzpatrick and LaGory 2000:68). Places contaminated 

and deterritorialized by neoliberal capitalism, like Endicott, can lead to a reconfiguration 

of citizen views on corporate responsibility and the role and power of the State. Despite 

the involvement and oversight of federal and state agencies, IBM has spent far more than 

the $3 million of Superfund money used to cleanup and monitor the IBM-Endicott plume. 

Endicott residents are mixed on the topic of blame. Many of my informants blamed the 

responding government agencies more than IBM, leaving me, at times, confused about 

my informants’ corporate social responsibility perspective.10 For example, it was 

common for me to hear residents who were listed plaintiffs in the class action place more 

blame on the NYDEC and the NYDOH, than IBM.  

Endicott, as birthplace of one of the first global electronics corporations, is also a 

contact zone of global-local “friction” (Tsing 2005). Global flows of capital, products, 

technologies, risk, and global flows of ideas, information, and knowledge, exist, emerge, 

and transform in tandem with processes of localization that aspire to the global 

(Appadurai 1996, 2001). “Friction” is not only a metaphor for the interface of local and 

global processes, of the universal and the particular, but also an anthropological entry 

point: “Attention to friction opens the possibility of an ethnographic account of global 

interconnection. Abstract claims about the globe can be studied as they operate in the 

world. We might thus ask about universals not as truths or lies but as sticky 

engagements” (Tsing 2005:6, emphasis in original). The growing justice for all emphasis 

                                                           
10 The topic of corporate social responsibility as it relates to electronics industry pollution has been 
explored in Thailand by Foran and Sonnenfeld (2006).  
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of the EJM is engaging the universal, and therefore exposing the messy nature of the 

movement when applied in different socio-political and eco-political contexts. This is the 

primary import of the emergent political ecology of environmental justice to be discussed 

in more detail in Chapter 7.  

Today, a very real problem that workers, contaminated communities, 

environmental justice activists, and concerned Endicott residents (among others) face is 

that “neoliberal states typically favour the integrity of the financial system and the 

solvency of financial institutions over the well-being of the population or environmental 

quality” (Harvey 2005:70-71). Neoliberals “tend to favour governance by experts and 

elites” (2005:67), they are “suspicious of democracy” (66), and even fear special-interest 

groups and citizen action groups (77, 205). The strength or weakness of these tendencies 

of neoliberalism is in part conditioned by local context and might only be fully realized 

when studied in relation to local citizen discourse and action.  

What connects anti-toxics and environmental justice movements is a righteous effort and 

struggle to be heard and to intensify the role of democracy in “toxic culture” (Hofrichter, 2000). 

These movements intertwine occupational health and safety, public health, and environmental 

justice concerns and each thread of action, each citizen action and effort can no longer be 

thought of as operating in isolation or in a world devoid of global connections. Anti-

contamination political movements are critical utopian movements that anticipate a future 

marked by increased alliances between scientists and citizens, and alliances between the various 

movements for change. Understanding the intentions of citizen action in Endicott is one way to 

draw out the connection these actions have with other forms of citizen action elsewhere (e.g., 

Silicon Valley or Taiwan). Finally, ethnographic work intensifies our understanding of the 
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“intentionality” (Ortner 2006:134), the heart and soul of citizen-action amid corporate-state 

remediation and mitigation decisions to manage and control TCE risk. 

 

Risk Assessment and Perception 

A third field of theory informing my study of post-IBM toxic struggle involves social 

theoretical engagements with risk. To start, it helps to contextualize the development and 

role of risk assessment in contaminated communities like Endicott, before getting to 

critiques of risk and risk perception.  

With the emergence of American environmental politics and legislation in the 

early 1970s and the formation of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), risk 

assessment was formalized in the regulatory process and risk analysis became a 

professionalized field of study with a burgeoning array of consulting firms, foundations, 

and research programs developed to assess risk in the private and public sectors.11 The 

bolstering legitimacy of risk expertise resulted mostly from the professionalization and 

increased use of risk analysis in industry and regulatory processes (Cummings 1981; Lind 

1987). This does not mean that risk assessment is employed by regulatory bodies, like the 

EPA or the ATSDR, because it is a stable or trustworthy science. Instead, it has been 

argued that by “Straddling the gray area between science and policy, risk assessment 

remains the classic, ‘trans-scientific’ activity carried out by regulatory agencies” 

(Jasanoff 1990:216). The EPA is aware that its own risk assessment principles and 

practices are not universal and therefore “may not apply to an individual situation based 

                                                           
11 The National Science Foundation’s Decision, Risk, and Management Sciences Program, formerly known 
as the Technology Assessment and Risk Analysis (TARA) Program developed in 1979, which is funding 
my dissertation fieldwork, is a good example of one such research program developed to build a science of 
risk. 
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upon the circumstances” (USEPA 2004:ii). These assessments are orchestrated to provide 

“serviceable truth” or “a state of knowledge that satisfies tests of scientific acceptability 

and supports reasoned decisionmaking, but also assures those exposed to risk that their 

interests have not been sacrificed on the altar of an impossible scientific certainty” 

(Jasanoff 1990:250). In other words, risk assessments are designed to deliver not Truth, 

not universal knowledge, but instead a possible or probable, and therefore contestable, 

measure of risk.  

Much of the frustration for citizens extends from the statistical constraints and 

increasing complexity of quantitative risk assessment.12 Risk assessments, public health 

assessments, as well as cost-benefit analyses, are all formal decision methodologies 

employed to quantify problems, to constrain debate. In other words,  

Although they routinely concede by way of preface that calculation can never 
replace political judgment, cost-benefit and risk analysts clearly want to rein it in 
as much as possible. So, typically, they insist that a decision can never be left to 
the judicious consideration of complex details, but must always be reduced to a 
sensible, unbiased, decision rule. An effective method should not be a mere 
language, focusing discussion on central issues, but must be constraining (Porter 
1995:189).  

 

Even though the EPA considers risk assessment “interdisciplinary” it also contends that 

risk assessments “depict reality interpreted through mathematical representations that 

describe major processes and relationships” (USEPA 2004:31). In other words, despite a 

nod to the value of interdisciplinarity, it is quantification that holds the most sway in 

                                                           
12 Risk assessment science is only becoming more complex, as the turn to molecular epidemiology and 
toxicokinetic modeling has shown. For example, researchers with the National Institute of Environmental 
Health Science (NIEHS) working in the Laboratory of Computational Biology and Risk Analysis use cell 
cycle analysis to develop baseline mathematical models to advance risk assessment (May 1996). These 
developments suggest that risk expertise is becoming more complex and in turn even harder for the non-
expert public to understand.    
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contemporary scientific assessments of risk. Inaction on the part of federal and state 

agencies to create stricter risk policies is in part the outcome of the State’s commitment 

to a scientific risk assessment strategy that recycles and sustains the lure of quantification 

and the power of uncertainty and inconclusiveness. Furthermore, both the EPA and the 

ATSDR sustain the belief that their science and expert knowledge system is unbiased and 

therefore accessible to all stakeholders and parties involved in risk debates, even though 

risk experts and science advisors are in fact trained, shaped, and situated by the practice 

and culture of science (Pickering 1992; Proctor 1991). These concerns have occupied 

early anthropological critiques of risk.13 

Scientific risk assessment is both a powerful tool of the “risk society” (Beck 1992, 

1998, 2006; Giddens 1990) and a stark example of the precarious position of science and 

expertise in the risk society. This intertwining of the stabilization and destabilization of 

science and expertise is a dominant characteristic of risk society that “provides an 

especially interesting theoretical backdrop against which to situate an analysis of the 

relationship of citizens to experts in environmental struggles” (Fischer 2003:48). This 

dissertation explores this same relationship, but adds another twist, another 

anthropological problem or focus: the relationship of citizens to mitigation technologies 

developed and managed by corporate and state expertise.  
                                                           
13Risk, as earlier anthropological studies of risk have pointed out (Douglas and Wildavasky 1982; 
Douglas1992, 1985), is a concept that has changed meaning over time and has been conditioned by a 
complex history of shifting social and institutional conditions (Golding 1992). Originally employed to 
make sense of gambling in the seventeenth century, risk meant the probability of an event occurring in 
relation to the magnitude of losses or gains that might be entailed.13 In other words, since ‘risk’ played a 
neutral role in the context of gambling, the very concept of ‘risk’ was neutral (Hayes 1992). Today, 
however, risk is almost always associated with negativity or some negative outcome. Two milestone 
reports on risk—the Royal Society’s 1983 report and the 1983 National Research Council (NRC 1983) 
report—highlight this conceptual emphasis on adversity. Risk, as it is defined in both reports, is “the 
probability that a particular adverse event occurs during a stated period of time, or results from a particular 
challenge” (The Royal Society 1983:22).  
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As a methodological tool or instrument serving the needs of the risk society, risk 

assessment has been understood as a technocratic device that uses science (or rationality) 

to assist or even counter community understandings of risk (or irrational, exaggerated, 

and disorderly lay concern). The State’s turn to risk assessment is a political and 

epistemic decision that reinforces scientific rationality and the authority of the State 

(Fischer 2003). The ultimate goal of risk assessment, then, is    

to supply the public with ‘objective’ information about the levels of risks. That is, 
the ‘irrationality’ of contemporary political arguments is to be countered with 
‘rationally’ demonstrable scientific data. The solution is to provide more 
information—standardized scientific information—to offset the misperceptions 
and distorted understandings plaguing uninformed thinkers, particularly the 
proverbial ‘man on the street.’ The objective of this new line of research has been 
to figure out how to more persuasively convey the technical data to override the 
‘irrational fears’ of ordinary citizens (Fischer (2003:127).      

 
Similarly, Wynne (1989) has argued that the social meanings of risk need to be rectified, 

made an object of social scientific study, and brought into public debates on 

environmental threats if we truly wish to have an effective dialogue between industries 

and technologies producing risk and communities struggling with toxic contamination. In 

order to avoid “common misconception[s] about the nature of scientific rationality (and 

about public ‘irrationality’) embedded in our risk management institutions” (Wynne 

1989:35), social scientists have turned to the study of science or science culture.14 

Anthropologists, sociologist, historians, philosophers, and other scholars working 

within the broader field of science and technology studies (STS) have shown that science 

and the knowledge it produces is anchored by social, cultural, political, and economic 

context (Latour and Wooglar 1979; Latour 1987; Franklin 1995; Harding 1991a, 1991b; 

                                                           
14 Many of these studies implicitly or explicitly attend to social theoretical critiques of expertise, expert 
culture, and expert ideology put forth by philosophers like Jurgen Habermas and Michel Foucault.   
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Jasanoff 2004; Knorr-Cetina1999; Nader 1996). These critical studies offer perspectives 

and theories of knowledge production that can easily apply to critical scientific risk 

assessment debates. One basic contribution of these science studies is the perspective that 

science is a social practice, a meaningful social phenomena open to ethnographic 

investigation. From this perspective, risk assessment, like all scientific information, is 

about the formation of data and facts, about science formation or science-in-the-making 

(Latour 1987). The scientific facts and data employed to formulate a risk assessment 

report are “not only collectively transmitted from one actor to the next, [they are] 

collectively composed by actors” (Latour 1987:104, emphasis in original). In this way, 

scientific facts get their power from inter-subjective practice, socialization, and 

collectivization. Facticity in general and risk ontology in particular is the outcome of a 

social and political economic reality conditioned by production, construction, and 

competing forms of representation. Scientific fact formation is therefore a legitimate 

social phenomenon worthy of ethnographic investigation.  

The view of science in the closet or science as an epistemic practice with ready-

made facts to work with is missing the actual practice of science (Latour and 

Wooglar1979; Latour 1987). In this way, the anthropology of scientific risk assessment 

ought to think of risk in terms of form, as formed fact, in the way that Latour and 

Woogler (1979:28-29) have encouraged us to appreciate “how science is done” and how 

facts are constructed and made. Risk or the value of risk is not singular or self-evident, 

but rather emergent and given form. Furthermore, risk ontology is politically charged in 

the same way that knowledge and the State are “co-produced” (Jasanoff 2004). Politics is 
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not “something to be added on to risks after they emerge either from nature or social 

interaction, but at their core risks are essentially political phenomena” (Hiskes 1998).    

Another useful perspective from these critical social studies of science is that 

scientific knowledge (e.g., scientific risk assessment data) offers only a “partial 

perspective” (Haraway 1991) in the same way that local perceptions of risk are partial 

perspectives. Haraway (1991) employs a critical, feminist science perspective that aims 

to revise, relocate, and reclaim the role of position for the study of any observing subject. 

She “insist[s] on the embodied nature of all vision” and the strategic avoidance of 

accepting theories of knowledge that claim to be a “gaze from nowhere” that somehow 

perfects our knowledge of universality (Haraway 1991:188). It is precisely sloppy 

critiques of science that Haraway seeks to avoid. Instead science, like all ardent cultural 

epistemologies, has to be argued for in a new critical way. In her words: “Science has 

been utopian and visionary from the start; that is one reason ‘we’ need it” (Haraway 

1991:192). In a similar vein, Laura Nader (1996) argues that the ultimate goal of 

anthropologies of science “is not to ‘put , scientists in their place’ (although one might 

want to)…The point is to open up people’s minds to other ways of looking and 

questioning to change attitudes about knowledge, to reframe the organization of science” 

(Nader 1996:23). 

Haraway (1991:193) reminds us that connection is a real aim of objective 

thinking: “a scientific knower seeks the subject position not of identity, but of objectivity; 

that is, partial connection.” In other words, if scientists were to really be working with 

universality or “totalization” they would not be in a position to get to know the subjects 

of science—data, microbes, or the spoken word. Getting to know the subjects of risk—
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the toxin, the experimental rodent, the human—is, or ought to be, according to Haraway 

(1991, 1997), the goal of empirical scientific studies of risk. “Partial connection” creates 

knowledge and understanding.15 Citizens and scientists connect to risk debates with equal 

force, up until the point at which the optics of politics are focused and the demarcation of 

lay and expert becomes clear. As Douglas and Wildavsky (1982:174) have reminded us, 

all risk debates emerge from or end up igniting a “political dialogue” with inequality and 

power relations. In addition, risk assessment specialists and other public health scientists 

tend to disconnect and go to the lab to study samples and interpret results, while residents 

living in contaminated communities stay connected.  

Other scholars of the society-science interface have explored the public 

understanding of science, showing that science and the workings of science often rank 

low on the public’s list of interests (Irwin and Wynne 1996). The scientific study of risk 

and especially the complexities of environmental health risk analysis may in fact not be a 

matter of concern or interest for the lay public. As Irwin, Dale, and Smith (1996) observe:  

from the perspective of the scientific community, science ‘disappears’ within 
everyday life; from the perspective of local people, science has no necessarily 
special or privileged status alongside such routine concerns as unemployment, 
rent increases, [property devaluation], or factory pollution. Issues such as 
‘knowledge’ or ‘hazard’ thus form part of a wider pattern of everyday social 
relations (Irwin, Dale, and Smith 1996:52).  
 

Irwin and Wynne (1996) are not arguing that the public have an essential 

tendency to misunderstand science. Instead, they explore how and perhaps why citizens 

within specific situations and contexts can and often do misunderstand science and its 

                                                           
15“Partial connection” or “partial perspective” recognizes that in the act of knowledge production, the 
knower—scientist or otherwise—disconnects when practicing interpretation, yet never severs the tie 
between subjective and objective practice (Haraway 1991).  
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ability to make sense of the world, at the same time that science misunderstands “both the 

public and itself” (Irwin and Wynne 1996:10). What is more likely occurring in society is 

a situation in which scientific experience and knowledge and citizen experience and 

knowledge are simultaneously co-produced. Additionally, scientific ambiguity and 

citizen experiences with ambiguity are also being co-produced. Perhaps most unique 

about these issues from a risk society perspective is that these struggles with uncertainty 

have emerged and continue to survive in a late modern world swarming with high 

technology, advances in scientific complexity, and a growth industry of information, 

knowledge, and expertise.   

Anthropological studies engaging the socio-politics of toxics and risk assessment 

explore the diversity of social actors making up the risk decision-making environment 

(Petryna 2002; Fortun 2001; Barker 2004). These anthropologies of toxic contamination 

are challenged by a core research question: “How does one account for the way disaster 

[or toxic contamination or mitigation] creates community?” (Fortun 2001:10, emphasis 

in original). “Struggles over what will count as rational accounts of the world are 

struggles over how to see” (Haraway 1991:194, emphasis in original). Anthropologists 

studying risk and toxic contamination debates are interested in how people see the 

contaminated environment, their relationship to it and that of others, and what they draw 

on to understand and make sense of their situation and how to improve their situation.  

These qualitative studies draw attention to social and political relations and the 

prudent knowledge politics that emerge from toxic contamination, treating the risk 

analysis debates of scientists and lay struggles to understand as equally worthy of, and in 

need of, ethnographic investigation. Furthermore, “even when quantitative data are 
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needed to determine the existence of environmental health effects, qualitative data are 

necessary to understand how people and communities experience and act on these 

problems, as quantitative data can only render an imperfect or partial picture of health 

effects and their causes” (Brown 2003:1789). The very inconclusive nature of formal 

scientific risk assessments can be thought of as a gap or inroad through which 

anthropology and other social sciences can be applied. 

 Amid a plethora of risk perception studies (Slovic 2001; Renn and Rohrmann 

2000; Fischhoff 1995; Flynn, Slovic, and Mertz 1994) several anthropological studies 

have strategically merged anthropology and risk perception research methods (see, for 

example, Tilt 2006).16 Informed by earlier cultural theories and critiques of risk (Douglas 

1992; Douglas and Wildvsky 1982), anthropologists studying disaster, hazards, and risk 

(Oliver-Smith 1996) tend to have an uneasy feeling about, or are resistant to, 

explanations and theories that reduce risk perception and experience to psychometrics or 

the ‘measurement’ of phenomena that are largely unobservable (e.g., risk, attitudes, 

beliefs, knowledge). In short, while these psychometric studies of risk are useful, 

critiques of these approaches stem from a general mistrust in the use of predetermined 

categories of risk that might not represent the categories of risk generated at the local 

community level (Tilt 2006). However, critiquing or complimenting risk studies in 

general and risk perception studies in particular with ethnographic methods and 

anthropological insight, is not only about broadening or exposing the social, political, and 

economic context in which risk and risk perception is situated. As Checker (2005, 2007) 

                                                           
16 Risk perception studies developed in the late 1970s from the cognitive psychological research of Paul 
Slovic and his colleagues. In short, these studies emphasized a “psychometric approach” that tended to 
explain risk perception based on two primary cognitive factors: dread and known vs. unknown (see Slovic 
2001, 1992, and 1987).   
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observes, many of the so-called “risks” defined by residents of contaminated 

communities are also statements and claims to truth. As Checker puts it:  

‘But I know it’s true’ is the oft-repeated refrain of environmental justice 
communities across the country, who similarly find dangerous chemicals in their 
soil, air, or water. Although these people know that they and their neighbors 
suffer from uncommon health problems, they have been unable to secure 
scientific proof that the chemicals are the cause (Checker 2007:113).  

 

Checker (2007) is interested in challenging the ways in which risks and hazards are 

currently defined by environmental science and agencies like the EPA and the ATSDR, 

as well as in showing how anthropology can contribute to the process of reforming risk 

assessment in particular and environmental public health policy in general. She argues 

that while ethnographic research “cannot replace epidemiological studies...it sheds light 

on some of the biases that shape risk assessment and environmental science” (Checker 

2007:113). Moreover, the “personal and collective environmental narratives” that are 

generated by ethnographic research can help “ground the larger scientific and business-

oriented discourse in the lives of citizens” (Allen 2003:20). Ethnography, from this 

perspective, can elicit both the publics’ up-take of science as well as local challenges to 

science. It can also deepen our understanding of risk mitigation efforts where vapor 

intrusion is a recognized problem. Repudiation is not the primary goal of these 

ethnographic engagements; rather it’s a kind of discursive remediation that focuses less 

on language of toxicity and more on the social experience and distress caused by toxic 

contamination as expressed by impacted residents. Put another way, its about changing 

the “habitual ways of conceiving” (Bourdieu 2003:61) vapor intrusion and it’s local 

effects and affects.     
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For some scholars, the quantitative anchor of scientific risk assessment is 

tantamount to a “social technology” (Porter 1995:49) attempting to control or mitigate 

environmental risks that are actually extremely messy and out-of-control. As Kim 

Fortun’s (2001) study of the Bhopal disaster highlights so vividly: “Disaster is not 

confronted as disaster” (Fortun 2001:52). Instead, disasters—from Methyl isocyanate 

contamination from a Union Carbide explosion in Bhopal, India to IBM’s toxic spill in 

Endicott—and the risks they pose are reified, isolated, and reduced as problems to be 

managed, remediated, and mitigated by experts and their actions controlled and supported 

by quantification and fancy computational modeling. In this way, TCE mitigability and 

controllability reinforces the position of techno-scientific authority and state power, even 

when state regulators and scientists themselves question the possibility of hundred 

percent TCE remediation, or total “control.” 

Anthropologies of disaster, toxic contamination, and risk debates make this 

messiness more audible and expose the various concerns of the mix of social actors. As 

Fortun (2001) instructs, “The challenge is not to stand outside established systems [i.e., 

systems of risk assessment science and expertise], but to find places to work within 

them—finding repose in none, recognizing that neither poetry nor law can tell the whole 

story” (37). More recently, Kim Fortun and Mike Fortun (2005) rightfully contend that 

anthropological critiques of environmental health expertise need to go beyond simply 

challenging the undemocratic practice of experts or the “tendency of experts to silence 

lay voices, although they often do…Anthropological works that engage the sciences as 

domains in which ethics are worked out have more promise…Anthropology can itself 
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become an ethical plateau that supports and presses on toxicologists” (Fortun and Fortun 

2005:50).  

Anthropologists contribute to risk assessments and, as this dissertation will argue, 

risk mitigation response studies by attending to the ways in which environmental 

contamination and mitigation are “both activated and amplified within narrative 

communities” (Allen 2003:22). This “narrative community” perspective is very different 

from the modernist version of human agency whereby a so-called essential will to speak 

is what makes individuals speak out and expose their identity. Similar to  Fortun’s (2001) 

“enunciatory communities” approach, the “narrative community” perspective insists that 

“identities come together by sharing experiences, creating new networks of stories and 

constructing an alternative vision of an unjust present and a promising future in toxic 

communities” (Allen 2003:23).  On the other hand, social scientists attempting to bring 

narrative perspectives and critical theories of science and risk into the environmental 

public health sector in general and vapor intrusion debates in particular are confronted 

with a very basic problem:  It is well and good to commit to the belief that “science 

always occurs in a cultural context; its conceptual categories, its rule of evidence, its 

distinction between appropriate and inappropriate subjects for investigation all reflect the 

society within which scientists work. But constructivism has never made a big splash in 

government” (Tesh 2000:101). As will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 8, the 

optic of quantification has the power, the biggest splash in current vapor intrusion 

governance, despite recent attempts to open up the debate to “community stakeholder” 

inputs.  
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Ethnographic data is mobile, despite its roots, anchors, intimacy, and locality. 

Like quantitative data, qualitative data does travel, but formal scientific risk assessment 

approaches often sustain or reinforce the demarcation of quantitative data (or reliable and 

hard data) and qualitative data (or anecdotal or soft). Following Allen (2003), the latter 

are different and this difference ought to be celebrated and liberated from the so-called 

bullying of quantification: “residents’ narratives form part of a liberatory civic discourse 

that facilitates social and environmental change…By focusing on residents’ verbal 

testimony, narrative strategies are acknowledged as a way of knowing about one’s 

environment that is different from corporate or scientific descriptions” (Allen 2003: 19). 

A turn to local narratives of toxic struggle is not about completely ousting the value of 

quantitative scientific risk assessment; rather it opens up another epistemic opportunity or 

point of reference that can be drawn on to formulate an alternative environmental health 

perspective, and one that is much needed in the contemporary vapor intrusion debate 

unfolding in places like Endicott.    

In sum, my interests in anthropological political ecology, environmental social 

movements, and risk assessment and perception intersect throughout the dissertation. I 

use political ecology to articulate the complexities of risk and mitigation realities and 

politics, and employ the political ecology of mitigation perspective to contribute to 

environmental social theories of risk mitigation in particular. I don’t see these theoretical 

interests as mutually exclusive. Instead, I believe their synthesis provides a theoretical 

platform from which to articulate and make sense of local discourses on toxic struggle in 

IBM’s birthplace.  
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 CHAPTER THREE 

 Methods 

 

This dissertation is based on ethnographic fieldwork17 that took place during 2002-2003 

and 2008-2009. During the 2002-2003, fieldwork I was a resident of Endicott while 

completing my undergraduate degree in anthropology at Binghamton University. My 

honors thesis project (Little 2003) was based on semi-structured ethnographic interviews 

(N=13) with residents I met at the round of Public Information Sessions that began in 

2002, soon after IBM sold its Endicott facility. After securing a grant from the National 

Science Foundation’s Decision, Risk, and Management Sciences Program, I returned to 

Endicott in the summer of 2008 to conduct a more in-depth, ethnographic study to better 

understand the experience of affected residents. What was different this time around was 

that IBM, under the pressure of the NYDEC, had installed nearly 500 vapor mitigation 

systems (VMSs) on homes and businesses in the 300 plus acre plume. This new 

mitigation landscape added a different twist to the research I had previously done.   

 In the earlier fieldwork, I had been interested in residents’ perspective on the 

health-contamination relationship and perceptions of drinking water quality and risk. But, 

with the mass installation of these mitigation systems, I decided it was appropriate to 

explore local environmental health risk perception vis-à-vis the mitigation effort, to 

explore local understandings of vapor intrusion and the degree to which residents’ living 

in the ‘mitigated’ plume area trust IBM and the responding government agencies. What 

                                                           
17I consider ethnography a kind of “fieldwork in philosophy” (Bourdieu 1963) or an “empirical philosophy” 
(Hastrup 1995:46). 
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follows is a description of the field methods used to investigate these research interests 

during the 2008-2009 fieldwork.  

 I returned to Endicott in June 2008 and my goal for my dissertation fieldwork was 

to use a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. I conducted in-depth, semi-

structured interviews with local residents (n=53), including both residents living within 

the defined plume area that encompasses more than 300 acres in the central downtown 

area of Endicott, and those living outside the plume boundary. These interviews explored 

how the IBM contamination issue is subjectively understood by Endicott residents, local 

activists, public officials, and regulators involved in vapor intrusion debates in Endicott 

and nationwide. All interviews were tape recorded with permission and an informed 

consent document was signed before all interviews. I also did many follow-up interviews 

by phone and corresponded with activists via email communication.  Stratified snowball 

sampling was used to recruit research participants for this phase of the project (Bernard 

2006). My sample was “stratified” or targeted in the sense that, I defined “plume” 

residents as those that lived in the plume, and would get contacts from plume residents 

about other plume residents. For the activists I interviewed, I targeted informants who 

had direct connections with advocacy groups (e.g., Western Broome Environmental 

Stakeholders Coalition and the New York State Vapor Intrusion Alliance, and 

Alliance@IBM) working on the IBM-Endicott issues and who could connect me with 

other informants in the network of activists.   

 Another goal of the dissertation research was to develop a quantitative survey 

questionnaire that could help characterize the experience and perspective of “mitigated” 

residents living in the plume with vapor mitigation systems. I developed an ethnographically 
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informed survey instrument in collaboration with members of the Western Broome 

Environmental Stakeholders Coalition (WBESC). After developing the survey instrument and 

pre-testing it for clarity, flow, reliability, and validity, I distributed the survey packet (e.g., cover 

letter, informed consent document, survey, and a self-addressed and stamped envelope) to all 

homes and residential buildings (e.g., duplexes and apartment buildings) in the plume area that 

had VMSs (N=464). The purpose of the questionnaire was to record residents’ demographic 

information, as well as information about control variables (renter vs. rwner, gender, length of 

residence, education, age, etc.). The questionnaire included 5-point (Likert) scale questions about 

the residents’ perceptions of environmental health risk, the intensity of these perceptions, their 

level of trust in government agencies’ response to the IBM contamination, and their level of 

knowledge of and trust in local risk mitigation efforts. The response values for these scaled 

questions were as follows: 1 = strongly agree, 2= somewhat agree, 3= neither agree nor disagree, 

4 = somewhat disagree, and 5 = strongly disagree. A complete overview of the survey results can 

be found in Appendix A.  

 As a tool to measure local perceptions of the efficacy of VMSs and vapor intrusion 

policy, the survey questionnaire was primarily used to measure and determine residents’ 

perception of risk and their level of trust in these vapor mitigations systems and the degree to 

which the installation of these systems on people’s homes determines their environmental health 

risk perception. Out of the 464 surveys distributed,18 I received a total of 82 completed surveys, 

which is a response rate of about 18% (17.6). This was more than I had originally expected—I 

was warned by members of the WBESC that since so many plume residents were listed plaintiffs 

in the Class action, I would have a hard getting them to fill out anything. As one resident and 

                                                           
18 I had to re-distribute nearly a hundred of these surveys because I placed them in residents’ mailboxes 
without proper postage. This did not please several carriers whose routes are in the plume.   
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activist put it, “You see, once the lawyers got involved, there was a lot of hushing up, because 

the lawyers tell everyone not to talk to anybody. If they win the case, maybe it’s a good idea, but 

it does not look like the case will go that way. IBM will keep in the court as long as they want.” 

In fact, out of 82 respondents to complete the survey, only 24 (or 29.3%) were listed plaintiffs. 

Also, only 29 (or 36.3%) were former IBMers and only 14 (or 17%) accepted IBM’s $10,000 

offer to offset the property devaluation caused by the plume, a number which IBM decided was 

about 8% of the home’s market value.19   

 Table 1 provides some basic demographic information on the survey respondents living 

in the IBM-Endicott plume.   

Table 1. Survey Demographics N*           %        

 

Surveys Distributed 

Completed Surveys  

Homeowners 

Renters 

Males 

Females 

White 

African American 

*Accounts for missing values 

 

464          --- 

82            --- 

49            61% 

33            39% 

29         36.7%     

50         63.3% 

76         96.2% 

3             3.8% 

 

 

                                                           
19 Nobody I interviewed could tell me how IBM came up with this value, and many contested that a metric 
could be applied the “loss” experienced by plume residents, which included losses that go beyond property 
values (e.g., ill health and a decaying quality of life).  
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 I pursued this area of research because community responses to mitigation decisions was 

an obvious area of research that was being neglected, despite New York state’s well developed 

and sustained effort to focus on the science of TCE remediation and vapor intrusion in Endicott. 

Two hypotheses the survey aimed to test were that 1) residents living in homes with vapor 

mitigation systems have a low perception of risk, and 2) residents with a high perception of risk 

believe the IBM contamination has impacted their personal health. The data exploring these 

hypotheses are presented in Chapters 5 and 6, where I use non-parametric statistical tests (Mann-

Whitney and Kruskal-Wallis tests) analyze perceptions across groups.   The fieldwork also 

involved interviews with local activists and members of advocacy groups in other communities 

affected by TCE vapor intrusion. I conducted these interviews (N=10) to generate qualitative, in-

depth ethnographic information (Schensul, Schensul, and LeCompte 1999) on the experience of 

advocates in Endicott and beyond who have become community stakeholders in response to TCE 

contamination and vapor intrusion. The interviews with these activists were used to elucidate and 

generate critical information on how, why, and the extent to which life experience(s) influence 

local perceptions of advocacy. These interview questions included, but were not limited to:  

• Why did you get involved in advocacy work?  

• What would you like to see happen and or change to better reflect your own interests and 
the interests of the advocacy group you are a part?  
 

• What has it been like being an activist? How has your involvement in advocacy changed 
your life? 

 

In addition to these general questions, I also asked activists in Endicott to reflect on their 

experience with and perspective on the National Environmental Justice For All tour that visited 

Endicott in 2006. Of particular interest in these interviews was the question, do you think of the 

IBM-Endicott pollution conflict in terms of environmental justice?  
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 As is tradition in the ethnographic methods of cultural anthropology, I used participant-

observation research techniques throughout all phases of the project as a way of triangulating 

qualitative data and increasing validity (Bernard 2006). I lived in Endicott as a resident and 

researcher (2001-2003, and 2008-2009). Especially in 2008-2009, I had daily, intimate 

interactions with plume residents. I met residents at public meetings and when I went door-to-

door to distribute the quantitative survey. I also met residents who attended the monthly 

meetings held by the Western Broome Environmental Stakeholders Coalition (WBESC). I 

attended all other public meetings regarding the IBM contamination issue, especially those held 

by the New York State Departments of Environmental Conservation and Health. I took intensive 

field notes at these public meetings. Additionally, I recorded and analyzed archival data on 

Endicott’s social and industrial history at the Endicott Visitors Center, where I spent many days 

during the 11 month fieldwork. Endicott’s Visitors Center houses all the IBM and Endicott-

Johnson Shoe Company archives and has a good exhibit documenting the history of Endicott as a 

“two company town.”   

 While in the field and mostly after returning from the field in June 2009, I used theme 

analysis and content analysis to analyze and code the narrative data generated from the in-depth 

interviews (Sanjek 1990; Hammersley and Atkinson 1995; and Emerson et al 1995). These 

methods helped me interpret my ethnographic data and augmented my ability to triangulate and 

contextualize the findings of both the in-depth interviews and the quantitative survey 

questionnaire. The quantitative survey questionnaire was analyzed statistically, using the 

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). In addition to running frequencies and cross-

tabulations to generate a general understanding of the survey results, I ran Kruskal-Wallis and 

Mann-Whitney tests (both nonparametric tests) to analyze the scaled questions to determine 
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whether risk perceptions differ between plume residents based on selected variables (e.g., 

gender, owner/renter status, age, etc). In determining whether risk perception ratings are 

significantly different between plume residents, based on different control variables (e.g., renter 

vs. owner, age, gender, length of residence etc.), the medians of the scaled (or ranked) responses 

will be compared. These quantitative findings are meant to go hand-in-hand with the results of 

the qualitative ethnographic interviews.  

 Anthropologists have traditionally utilized pseudonyms in their ethnographic writing to 

protect their subjects, and I do the same in this dissertation. That said, all the names that I have 

used for informants are the result of my own creation, though this method of “protection” is not 

perfect. In Chapter 7, I use pseudonyms for several activists who have already gone public about 

their views, but I attempted, the best I could, to stick with the ethical goal of protecting my 

informants. This issue of subject protection is also connected to the tradition in anthropology that 

the researcher enters a community at a given time and leaves it essentially as he/she found it. In 

other words, it is often assumed that the community lives on, unchanged, in the ethnographic 

present of our prose. This assumption has been the source of much critique. Instead, the 

researcher engaged in the research and writing process is often confronted, as I was, with 

recurring reflexive questions: Who am I protecting (if anyone) by using pseudonyms? Is the 

changing of a name, or obscuring of circumstances sufficient? And is it justified? Does 

conforming to this tradition compromise the research or misrepresent the actors who wish to be 

heard and even identified? Despite these concerns about researcher reflexivity, I use pseudonyms 

for all the informants discussed in this dissertation.   

 Finally, in Chapter 4 I use many photographs from the IBM Corporate Archive and I 

received permission from the IBM Corporate Archive to use these images for the purposes of 
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this dissertation project. Also, a Human Subjects Review application was filed with and 

approved by the Institutional Review Board at Oregon State University before I left for the field 

in June 2008. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

From Shoes to Computers to Vapor Mitigation Systems 

 

I think someone said that Endicott is ground zero for TCE contamination or something, 
but I don’t know. But I’ll tell ya, it is definitely where IBM started. Everyone here knows 

that. 
--Endicott resident and activist, 2009 

 
Now is the time to check up on your time keeping. 

--IBM advertisement, 1930 
 

Making sure I understood things properly, that I understood the significance of Endicott’s 

industrial history, one resident informed me at the start of an interview: “You know, 

Peter, Endicott is where IBM started? It all started right here.” I was reminded of this fact 

on several occasions and no matter how many times I heard it, I still found it hard to 

believe that Endicott, a small village of about 13,000 people in New York’s Southern 

Tier region, was not only IBM’s birthplace, but also the place where some of the earliest 

computing technologies sprouted to help create the “third industrial revolution” (McGraw 

1997) and the so-called Information Age. This chapter aims to place the current IBM-

Endicott contamination issue in historical context and to update this impressive historical 

narrative with contemporary issues that have left deep scars in the Endicott community, 

like deindustrialization or corporate deterritoriality and toxic contamination and 

mitigation politics. To reconstruct this history I draw on informants’ stories and materials 

from a rich community and local industrial archive housed in the Endicott Visitors 

Center.  

 I begin this chapter with a brief look at the industrial power in Endicott that 

preceded IBM, the Endicott-Johnson Shoe Company (EJ), and the charismatic force of 
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EJ’s founder, George Francis Johnson (or ‘Georg F’ as locals refer to him). EJ, with the 

leadership of George F, turned Broome County into the “Valley of Opportunity” and 

Endicott was often called “the Magic City” because of the speed at which it shifted from 

a landscape of farmlands and swamps to a vibrant and profitable commercial and 

manufacturing center. Both EJ and IBM played critical roles in the area’s industrial 

facelift. As one old-time resident put it, “Endicott wanted to be the biggest thing between 

New York City and Buffalo,” and EJ and IBM made this industrial utopian wish a reality. 

 
EJ (dark buildings) and IBM (white buildings) in Endicott’s  

“Two Company Town,” 1956. Source: George F. Johnson Memorial  
Library, Photo Archive, Endicott, NY. 

 

Most residents I interviewed referred to Endicott as a “two company town” that was 

booming until EJ moved in the late 1960s and IBM began downsizing in the 1980s and 

90s, eventually closing its Endicott facility in 2002. Today, Washington Avenue, the 

consumer and social epicenter of downtown Endicott since the early 1900s, has bottomed 

out. “Today you could shoot a cannon ball down Washington Ave and hardly hit 
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anyone,” were the chosen words of one elderly resident. This scenario highlights the 

basic narrative of Rust Belt communities: business came, business left, local economy 

and people suffer the consequences—loss of jobs, decline in local business, pollution and 

health risks, and property devaluation. Now most residents think of Endicott as an 

industrial wasteland with a dissolved tax base, or as one agitated resident proposed, 

“Endicott should be renamed Emptycott. There’s nothing here anymore, except this 

stupid plume.” How this shift occurred will be discussed in more detail later in the 

chapter. 

 After a brief discussion of EJ history, I focus most of my attention on the 

emergence of IBM, its tangled history of company mergers, and how Endicott figures in 

the history of one of the computer industries’ most powerful and influential corporations. 

As McGraw (1997) points out in his Creating Modern Capitalism, “The story of IBM is 

an epic in the business history of the United States. Through it run some of the main 

currents of twentieth-century American life: the Great Depression, the administration of 

the welfare state, World War II, the antitrust movement, and the Cold War” (McGraw 

1997:349). Moreover, IBM helped “create” modern capitalism by developing the earliest 

machines used to send memos around the world, expedite banking transactions, and make 

public databases electronically accessible. IBM played a dominant role in transforming 

information management and business practice by replacing pencils, pens, and ledgers 

with adding machines, cash registers, and manual typewriters designed to modernize 

industry. Ultimately, IBM helped plant the electronic seeds for “high-technology 

capitalism” (Dyer-Witherford 1999), “digital capitalism” (Schiller 1999), 

“technocapitalism” (Suarez-Villa 2009) and the broader computerization of culture, 
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communication, and human experience20. That said, this chapter focuses on some of the 

products, the machines, to come out of the IBM-Endicott factory and their critical role in 

the modernization of computing technology.  

 After the midpoint of the twentieth century, Endicott, like many other Rust Belt 

communities of the Northeast and Midwest shifted from industrial powerhouses to places 

suffering the symptoms of deindustrialization, dissolving tax bases, the rise and 

expansion of the service and information economy, the suburbanization of capital and 

people, and the arrival of a new “global” neoliberal economy. What follows, then, is an 

historical account of “high tech in the Rust Belt” (Grossman 2006:99) that focuses on 

Endicott’s industrial and postindustrial narrative as it relates to broader themes of Rust 

Belt reality, including deindustrialization, corporate capitalism, and “creative 

destruction”21 (e.g., corporate downsizing, cheap labor adventurism, etc.). Included in this 

discussion, is a brief overview of the current high-tech employer to replace IBM, 

Endicott Interconnect Technologies, Inc (EIT). While EIT is staying afloat in the highly 

competitive high-tech market, residents realize that it will never become the employer 

that IBM was.   

 Reminding me of Endicott’s Rust Belt status and the ‘industrial homicide’ 

experienced by both IBM’s closure and the toxic spill, one resident told me “IBM cut this 

community’s throat.” Another goal of this chapter then, is to expose the toxic leftover of 

this so-called ‘IBM homicide’ or what my more modest informants describe as IBM 

                                                           
20 Technocapitalism, if that is the appropriate word for it, has also reconfigured how ethnographic research 
is done. See Christine Hine’s (2000) Virtual Ethnography for an overview the overall impact of the 
computerization of ethnography on anthropology in particular and human communications more generally. 
21 See Schumpeter (1942) for a detailed description of his use of the term “creative destruction” to explain 
both the effects and affects of capitalism driven by rapid innovation. According to Schumpeter (1942) 
“Creative destruction is the essential fact about capitalism. It is what capitalism consists in and what every 
capitalist concern has got to live in…Every piece of business strategy must be seen in its role in the 
perennial gale of creative destruction; it cannot be understood irrespective of it” (in McGraw 1997: 348). 
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“abandonment” or “business-as-usual downsizing.”  To do this, I explain the messy 

history of the IBM-Endicott chemical spill, including the history of the groundwater 

remediation effort at the site, the government agency response, the emergence of the 

vapor intrusion concern and its mitigation, and finally, the development of local 

grassroots resistance.    

 

Endicott-Johnson and the Lure of George F 

Any discussion of industrial history in Endicott and the greater Broome County area must 

begin with the widespread influence of the Endicott-Johnson Shoe Company (EJ). 

Chances are that anybody who grew up in Endicott had either a father, grandfather, or 

other relative who worked at one of EJ’s factories. Incorporated in 1906, EJ was a 

prosperous manufacturer of shoes based in New York’s Southern Tier region, with 

factories mostly located in the “Triple Cities,” the name for the triad manufacturing 

influence of Binghamton, Johnson City, and Endicott.  

 
Early Endicott-Johnson advertisement, circa 1920. Source: 

 

Local residents, especially “old timers,” tend to admire George F and EJ’s role in 

Endicott and the regions’ industrial history, despite common curiosity regarding the 

environmental impact of EJ’s tannery operations. Here are several residents’ reflections 

on EJ and George F: 
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My dad worked for EJ for forty five years. EJ did a lot for the community…There 
was never any question that when Endicott Johnson put on some event, that 
everyone in the community was invited and involved. [Retired banker] 
 
My dad worked at EJ. Back then, years ago, Endicott-Johnson in this area was 
huge. At one time, I think just after WWI, Endicott-Johnson was the second 
largest shoe industry in the United States. From what I have read, during the mid 
to late 1940s, EJ was producing over 50 million shoes a year. [Retired welder] 
 
George F. built churches, he built parks, and he built lots of homes for people who 
had bad luck. He would tell them to just pay the interest. They didn’t have to pay 
the whole amount. My husbands’ father lived in an EJ home and it was bought for 
$3,300, brand new. I’ll tell ya, George F. did more for Endicott than IBM ever 
did. [Retired receptionist] 

 

By the 1920s, an estimated 20,000 people worked in EJ's factories, with the labor 

population booming during EJ’s golden years in the mid-1940s. This growth spurt was a 

direct outcome of WWII, since EJ produced an abundance of military footwear during the 

war years. During the early 1950s, the work force was still approximately 17,000 to 

18,000. While EJ was established by two men, Henry B. Endicott and George F. Johnson, 

the later is really the laudatory figure marking the industrial landscape of the region. 

Worker respect for George F is symbolized by two arches, one in Johnson City and the 

other in Endicott, which were erected by EJ workers in the 1920s to honor his “Square 

Deal” philosophy that workers deserve “a fair day's work for a fair day's wage.” This deal 

was fueled by his belief that “Capital is an empty, brainless thing and couldn’t live a 

minute without labor” (Inglis 1935).  
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   Endicott’s “Home of the Square Deal” arch. Photo by P. Little, 2008. 

 

 Motivated by the general philosophy of welfare capitalism and other Progressive 

Era movements of the early twentieth century, George F advocated for the development 

of parks, churches, libraries, and carousels22 to uplift and empower workers and their 

families. The deal consisted of worker benefits—even amid harsh economic times—that 

were generous and innovative for their time, including building homes and offering loans 

to workers who could not afford down-payments, as alluded to in the residents quote 

above. This commitment was for him a matter of viewing the home as a symbol of 

“security”: “There can be no security—there can be no guarantee of prosperity and 

industrial space—except through homes owned by the plain citizens. I believe myself that 

the home is the answer to Bolshevism, Radicalism, Socialism, and all other ‘isms’. You 

will find that the home is the basis of all security.” These actions aimed to augment 

worker loyalty, but they were also designed to discourage unionizing, or at least level its 

                                                           
22 In most of the parks G.F. Johnson developed in Endicott, Johnson City, and Binghamton, he built a 
carousel to be enjoyed by the public and free of charge. In fact, the “Triple Cities” were also nicknamed 
“Carousel City.” 
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legitimacy. George F is remembered for being a father of “industrial democracy” (Inglis 

1955), even an “Industrial King,” the title of one of the songs played by EJ’s famous 

marching band. EJ workers showed their pride in EJ and George F by singing songs with 

the lyrics:  

  In Endicott there lives a man, Whose fame is far and wide; 
  For making shoes he leads them all, For kindness, too, beside; 
  The 13,000 under him Look up to him as guide, 
  And swear by the man Who treats them fair. 
 
Another EJ song had these lines: 
 
  You say there’s no dissension and that trouble is unknown 
  Then you folks must be living in a small world of your own; 
  What's that? No strikes or agitators screeching out their lies? 
  You say the name is Endicott; I'd call it Paradise. 
  You shake my hand and mean it in this little spotless town, 
  And every smiling face is just a stranger to a frown; 
  George F. can’t get you into Heaven, but I tell you what, 
  He did as much when he brought Heaven here to Endicott. 
 
 
 George F’s paternalistic drive inspired the business philosophy of Thomas J. 

Watson, Sr., who would become the founding father of International Business Machines 

Corporation (IBM) and a major player in the development of what today is termed 

“technocapitalism” (Suarez-Villa 2009). While contending that “paternalistic companies 

are a thing of the past,” one retired IBMer I interviewed informed me that “IBM and EJ 

were what you would call paternalistic companies…Mr. Watson and George F. learned a 

lot from one another. Watson listened to George F. and IBM adopted his paternalistic 

approach.”23  

                                                           
23

 This discourse of corporate paternalism—now understood in terms of ‘corporate responsibility’—persists 
among some IBMers in the community, but is deployed in discussions of IBM’s “committed effort” to 
clean up the toxic mess it has left behind in its birthplace and as the company undergoes endless 
deterritorialization and ‘creatively destructs’ in the name of capital accumulation and neoliberalism.  
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 After EJ’s postwar peak in the late 1940s, the company steadily lost market share 

to domestic and especially foreign competitors from Europe and South America who 

began to control the shoe and leather industries. EJ’s founding principles of valuing labor 

were threatened by the availability of cheap foreign labor and the rise of global 

shoemakers like Nike. The company responded to these economic changes by cutting 

back production and labor, an ongoing process that eventually led to EJ falling behind 

IBM as the region’s industrial power. As the 1950s passed into the 1970s, and EJ’s style 

of shoes fell out of fashion24the Johnson family withdrew from active company 

management to be replaced by non-family professional managers. EJ’s tannery 

operations were closed in 1968 in response to these economic conditions, and the plan to 

close of the last of its shoe manufacturing plants in the Triple Cities area was not 

announced until 1998. 

The Emergence of Big Blue25 

International Business Machines Corporation (IBM), the world’s largest multinational 

computer and information technology (IT) consulting corporation, is informed by three 

core business goals and values: “Dedication to every client’s success”; “Innovation that 

matters – for our company and for the world”; and “Trust and personal responsibility in 

all relationships.” IBM manufactures and sells computer hardware and software, in 

addition to offering infrastructure services, hosting services, and consulting services in 

                                                           
24 One of my informants, who’s father worked for EJ, told me that “EJ was really concentrated on work 
shoes and this hurt them. It hurt because the shoe industry was moving toward stylish shoes that were more 
profitable and EJ wasn’t doing that” (I.038). 
25 Big Blue is a popular IBM nickname and there exist several theories of its origin. One theory is that IBM 
field representatives coined the term in the 1960s, referring to the color of the mainframes IBM installed in 
the 1960s and early 1970s. A second theory is that “All blue” was a term used to describe a loyal IBM 
customer, gaining popularity because of its use among business writers. A third theory suggests that Big 
Blue simply refers to IBM’s Company's logo. A fourth theory suggests that Big Blue refers to a former 
company dress code that required many IBM employees to wear white shirts and blue suits.  
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areas ranging from mainframe computers (computers used mainly by large organizations 

for critical applications including, but not limited to, bulk data processing such as census, 

industry and consumer statistics, and financial transaction processing) to nanotechnology 

to genographics26 to cutting-edge epidemiologic software27. Moreover, IBM’s Fortune 

500 status remains strong despite IBM’s minor role in current personal computer (PC) 

markets. For example, IBM’s 2008 revenues totaled $103.6 billion, nearly twice that of 

Microsoft’s earnings28.   

 Of course, IBM would not be IBM or a champion in the computer industry 

without IBM having a beginning, a history, a place of birth. And while Endicott has 

gained a certain status in IBM’s birthplace and location of IBM’s first manufacturing 

plant in 1906, the actual origins of IBM are more complicated, as is the case with all 

histories. What follows is a brief history of Big Blue’s emergence and the individuals and 

companies that merged to become one of the most powerful American corporations. 

Moreover, while the investigative journalist Elizabeth Grossman (2006) accounts for the 

history of IBM in Endicott in her popular book High Tech Trash: Digital Devices, 

Hidden Toxics, and Human Health—a book, I should add, that was suggested to me by 

several residents and activists I interviewed—her claim that “IBM began manufacturing 

business machines and their components in the 1930s” (Grossman 2006:99) is a bit off.   

 According to IBM’s own corporate archive, the earliest roots of what eventually 

became known as IBM can be traced back to the period of 1880-1890. In 1885, Julius E. 

                                                           
26 IBM and National Geographic are collaborating on what is called the Genographic Project, an ambitious 
project using one of the largest collections of DNA samples ever assembled to map how the Earth was 
populated by humans (see Wade 2005).  
27 In 2007, IBM announced the Spatiotemporal Epidemiological Modeler (STEM), a technology designed 
to enable the rapid creation of epidemiological models for how an infectious disease, such as avian 
influenza or dengue fever, is likely to geographically spread over time. 
28 In FY 2008, Microsoft’s revenues totaled $60.42 billion. 
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Pitrat of Gallipolis, Ohio, patented a new device which he called a computing scale, an 

invention that would become the primary technology and product of the Dayton Scale 

Division of IBM. At the same time that Pitrat was working on his computing scale, Dr. 

Herman Hollerith, a distinguished statistician who had been employed by the U.S. 

government to automate and compile data for the 1890 U.S. Census, was struggling in 

Washington, D.C. with the problem of reducing the mountain of data gathered by census-

takers into manageable or usable form. Solution driven, Hollerith set out to find a way to 

mechanize the recording, tabulation and analysis of data, information, facts, and the 

system he devised was fundamentally simple. It consisted essentially of a method of 

recording the facts of any given situation—for example, the description of one person—

by punching a definite pattern of holes in a piece of paper29. His punched card tabulating 

machine resulted in an expansion of Hollwerith’s clientele. His first customer was the 

City of Baltimore, and other early users of Hollerith’s machines were the Bureau of Vital 

Statistics in New Jersey and the Board of Health in New York City. 

 
A representation of Two Eras of Computing. Source: IBM Corporate Archive. 

                                                           
29 Apparently, Hollerith’s original plan was to use strips of paper, but he soon found it was better to use a 
separate standardized card, which became known as a “punch card.” 
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 As depicted in the picture above, Hollerith’s punched card tabulating machine to 

the left, was invented in 1890, and could automate tabulation at a speed of 10 cards a 

minute. IBM’s System/360 shown to the right, was invented in 1964, and could read up 

to 1,000 cards a minute while performing high-speed computations. The launch of the 

System/360 was a  

 significant event in the history of computing. For IBM, it was a staggering 
 undertaking. The company spent three-quarters of a billion dollars just on 
 engineering, and invested another $4.5 billion on factories, equipment and the 
 rental machines themselves. IBM hired more than 60,000 new employees and 
 opened five major new plants. Thomas J. Watson, Jr., called it “the biggest 
 privately financed commercial project ever undertaken.” The timing of the launch, 
 when not all of the new machines had yet gone through rigorous testing, was, said 
 Mr. Watson, “the biggest, riskiest decision I ever made.” And when he unveiled 
 the new System/360 on April 7, 1964, he presented it as “the most important 
 product announcement in company history” (IBM Corporate Archive, 9215FQ14, 
 p. 79)  
 

In this way, the above picture illuminates not only distinct “eras” of computer 

modernization, but also reinforces the powerful role of speed, tabulation, and computing 

technologies enabling business modernization, innovation and “progress.” IBM’s 

System/360 was faster and faster was better; a fact of computing innovation that 

continues today, as with IBM’s recent celebration of meeting its goal of breaking the 

“petaflop” or the ability to calculate 1,000-trillion operations every second 30. 

 With Pitrat in Ohio and Hollerith in Washington, there were two other figures that 

played into IBM’s development: William L. Bundy and Alexander Dey. Committed to 

time machines—for time recording and time management—in 1888, Bundy, a jeweler in 

                                                           
30 In May of 2008, IBM announced its newest speedster nicknamed “Roadrunner” which was built for the 
Department of Energy's National Nuclear Security Administration and will be housed at Los Alamos 
National Laboratory in New Mexico. The IBM Roadrunner, which packs the power of 100,000 laptops, 
became the first computer to break a ‘petaflop’ and will primarily be used, as stated on IBM’s website,  to 
“ensure national security, but will also help scientists perform research into energy, astronomy, genetics 
and climate change.”  
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Auburn, N.Y., devised a mechanism by which workers used individual keys that were 

inserted into a time-recorder to log arrival and departure times at work. That same year, 

Dr. Alexander Dey patented a time recorder that avoided the use of separate keys by 

allowing workers to swing a pointer on the machine — also known as the Day Time 

Recorder — to their own employee number. They would then push the punch in the 

corresponding hole, thereby causing the time record to be printed opposite the employee 

number on a prepared sheet inside the machine. These early innovations and the 

following developments led to commercial organizations which later merged to become 

IBM. These merging companies included the Bundy Manufacturing Company (the first 

time-recorder company in the world), the Computing Scale Company (manufacturer of 

the world’s first computing scales), the Tabulating Machine Company (Incorporated by 

Hollerith in 1896), the Dey Patents Company (which changed its name to the Dey Time 

Register Company), the Willard and Frick Manufacturing Company (developed to market 

the world’s first card time-recorder patented by Daniel M. Cooper in 1894), the Stimson 

Computing Scale Company (a company from Detroit founded in 1896), the Moneyweight 

Scale Company (founded in 1899), and the International Time Recording Company (ITR) 

(organized in 1900 by George W. Fairchild to take over the properties of the Bundy 

Manufacturing Company and its newly acquired subsidiary, the Standard Time Stamp 

Company, and the Willard and Frick Manufacturing Company).  
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Watson (right) and Fairchild (left), 1920. Source: IBM Corporate Archive. 

 

In 1906, having outgrown Bundy’s plant in Binghamton, NY, the company began work 

on a new factory building in Endicott, under the name of International Time Recording 

Company (ITR). ITR became one of two other seed companies to eventually merge to 

become IBM.  
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CTR Advertisement, 1920: “The More It Costs to Do  

Business The Less You Can Tolerate Waste.” 
 

 In 1907, ITR purchased the Dey Time Register Company, and transferred the 

manufacture of dial recorders to Endicott. The continued progress of the Computing 

Scale Company of America, the International Time Recording Company and the 

Tabulating Machine Company attracted the attention of Charles R. Flint, a businessman 

and financier. He became convinced that a merger of the three companies would result in 

a formidable business institution. Around 1910, he approached the three companies with 

merger proposals, and on June 16, 1911, the Computing-Tabulating-Recording Company 

(CTR) was incorporated as a holding company to assume ownership of the three parent 

concerns. To combine them into a single harmonious unit, CTR’s board sought out an 

executive not previously identified with any of the parent companies. That qualified 

leader was Thomas J. Watson, Sr. In 1914, Watson was hired as CTR’s general manager.  
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 It wasn’t until February 1924 that Watson, Sr. decided to change the name to the 

International Business Machines Corporation (IBM) to accurately reflect the global reach 

of CTR’s products and services, whose international connections had been well 

established by CTR’s predecessor and partner ITR. During the 1920s and 1930s, Watson, 

Sr. (or T.J. as he was known) shifted IBM’s focus away from low-tech machines to more 

sophisticated technologies surfacing during that time, like the punchcard machine. He 

believed wholeheartedly that “Machines can do the routine work. People shouldn’t have 

to do that kind of work” (in McGraw 1997:358) and by the 1940s, IBM held ninety 

percent of the U.S. market for punchcard machines (1997:360).   

 The IT revolution and the computer era really exploded in the 1950s, when 

governments, industry and academics were conducting research using data sets that were 

impractical or impossible to manage without computing technologies (Jonscher 1994). 

Equally important was the fact that number-crunching costs declined during this time. 

For example, between 1950 and 1980, the cost per MIP (million instructions per second) 

fell twenty seven to fifty percent annually, increasing the widespread use of calculating 

devices. By the 1960s, computers became a standard technology used by businesses, 

industry, and researchers to sort, store, process, and retrieve large volumes of data. This 

shift, of course, saved businesses and researchers on the labor involved in information 

processing activities. It has been suggested that the cost of storage probably fell at an 

annual rate of 25-30 percent from 1960 to 1985, and the use of computers as 

communication devices, which began in the 1970s and continues today, has reduced the 

costs of business travel (Greenwood 1997). Furthermore, the increase in computer-
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assisted research impacted many fields of science, including the eventual computerization 

of anthropology itself (see Hymes 1965; Burton 1970; Freedman 1978; Fischer 1994)31.    

 While Endicott’s international business connections had already been forged by 

EJ by the early 1900s, the international or global roots of IBM where planted before the 

company was named IBM in 1924. In fact, before CTR and ITR officially merged to 

become IBM in 1924, both had offices and manufacturing facilities already established in 

a number of countries, including Germany, England, Spain, Portugal, France, Italy, 

Hungry, Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark, Scotland, Finland, Norway, Sweden, 

Switzerland, Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, Puerto Rico, Canada, and Australia. The notion 

that “the sun never sets on IBM” (Foy 1975) could not be farther from the truth, 

especially when considering it’s early and contemporary global presence. 

 
IBM punch card machines (405s) and Endicott IBMers hard at work, 1937 

 

                                                           
31 The so-called ‘computerization of anthropology’ can be traced back to a symposium sponsored by the 
Wenner-Gren Foundation in 1962. 
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The global and expansionist philosophy of IBM is also found in lyrics of numerous IBM 

songs that were sung at banquets and luxurious dinners at the IBM Country Club in 

Endicott. These songs—“IBM One Hundred Percent Club,” “Ever Onward,” March On 

With IBM,” and “Hail To the IBM”—mixed pride with profit, corporate spirit with 

capitalist enterprise. Here is a verse from “Hail To the IBM” song:    

Lift up our proud and loyal voices,  
Sing out in accents strong and true,  

With hearts and hands to you devoted,  
And inspiration ever new;  

Your ties of friendship cannot sever,  
Your glory time will never stem,  

We will toast a name that lives forever,  
Hail to the I.B.M. 

 
Our voices swell in admiration;  
Of T. J. Watson proudly sing;  
He'll ever be our inspiration,  

To him our voices loudly ring;  
The I.B.M. will sing the praises,  

Of him who brought us world acclaim,  
As the volume of our chorus raises,  

Hail to his honored name. 
 

The lyrics of IBM’s rally song “Ever Onward” hint at the culture of globalization planted 

by IBM and recycled by the current neoliberal mantra of uninterrupted growth and capital 

accumulation: 

There’s a feeling everywhere of 
Bigger things in store 

Of new horizons coming into view. 
Our aim is clear, To make each year 

Exceed the one before 
 

Staying in the lead of everything we do. 
The will to win is built right in. 

It will not be denied 
And we will go ahead 

We know by working side by side 
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CHORUS: 

Ever Onward, Ever Onward 
That’s the spirit that has brought us fame. 

We’re big but bigger we will be. 
We can’t fail for all can see that 

To serve humanity has been our aim. 
Our products now are known in every zone. 

Our reputation sparkles like a gem. 
We’ve fought our way thru and now 

Fields we’re sure to conquer too. 
For the Ever Onward IBM 

 
Ever Onward, Ever Onward 

We’re bound for the top to never fall. 
Right here and now we thankfully  

Pledge sincerest loyalty to 
The corporation that’s the best of all. 

Our leaders we revere and  
While we’re here let’s show the 

World just what we think of them! 
So let us sing men, sing men, once 

Or twice then sing again. 
For the Ever Onward IBM 

  
  

 The IBM Endicott facility was time and again celebrated for its breaking records 

in punchcard production “speed.” In 1937, IBM had 32 presses operating in its Endicott 

plant. These machines were printing, cutting and stacking five to 10 million punched 

cards each day—numbers unmatched by any other company using tabulation 

technologies at the time. Watson, Sr. had a philosophy that informed these innovation 

breakthroughs: “THINK.”    
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IBM “thinkers” in Endicott, 1934. Source: IBM Corporate Archive. 

 

 Watson, Sr. emphasized research and engineering, and introduced into the 

company his famous motto "THINK." The motto dates back to December 1911, when 

future IBM Chairman Thomas J. Watson, Sr., managed the sales and advertising 

departments of the National Cash Register Company (NCR). At a sales meeting, he is 

reported to have said: “The trouble with everyone of us is that we don’t think enough. We 

don’t get paid for working with our feet; we get paid for working with our heads. … 

Thought has been the father of every advance since time began. … ‘I didn’t think’ has 

cost the world millions of dollars.” Frustrated by this cognitive deficit, it is reported that 

Watson wrote “T-H-I-N-K” on the easel behind him. Following this enlightening event, 

“THINK” had been placed on signs in every department at NCR. The one-word slogan 

traveled with Watson when he later joined the CTR— the forerunner of today’s IBM — 

as general manager in 1914. In the early 1930s — thanks to the process of plastic 

lamination which facilitated large-scale production and distribution — the THINK motto 

began to take precedence over other slogans in IBM. It soon appeared in wood, stone and 
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bronze, and was published in company newspapers, magazines, calendars, photographs, 

medallions — even New Yorker cartoons — and it remains today the name of IBM’s 

employee publication. One can also find THINK etched on the old IBM engineering 

building in downtown Endicott (pictured here). In fact, Watson received a $25,000 loan 

from a bank to construct the building and its laboratories.  

 
Another “THINK” Engraving. Photo by P.Little, 2008. 

 

 

The facility was completed in 1933 and it has been said that by 1940 this modern 

research and development (R&D) laboratory housed “more scientific ability per square 

foot than any other building in America” and became an instant symbol of industrial 

progress (Aswad and Meredith 2005:87). Today, the building is surrounded by 

groundwater monitoring wells like the one pictured here, and will be discussed in more 

detail later. 
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IBM Engineering Building with groundwater  

monitoring well in the foreground. Photo by Peter Little.  
 
 

In the early years (1906-1914), the Endicott site consisted of five buildings, and 

employed fewer than 300 people. By the time CTR changed its name to IBM in 1924, 

Endicott employment had tripled. By the mid 1930s, there were 25 buildings at the IBM-

Endicott complex. In later decades, the site employed thousands of workers, naming the 

IBM-Endicott facility "Main Street IBM." By 1939, there were approximately 3,800 IBM 

employees in Endicott, making up about a third of the IBM’s total workforce at the time. 

Just days before the start of the 1939 World’s Fair in New York City, the entire 

workforce assembled for a photograph to be displayed at IBM’s exhibit at the fair, which 

displayed, among other IBM products, the successful IBM 405 tabulator (originally 

called the alphabetic bookkeeping and accounting machine, and later known as the 405 

electric punched card accounting machine).   
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The IBM Endicott cohort, 1939  

 

 
The 100th reconditioned and reassembled IBM 405, 

assembled by workers at IBM’s manufacturing facility  
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 1951. 

 

The IBM 405 was a combined adding, subtracting and printing machine that printed 

complete reports from punched accounting machine cards. It could be used to list both 

alphabetical and numerical details from individual accounting machine cards or to print 

classifications and to accumulate and print totals, net totals and accumulated net totals. 

To complete these cutting edge business tasks, the machine was equipped with an 

automatic plugboard—similar in principle to a telephone switchboard—which basically 

meant that the desired arrangement of data could be obtained from the punched cards. It 

could list cards at the rate of 80 cards a minute. Introduced in 1934 and marketed by IBM 
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until 1949, the successful production of 405s helped establish Endicott as “Main Street 

IBM.”  

 The IBM Endicott factory—IBM’s “Plant No. 1”—spawned a number of 

important products in addition to the System 360 and the 405 (e.g., IBM 602, IBM 650 

RAMAC, IBM 709, IBM 1401, and some of the IBM System/370 processors). The post-

WWII years were especially productive in the realm of electronic data processing, and 

the IBM 650 Magnetic Drum Data Processing Machine quickly became a symbol of 

“modern” computing. While the famous 700 series of IBM computers was being 

developed at the company's Poughkeepsie, N.Y., facility, IBMers in Endicott were 

making their own critical contribution to information technology history with the 

development of the IBM 650, which was referred to as “the workhorse of modern 

industry” and became the most popular computer in the 1950s.  

 
IBMers working on the IBM 650 in Endicott in the mid 1950s.  

Source: IBM Corporate Archive 
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Announced in 1953, the IBM 650 brought a new level of reliability and efficiency to the 

then adolescent field of electronic computing. One example of this advancement in 

computing reliability was that whenever a random processing error occurred, the IBM 

650 could automatically repeat portions of the processing by restarting the program at 

one of a number of breaking points and then go on to complete the processing if the error 

did not reoccur. That was a big improvement over the previous procedure requiring the 

user to manually direct the machine to repeat the process.  

 At the time the 650 was announced, IBM contended it would be “a vital factor in 

familiarizing business and industry with the stored program principles” and a vital force 

it became (IBM 2008). The original market forecast for the 650 predicted that 50 

machines would be sold or installed. By mid-1955, there already were more than 75 

installed and operating, and the company expected to deliver “more than 700” additional 

650s in the next few years. The year following this prediction, there were 300 machines 

installed and new 650s were coming off the production line at the rate of one every day. 

By the time manufacturing was completed in 1962, nearly 2,000 had been produced. At 

that time, no other electronic computer had been produced in such quantities (IBM 2008). 

 IBM’s critical role in all of these groundbreaking advances in modern computing 

would not have happened without Watson, Sr.’s absolute commitment to training and 

education. In May 1932, Watson, Sr., formally established an Education Department to 

manage IBM’s many educational activities for employees and customers. A year later, in 

1933, the IBM schoolhouse was built in Endicott to provide training and education for 

employees with a wide variety of expertise, including salesmen, engineers, tool-making 

apprentices, supervisors, and systems service women (Aswad and Meredith 2005). The 
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IBM Schoolhouse still standing in Endicott is a reminder of Watson’s commitment to 

education and IBM sustaining its leading role in the computing industry. 

 

 
IBM’s Schoolhouse Building in Endicott, 1948. Source: IBM Corporate Archive 

 
 

Progressive educational opportunities became a major IBM priority and Watson wanted 

this to be remembered each time employees and customers walked into the building, so 

he had his “Five Steps to Knowledge” philosophy engraved on the schoolhouse entry 

steps. Think, Observe, Discuss, Listen, and Read became the pillars of IBM 

epistemology. 
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Watson’s “Five Steps to Knowledge.” Source: IBM Corporate Archive 

 

 IBM was one of the first industries to hire and train women in engineering and 

technology work. I interviewed three women who worked for IBM for a short time 

during WWII, when many men were off at war and women started to enter the labor 

force nationwide. One elderly woman I interviewed who worked at the plant for a short 

period in the late 1940s said that “IBM made sure it’s workers had a good wife. They 

really emphasized that. I suppose they felt this made better workers.” Without a world 

war and a high demand for men, it is safe to assume that IBM would not otherwise have 

hired women for “skilled” technology work, as this was certainly a man’s occupational 

territory, especially during the science and technology boom of the post-WWII era.     
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Graduates of IBM's first women's systems  

service class in Endicott, 1935. IBM was one 
of the first corporations to hire and train women. 

 
 

 
Women working in IBM’s punched card layout  

department in Endicott in 1939. 
 
  

 Many residents I interviewed brought to my attention that IBMers had “their own 

culture,” that they had a tremendous amount of IBM pride and loyalty. This IBM culture 

manifested itself in many ways. For example, IBM established its own baseball team to 

bolster its corporate culture. The team grew out of ITR’s earlier team which was 
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established in 1919, changing the name from the ITR “Ball Tossers” to the IBM 

“Tabulators”. Additionally, IBM had a marching band that would perform at local events 

and company parades that would weave through downtown Endicott. With its marching 

band, company publications (e.g., THINK), company songs, strict dress code, and it’s 

own police force, one resident I interviewed contended that IBM’s local corporate culture 

and power looked a lot like “fascism”:32  

 IBM, and I don’t know what you see when you look at the IBM workforce 
 pictures, but it is a sea of white guys, you know. Certainly the employment of 
 women changed things, but the dress code and everything is certainly telling of 
 the culture of IBM here. I think it is very, very telling that all the photos from the 
 40s and 50s of all the employees crowding the streets and the IBM connections to 
 the German fascist regime. There is certainly a feeling from those photos of a 
 kind of fascism and paternalistic orientation and outlook that would eventually 
 end up constituting the internal landscape of the people, you know. 
 

 
The IBM Tabulators in 1938. 

 

                                                           
32 See Black (2002) for an in-depth look at IBM’s lucrative business relationship with Nazi Germany.  
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The IBM Band at the Endicott Laboratory in 1935. Source: IBM 

Corporate Archive. 
 

These features of early IBM culture and history influenced the vision of Thomas J. 

Watson, Jr. Among other instituted IBM principles, like “Respect for the Individual,” 

“Service to the Customer,” “Excellence Must Be a Way of Life,” “Managers Must Lead 

Effectively,” “Obligations to Stakeholders,” and “Fair Deal for the Supplier,” Watson, Jr. 

added in 1960 that “IBM Should be a Good Corporate Citizen”: 

 We accept our responsibilities as a corporate citizen in community, national and 
 world affairs; we serve our interests best when we serve the public interest. We 
 believe that the immediate and long-term public interest is best served by a 
 system of competing enterprises. Therefore, we believe we should compete 
 vigorously, but in a spirit of fair play, with respect for our competitors, and with 
 respect for the law. In communities where IBM facilities are located, we do our 
 utmost to help create an environment in which people want to work and live. We 
 acknowledge our obligation as a business institution to help improve the quality 
 of the society we are part of. We want to be in the forefront of those companies 
 which are working to make our world a better place. (IBM Corporate Archive, 
 2410MP03, p.3, my emphasis)    
 

It is no mystery that IBM’s positive (or lucrative) relationship to its’ stockholders built 

Big Loyalty in Big Blue, marking IBM an early symbol of national corporate success, 
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despite historic and ongoing IBM antitrust cases filed by the US Justice Department33. 

This fact was summed up at IBM’s fortieth anniversary in 1954, when Watson’s son, 

Tom Watson, Jr., delivered his speech to stockholders:  

 I think the story can be summed up in six significant figures. In 1914 the gross 
 income of this company was $4.1 millions of dollars. In 1953 it was $409.9 
 million. In 1914 the net before taxes was $489,000. In 1953 the net before taxes 
 was $92.3 million. In 1914 cash dividends to stockholders were zero. In 1953 they 
 were $12.7 million. Those six figures tell a story of a wonderful country, a 
 wonderful business, and a most unusual and courageous leader (Belden and 
 Belden 1962:287). 
  

 Since IBM fell behind in the PC market, which is now dominated by Microsoft, it 

has created its own powerful position in the mainframe computer sector, a niche it began 

to develop in the early 1970s. While, mainframe R&D and production became a primary 

focus of IBM’s Poughkeepsie, NY plant in the early 1950s, the Endicott began its focus 

on mainframes in the 1960s. It is said that today mainframes (or servers) continue their 

role in the era of e-business as the “back-office engines behind the world’s financial 

markets and much of global commerce” (Lohr 2008:4). In fact, the majority of big 

businesses (Fortune 500s) worldwide rely on mainframe computers for their operations, 

and according to the Computer and Communications Industry Association (CCIA), 

mainframes support up to eighty percent of the world's electronic transactions, or 

computer-based transactions involving ATM sessions, airline bookings, tax filings, health 

records, and other essential services. IBM competes with other Fortune 500 IT firms that 

produce mainframes, like Microsoft and Oracle, but has, for the most part, dominated the 

                                                           
33 IBM has been involved in many antitrust lawsuits over the years, with the most recent involving IBM’s 
monopoly over the mainframe computer market of the computer industry. Richard DeLamarter (1986), in 
his book Big Blue: IBM's Use and Abuse of Power, draws on his work on antitrust suits while working for 
the US Justice Department.  
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mainframe computer business for the past thirty plus years. According to the CCIA, IBM 

controls nearly fifty percent of current mainframe industry profits.  

 

 
The IBM 701, the world’s first mainframe computer, became available  

in 1953. Source: IBM Corporate Archive. 
 

 

Additionally, mainframes have been described as a “survivor technology” that IBM has 

remained committed to to serve the “secure” computing needs of critical sectors of 

contemporary capitalism:  

 The mainframe is the classic survivor technology, and it owes its longevity to 
 sound business decisions. IBM overhauled the insides of the mainframe, using 
 low-cost microprocessors as the computing engine. [IBM] invested and updated 
 the mainframe software, so that banks, corporations, and government agencies 
 could still rely on the mainframe as the rock-solid reliable and secure computer 
 for vital transactions and data, while allowing it to take on new chores like 
 running Web-based programs (Lohr 2008:4).      
 
 
 By the 1980s, when it is said to be the final ‘heyday’ of IBM in Endicott, IBM 

employed well over twelve thousand people in Endicott. At one point IBM’s employees 
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in this part of New York State numbered close to twenty thousand. This figure, of course, 

doesn’t include the hundreds of employees working for local businesses and the any 

smaller electronics firms that made different parts and components needed to bolster 

IBM’s progress.  According to the IBMers I interviewed, IBM’s corporate downsizing 

started to impact local workers at the IBM facility in the mid to late 1980s. Despite the 

early signs of these neoliberal corporate trends, these same IBMers point out that it 

wasn’t until the sale of IBM’s facility in 2002, that IBM’s “corporate interests” really 

became a reality. As one IBMer put, “this was when the shit really hit the fan.”  

 In 2002, IBM sold its property for $63 million34 to a company called Huron 

Associates and its 150-acre microelectronics division to Endicott Interconnect 

Technologies Corporation (EIT)35. EIT, employing around 1,500 employees, 

manufactures printed circuit boards (also known as PCBs), medical and advanced test 

equipment, and other electronic components for high-performance computing 

applications. While Endicott is the birthplace of IBM, it is now “home” to EIT, as one 

sees when entering the downtown area. 

 

                                                           

34 According to one source, state economic development aid helped to finance as much as 84 percent of the 
estimated $63 million purchase, which included IBM's Endicott real-estate assets (see Yanchunas and 
Platsky 2002). 

35 At the sale of IBM’s microelectronics division, IBM agreed to keep 2,000 employees at the facility. As 
of 2009, there are less than 1,000 IBMers working in this division. As many IBMers who got laid off 
during the 2002 closure will tell you, under EIT’s mission to differentiate itself from IBM, it has slowly 
been getting rid of these leftover IBMers.  
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A Welcome sign in downtown Endicott reads “Home of Endicott Interconnect 

 Technologies, Inc.” Photo by P. Little, 2008 
 

Like IBM, EIT has developed and sustained its competitive edge through multiple 

business partnerships. These include strategic partnerships and contracts with SureScan 

(a competitive global company headquartered in Endicott that manufactures high-speed 

technologies for the homeland security marketplace), Cadence (a leading electronics 

manufacturer headquartered in California’s Silicon Valley), Binghamton University, and 

Lockheed Martin.  

 EIT’s partnership with Lockheed Martin was seeded by IBM’s original 

Department of Defense contracts. The IBM Owego facility, just ten miles west of 

Endicott, opened in 1957 and was initially occupied by IBM employees who developed 

targeting and navigational systems for the Air Force’s B-52 strategic bomber. Over time, 

IBM Owego grew to include programs such as defense systems for radar-evading stealth 

aircraft, computer hardware for the space shuttle and anti-surface warfare. With the 
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downsizing of the Department of Defense (DOD) budget, the company set upon a course 

to diversify into non-DOD business areas. In 1991, aerospace products and programs 

comprised the majority of IBM Owego’s business base. By 1997, nearly two-thirds of the 

company’s business consisted of non-DOD programs, including postal systems, 

information systems and international programs. 

 In 1994, the Loral Corporation, a high-technology company that concentrated on 

defense electronics, communications and space and systems integration, acquired the 

IBM Owego facility. Lockheed Martin Corporation strategically combined with Loral's 

defense electronics and systems integration businesses in April 1996 and the Owego site 

became Lockheed Martin Federal Systems, Owego. In 1998, the site was converted into 

headquarters for Lockheed Martin Systems Integration - Owego, UK Integrated Systems 

and Lockheed Martin Canada. Today, about 4,000 employees work at the Lockheed 

facility, a facility known to be “a world leader in development and production of 

maritime helicopter systems, one of the largest suppliers of postal automation systems to 

the United States Postal Service, and a primary supplier of information technology 

solutions in the federal market” (Lockheed Martin Systems Integration Owego website).      

Endicott’s “Sleeping Giant”: The IBM-Endicott Plume  

While many residents choose to remember industry in Endicott for its business success 

and the villages’ status as the birthplace of IBM and George F’s “industrial democracy,” 

they also know that this history has been tainted by industrial pollution. Old time 

residents remember the toxic smells of EJ’s tanneries and the “mysterious odors,” as one 

resident put it, that would seep out of IBM’s smokestacks. Most residents point to IBM’s 

reported chemical spill in 1979, while others more familiar and actively involved in the 
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issue draw attention to other spills prior to the 1979 spill to explain IBM’s tainted 

industrial history in Endicott. The highly contested nature of quantifying the chemical 

spill(s) has led some to refer to the plume (or zone of contamination) as a “mythical 

beast.” Here is the perspective of one former IBMer I interviewed: 

 Between 1977 and 1978, as Grossman’s book shows [Grossman 2006], the 4,100 
gallons is hardly anywhere near what actually spilled. In February of 1978 alone 
there was a spill of 1.75 million gallons of industrial waste water, which IBM said 
had an unusual amount of methyl chloroform in it. IBM turned its head. I don’t 
people can even envision what 1.75 million gallons of water is. In one way or 
another either in the storm seaware vis-à-vis in the ground water. That’s one spill. 
Spills of 80,000, spills of 200,000, spills of 120,000 in early 1978 that had all the 
heavy metals in it, the chromium, the hexavalent chromium, the copper, you 
know. Those amounts in 1977 and 1978 in a semiconductor operations expands 
four decades, you know. Who knows whats up. My sense about it is that what is 
underneath this community is egregious and so contestable at this point. So once 
again you have a situation where this concrete reality of this thing kind of in the 
underground and you can’t see it so it is easy to skew the data and to create 
whatever you want with it. It is really a mythical beast and that is exactly what it 
is being relegated to. I mean there is every possibility that the levels underneath 
this community are in line with any other cancer opposition situation (I.010). 

     

 What is ‘on the records’ (and reported by IBM and the New York State 

Department of Environmental Conservation) is that in 1979, IBM’s Endicott facility 

spilled 4,100 gallons of the solvent TCA (1,1,1-trichloroethane, also known as methyl 

chloroform), a commonly used volatile organic compound (VOCs). Described by some 

as Endicott’s toxic “sleeping giant”36—the chosen words of congressman Maurice 

Hinchey—the news about the plume came from a comprehensive hydrogeologic report 

prepared by IBM indicating a larger than expected plume containing a toxic soup of 

industrial solvents including trichloroethylene (TCE), tetrachloroethene (also known as 

PCE or perc), dichloroethane, dichloroethene, methylene chloride, vinyl chloride, freon 

113. Years later, traces of benzene, toluene and xylene were also found in the local 
                                                           
36 See Grossman (2006:99). 
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groundwater. Groundwater remediation and monitoring began immediately when IBM 

notified the New York Department of Environmental Conservation (NYDEC) of the spill 

and this groundwater remediation effort continues today under the authority of a New 

York State Hazardous Waste Management Permit. 

 

 
One Residents’ Public Notification Strategy. Photo by P. Little. 

 

 The spill contained a soup of chemicals, but the primary chemical of concern is 

TCE (trichloroethylene) and its’ breakdown products. TCE is a chlorinated solvent that 

was used during the 1960s and 1970s for metal degreasing and was commonly used in 

chipboard manufacturing processes. As a persistent volatile organic compound that is 

heavier than water and not very soluble, researchers find that when TCE enters 

groundwater sources it tends to persist for many years. Additionally, because of TCE’s 

volatility, it can move from groundwater to soil and even vaporize, causing concern about 
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TCE vapors and their impacts on indoor air quality. In fact in response to this later 

concern and finding, TCE has been identified in at least 852 of the 1416 sites proposed 

for inclusion on the U.S. EPA National Priorities List (Scott and Cogliano 2000). 

 According to NYDEC officials, the degree of contamination is highest in the 

vicinity of the former IBM plant and diminishes with distance from the IBM plant site. 

Groundwater flow transports the contamination to off-site areas southwest of the plant, 

with lower levels extending as far as the Susquehanna River. The remediation effort that 

started after the 1979 spill resulted in the installation of pumping wells to capture the 

contaminated groundwater so it could be treated to remove the VOCs, including traces of 

TCE. A NYDEC official told me in an interview that since the remediation effort began, 

about a million gallons of water is pumped and treated each day. Today, downtown 

Endicott’s “plume” is littered with monitoring wells and groundwater pumping stations.   

 



100 

 

 
One of hundreds of monitoring wells in the plume.  

Photo by P. Little 2008 

 

 
A Groundwater Pumping Station in Endicott’s Plume. Photo by P. Little, 2009.  
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The NYDEC is careful to communicate with the public the difficulty of cleaning up the 

contamination in its entirety, stating that “Although groundwater data indicate that this 

program has been effective, it typically takes many years, or even decades, to clean up 

groundwater.”  

 Like many other groundwater contamination risk communication strategies, the 

NYDEC talks a lot about “natural attenuation” or the fact that pollutants slowly dilute 

over time. This is the “dilution is the solution” argument that many environmental 

activists contest37. For now, it is important to point out that most of my informants 

believe that the spill will never be totally cleaned. “They have put millions of dollars into 

this cleanup and, you know what, at the end of the day, it may get smaller, but it won’t go 

away. They [the NYDEC] say this every time at the meetings, and I believe it,” was the 

perspective of one resident who lives directly across from the former IBM plant and the 

point source of the 1979 spill.  

 While IBM has been evaluating ways to expedite groundwater source 

containment and VOC removal since at least 1980, the problem of “vapor intrusion” 

entered the contamination debate in Endicott when IBM sold its facility in 2002. The 

plethora of vapor mitigation systems visible on Endicott’s landscape is the result of the 

state ordering IBM to mitigate homes in Endicott threatened by vapor intrusion, or the 

process by which volatile chemicals move from a subsurface source into the indoor air of 

overlying or adjacent buildings. The discovery of vapor contamination in Colorado at the 

Redfield site in the late 1990s led to a review of sites previously believed to have little 

potential for vapor intrusion. The IBM Endicott site was the first of these sites in New 

                                                           
37 [insert the critique of natural attenuation and ‘dilution is the solution’ argument among TCE listserve 
folks] 
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York at which it became clear that vapor intrusion from contamination was affecting 

residential homes and other buildings. 

 

 

Typical conceptual model of vapor intrusion. Adapted from ITRC (2007). 

 

 Indoor air sampling was initially performed at the IBM Endicott site in 2001 by 

IBM as part of state implementation of EPA’s Resource Conservation and Recovery Act 

(RCRA) Environmental Indicators Initiative, and included concurrent sampling and 

analysis of groundwater, soil, and subsurface soil vapor. Subsequently, in the spring of 

2002, both the NYDEC and the New York Department of Health (NYDOH) required 

IBM to evaluate the potential for vapor intrusion into buildings over the roughly 300-acre 

plume of solvents linked to the former IBM campus. 

 An approach to evaluate the potential for vapor intrusion was developed by IBM 

in consultation with NYDEC and NYDOH and finalized in December 2002. The 

sampling plan for structures was designed to identify, during the 2002 and 2003 heating 
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season, the extent of the area where mitigation systems would be offered. In order to 

accomplish that objective, IBM elected to sample approximately 20-25% of the structures 

above the 300-acre plume rather than every structure (NYDEC 2008).  

 Stimulated by a growing understanding of the science of the vapor intrusion 

pathway38, in 2002 the NYDEC required IBM to investigate the potential for contaminant 

vapors to migrate from groundwater through the soil into buildings above the plume. The 

results of the investigation indicated that vapor migration had resulted in detectable levels 

of contaminants in indoor air in structures, including off-site locations in Endicott and the 

town of Union to the west. TCE was and remains the primary contaminant of concern39 

with respect to indoor air, and the state’s TCE guideline for TCE in indoor air is 5.0 

mcg/m3 (micrograms per cubic meter). By 2004, IBM had identified approximately 480 

“structures” at risk of vapor intrusion and began to offer owners vapor mitigation systems 

(VMSs) to intercept the IBM-related contaminant vapors. Since 2004, nearly 470 systems 

have been installed on 418 properties.  

 The indoor air concentration of TCE in structures offered VMSs ranged from 0.25 

to 7.6 mcg/m3 in indoor air and 260 to 4,400 mcg/m3 under the sub-slab. Of the 144 

samples taken roughly 90% (130) had indoor air concentrations of less than 0.22 

mcg/m3. No structure that was not offered mitigation had an indoor air level above 0.67 

mcg/m3 or a sub-slab level above 250 (NYDEC handout). TCE is one of 188 hazardous 

air pollutants (HAPs) listed under section 112(b) of the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments 

                                                           
38 Vapor intrusion is now on the regulatory radar screen for a number environmental and health agencies 
nationwide, as will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 8. Currently, the Interstate Technology and 
Regulatory Council is assisting regulators and scientists to inform vapor intrusion policy. 
39 As will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5, TCE exposure studies has resulted in some statisitically 
significant health outcomes, but the environmental epidemiologic evidence is incomplete and still under 
construction.  
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and currently the U.S. EPA has set a maximum contaminant level for drinking water of 

0.005 mg/L (micrograms per liter), and the U.S. ATSDR has set minimal risk levels 

(MRL) at 2 ppm (parts per million) for acute inhalation and 0.1 ppm for intermediate 

inhalation (USEPA 2007).  

 

 

 

 
Vapor Mitigation System. Photo by P.Little, 2008 
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Vapors can enter buildings in two different ways. In rare cases, vapor intrusion is the 

result of groundwater contamination which enters basements and releases volatile 

chemicals into the indoor air. In most cases, vapor intrusion is caused by contaminated 

vapors migrating through the soil directly into basements or foundation slabs. Although 

the NYDEC historically has evaluated soil gas pathways, advances in analytical 

techniques and the knowledge gained from remedial sites in New York and other states 

has increased the NYDEC’s understanding of how vapor intrusion occurs. The NYDEC’s 

understanding of the risk of the vapor intrusion exposure pathway has shifted in the 

following way: 

 Historically, we thought that vapor intrusion was only an issue where the source 
 of the contaminants was very shallow and the magnitude of the contamination 
 was very great. We now know that our previous assumptions about the 
 mechanisms that could lead to exposure to vapor intrusion were not complete. 
 The result is that additional work may be required to investigate or remediate sites 
 that are in the operational or monitoring phase, or that have already been closed. 
 Separate ranking systems have been developed to account for the two different 
 sources of contaminated vapors. Because we now recognize the need to take a 
 different sampling approach, when the Department evaluates a site for vapor 
 intrusion, both sources can now be effectively considered (NYDEC website). 

 

One major challenge for understanding vapor intrusion risk is that contaminated soil 

vapor is not the only possible source of volatile chemicals in indoor air. Volatile 

chemicals are found in many household products, such as paints, glues, aerosol sprays, 

new carpeting or furniture, refrigerants and recently dry-cleaned clothing that off-gas 

contaminants like perchloroethylene (also known as tetrachloroethylene or PERC). 

Volatile chemicals are also emitted by common commercial and industrial activities and 

indoor air may also become affected through the infiltration of outdoor air containing 

volatile chemicals. As I observed during my fieldwork and it will be shown in Chapter 6, 
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many residents are critical of the fact that the VMSs don’t have a carbon filter and 

wonder to what extent the TCE vapor “really” dissipate once it is released above the 

building or home, as the DEC and vapor intrusion scientists tend to argue.   

 The NYDOC and the NYDOH have led the vapor intrusion risk communication 

effort in Endicott. Together they agreed that vapor intrusion was “among the top 

priorities of our agencies,” that “the likelihood of vapor intrusion-related exposures varies 

from site to site,” that “the number of sites at which vapor intrusion evaluations are 

warranted is quite large,” and finally, that while Endicott presents a special case for vapor 

intrusion risk, “revisiting this issue concurrently at all volatile chemical sites where 

remedial or corrective actions have been implemented is not feasible, resulting in the 

need to prioritize these sites.”40 

 According to the NYDEC and the NYDOH, the “process for evaluating vapor 

intrusion exposure is evolving, as we learn more about this highly complex 

phenomenon…Nonetheless, New York's efforts are leading the Nation in the 

development and implementation of strategies to address vapor intrusion.” They add that 

“Through our efforts, our citizens will be better protected from the chronic health 

problems which can result from exposure to volatile chemicals in indoor air.” 

 The State’s vapor intrusion mitigation decisions vary from site to site. In fact, 

currently there is no national standard for vapor intrusion regulation, which was the 

impetus for the EPA’s 2009  National Forum on Vapor Intrusion, which I will discuss in 

detail in Chapter [?]. According to the NYDEC,  

 it may appear that we [the NYDEC] are applying our vapor intrusion policy and 
 guidance inconsistently. In reality, however, decisions on how to address 

                                                           
40 The politics surrounding this issue of “prioritizing” sites impacted by vapor intrusion is one that I will 
attend to in the concluding chapter.  
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 exposure to vapor intrusion will be made on a site-by-site basis, after a 
 comprehensive review of individual subsurface vapor, indoor air and outdoor air 
 results, and after the consideration of additional site-specific parameters, such as 
 sampling results; sources of volatile chemicals; background levels; and applicable 
 guidelines for volatile chemicals in the air. This is the most appropriate approach 
 to ensure the protection of public health (NYDEC website).  
 
The NYDEC and the NYDOH view the use of vapor mitigation systems as a short-term 

solution to the vapor intrusion problem. Several residents I interviewed likened the 

instillation of VMSs on homes and business in the plume to a “Band-Aid,” that fails to 

fix the bigger problems, like having to live in a toxic plume. But, despite residents’ 

critiques and concerns, the NYDEC believes that addressing the source of the 

contamination and ensuring that steps are taken to remediate and monitor the soil and 

groundwater which provides a pathway for the migration of these chemicals, it “can 

provide effective long-term protection of the public health from vapor migration” 

(NYDEC handout).  Based on public meetings I attended in 2008-2009, the NYDEC 

reports that sampling data indicate that there are sources of vapor contamination in 

addition to those associated with the IBM spill(s), including local dry cleaners and VOCs 

used at the former Endicott Forging Company.  

 The IBM-Endicott site was initially listed as a Class 2 Superfund site in 1984, 

then downgraded to a Class 4 site in 1986. Class 4 sites are determined to be properly 

closed, but continued management is required. Upon appeal by several parties, including 

New York State Congressman Maurice Hinchey and New York State Assemblyman Tom 

DiNapoli, the site was reclassified as a Class 2 in February 2004. The same day of this 

reclassification, IBM gave the village of Endicott a “gift” of over $2 million41. According 

                                                           
41 One activist I interviewed considered this gift an example of local corruption and “collusion between 
IBM, local political officials, and the DEC.” He jokingly added that all the money was used for was “to fix 
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to the DEC, the reclassification occurred as a result of “new information regarding 

groundwater contamination and soil vapor intrusion into structures in the area over the 

groundwater plume.” This reclassification was significant because a Class 2 site is one 

where “hazardous waste constitutes a significant threat to the public health or 

environment,” leading to an intensification of the government response and attention to 

the public health risk of the IBM spill and its remediation. The public health risk of TCE 

vapor is very ambiguous. Issued in 2003, the NYDOH set its air guideline for TCE at 5.0 

mcg/m3 (micrograms per cubi meter). This guideline is highly contested by activists from 

communities impacted by TCE contamination, as will be explained in Chapter 7, but 

what is important to point out here is that according to the NYDOH, the TCE data from 

the Endicott site and the Hopewell Junction site in Dutchess County, helped determine 

the current TCE exposure guidelines for New York State.  

 In September of 2004, the NYDEC and IBM entered into a formal consent 

order42 that requires IBM to investigate and remediate contamination in Endicott. This 

consent order requires IBM “to conduct a supplemental remedial investigation and 

focused feasibility study program for seven operable units that will identify and evaluate 

previously unknown or insufficiently evaluated potential sources of pollution at and in 

the vicinity of the site, and develop and implement appropriate cleanup measures.” 

Additionally, several interim remedial measures (IRMs)43 have been deployed to address 

known environmental contamination at and in the vicinity of the former IBM plant. The 

consent order gives NYDEC the authority to require additional IRMs as appropriate and 

                                                                                                                                                                             

benches and tighten loose bolts in mayors’ office,”  although he admitted not knowing exactly how it was 
spent.   
42 The consent order is a dense official statement outlining the role and authority of the DEC. 
43 An IRM is a set of planned actions that can be conducted without extensive investigation and evaluation 
and is designed to be part of the final remedy for a contaminated site. 
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sets forth specific IRMs to be undertaken by IBM. One of these IRMs involves the use of 

a new remediation technique called in situ thermal remediation. This is a remedial effort 

that is taking place across the street from the old Endicott Forging plant. I walked past 

this site many times during the course of my fieldwork. A fenced off science project that 

hopes to reveal a new cutting-edge remedial effort, the in situ thermal remediation project 

is expensive and reinforcing the finding that TCE is still very difficult to fully remediate. 

One resident and activist I interviewed believes that this remedial experiment may help 

clean up the plume and new discussions of bioremediation options are signs of things 

moving forward, but he is still “tired of living on top of a science project…Science is 

great. I just don’t think people should have to live on top of a science project.”   

 
The In Situ Thermal Remediation Site. Photo by P. Little 

 
 
 
Grassroots Action in Big Blue’s Birthplace 

The IBM closure in 2002 and the increased public disclosure of IBM’s toxic legacy, 

especially TCE and the threat of vapor intrusion, led to the emergence of several local 

advocacy groups. This grassroots advocacy developed in the same way that other 
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environmental health and anti-toxics movements have emerged: knowledge of toxic 

contamination enters local health etiologies and becomes the grounds for action. First, 

plume residents Bernadette Patrick and Sharon Oxx formed a group called the Concerned 

Area Residents of Endicott (CARE) to petition legislators to help plume residents. The 

IBM contamination led Patrick and Oxx to rethink their own experience with the 

ambiguity of local health issues. Patrick’s daughter developed Hodgkin’s disease as a 

teenager and Oxx’s daughters developed bone cancer as a teenager, and their advocacy 

emerged in response to wanting answers about the cause of their daughters’ health 

problems.  

 At the same time that CARE was organizing, residents Alan Turnbull and Edward 

Blaine together developed the Residents Action Group of Endicott (RAGE). Allan 

Turnbull decided to become an activist after learning that his wife Donna, a non-smoker, 

developed throat cancer that led to the removal of her salivary glands. Learning of the 

IBM plume and his wife’s health condition, Allan Turnbull decided to become activist. In 

his words “I decided I was going to get to the bottom of this. The more questions I asked, 

the more questions I had, and the more questions other people had” (Grossman 

2006:100). RAGE went on to develop a web site, prod the state and IBM to cough up 

information and augment their efforts to address residents’ concerns, and even received 

an EPA award for their efforts in community organizing in 2005. Ed Blaine, RAGE’s 

other founder, helped file a local class action in 2008. He is the first listed plaintiff on the 

pending class action, which is made of over 1,000 plume residents represented by seven 

attorneys.  Much of RAGE’s success and ability to connect with political officials came 
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from its former member, Donna Lupardo, who became a New York state 

assemblywoman in 2007.    

 
Donna and Allan Turnbull receiving the 2005 EPA Environmental Quality Award.  

Source: RAGE website 
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From left to right, Allan and Donna Turnbull, Donna Lupardo, and Ed Blaine. 

Source: RAGE website. 
 

 The CARE and RAGE organizations are no longer active. Today, the local 

organization supporting the concerns of impacted residents is the Western Broome 

Environmental Stakeholders Coalition (WBESC). Filling the shoes of RAGE in 

particular, this coalition developed in 2006, and is made of about ten members. The 

primary goal of the WBESC is to help organize public meetings and host guest speakers 

(e.g., agency representatives, scientists, and activists). The chair of the WBESC told me 

in an interview that one of the main reasons the WBESC developed was to “make it 

easier for the agencies to we work with the community, because CARE and RAGE were 

both requesting the same information and each demanding the attention of the state 

agencies, so we decided it was better to combine them, and that is how we got the 

coalition.” Wanda also explained to me that Allan Turnbull had some health problems, 
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including a hip replacement, that made it a struggle for him to attend meetings, resulting 

in her taking over as Chair and lead contact for the WBESC.    

 While public health has always been a concern for residents impacted by the IBM 

plume and for local activists, the WBESC has focused much of its recent efforts on the 

occupational health of former IBMers who worked at the Endicott plant. With the help 

and expertise of  Richard Clapp, who has done groundbreaking epidemiological research 

on occupational health issues among IBM workers (see Clapp 2006), the WBESC has 

worked hard to get a study by the National Institute of Occupational Health and Safety 

investigating over 25,000 corporate mortality files for workers who worked at the former 

IBM plant. NIOSH did a feasibility study when residents first brought this concern up, 

and after completing the study determined it was feasible to the study and that it would 

cost an estimated $3.1 million (NIOSH handout).  Residents and activists are still waiting 

for the results of the in-depth study, which was estimated to take up to five years, 

depending on funding and the “cooperation” of IBM.  

 The most recent effort of the WBESC has been to get the DEC to further 

investigate vapor intrusion at the EIT facility. Rick White, WBESC member and union 

organizer with Alliance@IBM, continues to prod the state to further investigate present 

exposure issues for EIT workers. White argues, as do many activists I interviewed, that it 

is “absurd,” to use his words, that EIT is not required to have VMSs installed at the 

facility. Many scratch their head at this fact, since VMSs are everywhere in the plume, 

but nowhere at the EIT plant, where the soup of toxic chemicals came from. In other 

words, despite the tremendous success of local advocacy groups, the IBM contamination 
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and the struggle of plume residents persists, even while TCE vapor intrusion “risk” has 

been determined, according to state agencies, a “mitigated” problem.   
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 CHAPTER FIVE 

Living with Uncertain Risk, Deindustrialization, and Community Change 

 

The other side of the obsolescence of the industrial society is the emergence of the risk 
society. 

--Beck (1994:5) 
 

It goes beyond the health exposure. There are subtle but real life  
changes that have occurred here. Whether or not you end up with cancer  

 your quality of life suffers and changes as long as you live here. 
--Plume resident, retired IBMer, proprietor 

 
 

Endicott’s IBM spill archive, located at the public repository in the George F. Johnson 

Memorial Library in downtown Endicott, contains four big shelves packed with fact 

sheets and technical reports, many of which are developed by private companies 

contracted by IBM and the DEC to carry out the plethora of environmental and public 

health analyses for Endicott’s groundwater monitoring and remediation project44. These 

reports and fact sheets are filled with monitoring well test data, soil gas sampling data, 

public health statistics, indoor air sampling findings, analytical summaries, addendums, 

memorandums, and very few public comment reports. What is not present among this 

inventory of fact sheets, reports, and data, what is missing from this impressive archive of 

“public” information, is in-depth narrative and survey data reporting on the perspectives 

and experiences of plume residents coping with this microelectronic industry disaster. 

The next two chapters explore this “other” data.  

 This chapter combines the analysis of qualitative and quantitative data to discuss 

the ways in which plume residents understand and make sense of the impacts of the IBM 

                                                           
44 See Appendix F for a full inventory of these documents. 
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pollution they live with and in. What is the experience of residents living with/in the IBM 

plume? Amid IBM’s boom and bust and over thirty years of remedial work, what do 

Endicott’s plume residents feel certain about? What remains elusive? Do differences in 

age, gender, education, length of residence, and renter/owner status influence plume 

residents’ perceptions of risk and their perceptions of the quality of life in a 

postindustrial, post-IBM Endicott? These are the core questions to be explored in this 

chapter.  

 While most plume residents I interviewed tend to agree that ambiguity and 

uncertainty are ubiquitous—especially when it comes to “knowing” what is really going 

on with the plume, with vapor intrusion and the cleanup effort, and how TCE exposure is 

impacting peoples’ health—there was far less confusion about the fact that IBM’s 

pollution is a big problem in downtown Endicott. Few of those interviewed and surveyed 

questioned that TCE is a toxic substance to be concerned about, that stigma is something 

plume residents experience or “learn to live with”—as one informant put it—and that 

Endicott is one of many communities nationwide struggling with the social, political, and 

economic symptoms of deindustrialization. The strongest theme to emerge in my 

discussions with plume and non-plume residents alike, is that Endicott is on the wane. 

Residents’ reflections on and perceptions of Endicott’s tainted post-IBM landscape, in 

other words, bring to the fore the enduring interconnections between and inversions of 

economy, environment, health, and social life. Local discourses on the certain and 

uncertain impacts of the IBM plume invoked a rethinking of sorts, a renegotiation of 

Endicott as a desirable community and livable place. 
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 This chapter has two foci. First, I analyze narrative and survey data that draw 

attention to similarities and difference in local framings and perceptions of TCE 

contamination and vapor intrusion in general and perceptions of the health risks of TCE 

exposure in particular. I look at how intersubjective experience informs plume residents’ 

understandings of TCE risk, and draw attention to the dynamics and contradictions of 

plume residents’ risk perceptions to highlight the local environmental health politics of 

TCE vapor intrusion. Additionally, because I found that local health risk perception was 

commonly entangled in occupational health risk talk—particularly concerns about former 

IBMers who worked at the Endicott plant, which is the focus of an ongoing National 

Institutes for Occupational Safety and Hazards (NIOSH) study—this section of the 

chapter will also include a brief section on the topic of occupational health risk 

perception. 

 A second goal of this chapter is to analyze narrative and survey data elucidating 

the intersecting themes of IBM deindustrialization, community corrosion, and stigma. For 

many plume residents I spoke with, the TCE contamination is “just another sign”—as one 

informant put it—of Endicott falling apart and becoming yet another Rust Belt town to 

bust after many years of industrial dynamism. Many discussed that they are witnessing an 

overall decline in the “quality of life” in Endicott. For a community that once thrived 

with families, businesses, and workers, it has now, for many, lost its’ lure and become a 

welfare community with growing social and race-based tensions. Connected to these 

post-IBM transformations is a common emotive theme to surface in contaminated 

communities: stigmatization. While most plume residents I interviewed explained that 

living in the plume has amounted to a stigmatizing experience, it was not something that 
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bothered everybody. For example, one of my informants who was born in 1924 and has 

lived in Endicott for 82 years, told me “I don’t feel any stigma. No. I mean what 

difference does it make? I mean, hey, show me a town anywhere where they can say 

‘We’re green and we don’t have a thing to matter here.’ This was the only explicit anti-

stigma talk I confronted. Most plume residents I interviewed believed that being a 

“plumer,” as one informant described herself, tends to mark you as being a member of a 

particular geographic space, a toxic zone with tainted property and ambiguous cancers. 

Most important, though, is that I found that residents’ discourses on these experiences of 

deindustrialization, community change, and stigma were mixed together and not 

perceived as mutually exclusive post-IBM effects. It is this confluence of perspectives 

that will serve as the focus in this second part of the chapter.  

 

The State and Science of TCE45 

To provide a context for my analysis of local TCE risk perception, I wish to begin with a 

brief look at how TCE risk—the primary chemical of concern in the plume—is being 

framed beyond the Endicott community, at the state and federal levels. Federal and state 

public health and environmental agencies all recognize trichloroethylene or TCE as a 

hazardous chemical, especially since it is one of the most common toxic substances to be 

found at Superfund sites nationwide. According to the EPA, it is one of the chemicals 

most released into the environment (US EPA 2001). As a nonflammable chemical solvent 

most commonly used for degreasing of metals, TCE was a popular industrial solvent for 

                                                           
45 TCE is the most commonly used acronym for trichloroethylene, but trichloroethylene also goes by other 
names, including trichloroethene, ethylene trichloride, 1-chloro-2, 2-dichloroethylene, 1,1-dichloro-2-
chloroethylene, 1,1,2-trichloroethylene, and TRI. TCE has also gone by the following trade names: Tri-
clene, Dow-Tri, Germalgene, Westrosol, Flock-Flip, and Permachlor (see Harte et al. 1991). 
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many years, and heavily used in microelectronic production. In fact, TCE was the 

targeted solvent of electronics workers in Silicon Valley in the late 1970s, when they 

organized to form the Santa Clara Center for Occupational Safety and Health (SCCOSH) 

to ban TCE from the workplace46. TCE is highly volatile, so when released into the 

environment it most often finds its way into the air. When TCE is released into 

groundwater, it can persist for many years (or decades) and lead to slow vapor intrusion 

scenarios, as is the case in contaminated communities like Endicott. When people are 

exposed to TCE, it is readily absorbed by all exposure routes and is widely distributed 

throughout the body.  

 Both the US Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) and 

the EPA recognize the health risks of TCE exposure to humans. Knowledge of the 

potential health risks of trichloroethylene (TCE) in the environment have resulted in it 

being listed as a “chemical of concern” across several environmental programs. TCE is 

one of many hazardous air pollutants listed under the Clean Air Act. It is also a toxic 

pollutant under the Clean Water Act, a contaminant under the Safe Drinking Water Act, a 

hazardous waste under the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA), and a 

hazardous substance under the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, 

and Liability Act (CERCLA or Superfund). It is a toxic chemical with reporting 

requirements under the Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act and the 

Toxic Substances Control Act. TCE releases, in other words, must be reported to the 

Toxics Release Inventory. Community-right-to-know programs also include TCE on their 

toxic substance lists. Cancers that have been linked with TCE exposure include cancers 

                                                           
46 The major players in this grassroots effort worked at the IBM plant in California’s Silicon Valley and 
their efforts have sparked a global sustainability and corporate accountability movement targeting the high-
tech industry (Byster and Smith 2006). 
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of the liver and bile ducts, kidney and esophagus, and non-Hodgkin’s lymphomas 

(Mandel et al 2006; Wartenberg et al 2000; Wartenberger and Scott 2002). But, like most 

toxins, TCE’s cause-effect relationship is far from being self-evident; rather, TCE risk is 

entangled in complex webs of meaning, caught up in contentious social relations and 

debates over science and expertise. TCE risk is represented differently and communicated 

differently by different parties engaged in TCE politics.      

 In 2005, the “TCE Blog” was developed by a concerned resident from Chesire, 

Connecticut, a community that has been struggling with TCE contamination since the late 

1970s. The goal of the TCE Blog is “to provide a consolidated online resource for 

individuals and communities to learn more about TCE, TCE contamination, and 

the apparent potential obvious relationship between TCE exposure and adverse health 

effects.” The words “apparent” and “potential” were crossed out on the blog’s website in 

2006 after information was released from the National Academy of Sciences review of 

the EPA’s controversial 2001 draft risk assessment of TCE, which showed that TCE 

exposure was actually linked to more health effects than originally reported by the EPA. 

The blog’s website47 contains a link to an image (shown below) that is a classic 

representation of the body burden of TCE exposure. Whether supported by reliable and 

consistent environmental epidemiological evidence or not, this image has a powerful 

effect for vapor intrusion activists. When I attended an expert workshop on vapor 

intrusion (see Chapter 6) the discussion of TCE vapor intrusion (VI) was dominated by 

the process by which volatile organics migrate and enter human dwelling spaces; it was 

not the focus to explain the environmental epidemiology of TCE vapor intrusion. This is 

an area of knowledge that is poorly understood, but this does not mean that residents of 
                                                           
47 See www.tceblog.com 
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communities like Endicott wait on epidemiological evidence to decide their own level of 

security. The fact is that images like this inform how residents and activists “think” about 

and reflect on TCE risk, and this reflective thinking, in some ways,  involves  a certain 

“willingness to endure a condition of mental unrest and disturbance” (Dewey 

2005(1910):12).       
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Adapted from TCE Blog: www.tceblog.com 

 



123 

 

reporting this more comprehensive view of the complex “body of evidence” supporting 

the claim that there are multiple adverse health effects of TCE exposure.  

 The TCE risk debate continues to unfold in both science and toxics advocacy 

circles. Members of communities impacted by TCE contamination have recently 

organized to sign a petition to augment the EPA’s efforts to create a more credible TCE 

health risk assessment. Lenny Siegel, a leading TCE and vapor intrusion activists with 

the Center for Public Environmental Oversight, has helped craft this petition to be sent to 

Lisa Jackson, the EPA’s current Administrator, on January 15, 2010: 

 Dear Administrator Jackson: 

We are people from communities impacted by trichloroethylene (TCE) pollution, 
or we represent such people. We are pleased that EPA has once again put forward 
a Toxicological Review, in support of the Integrated Risk Information System 
(IRIS), for this compound. We urge you to continue to resist pressure to defer 
action by sending the question of TCE toxicity to the National Academies of 
Science (NAS) for yet another review. 
 As you know, the NAS published its last report on TCE in July 2006. 
After a more than 18-month effort the NAS found, “The evidence on cancer and 
other health risks from TCE exposure has strengthened since 2001.” Furthermore, 
it recommended, “enough information exists for the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency to complete a credible human health risk assessment now.” 
That’s exactly what EPA should do. 
 We recognize there is a need for additional research on the health effects 
of TCE exposure, but as the Government Accountability Office has repeatedly 
pointed out, delays “can result in substantial harm to human health, safety, and the 
environment.” That is, we don’t want our families and our communities to be 
“guinea pigs” in a permanent research experiment. Innumerable people are being 
exposed to TCE levels, in the air we breathe and water we drink, that meets 
current, outdated standards but which would be found unacceptable under EPA’s 
draft Review. 
 Moreover, in May 2009 your office issued a new “Process for 
Development of Integrated Risk Information System Health Assessments,” 
streamlining what had become a cumbersome, unproductive process. The TCE 
Review is one of the first tests of this process. Failure to complete the TCE 
Review in a timely fashion would undermine the entire IRIS system, setting a 
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precedent for the continuing delay in the development and improvement of 
science-based exposure standards.  
 Thus, we urge EPA to consider carefully the comments its receives on the 
draft TCE Review and to act quickly to finalize new IRIS values for TCE based 
upon today’s best science. 

As elucidated in one of the quotes at the start of this chapter, the struggle for plume 

residents goes “beyond the health exposure” concern, beyond the probabilistic science of 

risk, which is itself vexed by uncertainty.48 On the other hand, that is not to say that 

residents living in and with Endicott’s IBM TCE plume are not concerned about the 

health risks of TCE exposure or that they don’t attempt to make sense of these risks based 

on their own life experience. Amid grassroots efforts to create TCE risk standards based 

on “today’s best science,” on “sound science,” residents also make sense of TCE risk and 

the uncertainty of TCE risk in their own terms and based on their own “local knowledge” 

(Geertz 1983).        

 

Local TCE Risk Perception: Quantitative and Qualitative Findings  

As pointed out in the introduction, a central focus of this dissertation is to better 

understand how Endicott residents living in the IBM plume think and talk about the 

health risks of the TCE contamination. To flesh out this understanding, I collected in-

depth narratives on the topic and included questions on the community survey 

questionnaire that aimed to get a sense for how plume residents understood the public 

health impact of the IBM pollution. One of my primary goals for conducting a 

quantitative survey of plume residents, aside from generating some basic demographic 

                                                           
48 It is critical to remember here that quantitative risk assessments have serious limitations because “Even 
with good data on actual human exposures….the low signal-to-noise [or dose-response] ratios that typify 
epidemiological studies introduce considerable uncertainty when these data are introduced in practice” 
(Cullen and Small 2004:167). 
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information on characteristics of the plume population and generate data on residents’ 

perception of mitigation (see Chapter 6), was to test the hypothesis that residents living in 

Endicott’s TCE plume will have high perceptions of risk to their health.  

 To explore this hypothesis, I used a 5-point scaled question design49 asking 

survey respondents to rank the degree to which they thought the IBM pollution in 

Endicott affected local public health. I found that the majority (64.6%, or 51 out of 79 

respondents) of those surveyed (n=82) “strongly agreed” with this statement. The survey 

then asked residents whether or not TCE vapors in particular had impacted local public 

health, and again the majority (65.4%, or 51 out of 78 respondents) “strongly agreed.” 

For survey respondents who marked “strongly agree” to this second scaled question 

(“TCE vapors have impacted local public health”), only seven respondents marked “yes” 

when asked the question “Have you had any personal health problems that you believe 

are related to TCE or other toxic substances resulting from the IBM spill?” The 

“personal” health problems reported by these seven respondents were “I am having 

female problems,” “My health has deteriorated substantially since living in this home. I 

have fatigue and nausea,” “I get headaches, sore throat, breathing problems, and also 

emotional suffering. It is stressful not knowing if I or my family will be another victim of 

this IBM negligence,” “I have neuropathy,” “I am having a lot of problems with skin 

irritation and upper respiratory issues,” “I have asthma in the Spring when everything in 

the air is blowing around,” and “I have cancer.” The survey also asked plume residents to 

list what they thought were the health effects of TCE exposure, to see how they compare 

to the EPA’s most recent environmental epidemiological findings (see Table 2).   

                                                           
49 The 5-point scale, excluding “Don’t know”  was based on the following possible responses: 1=Strongly 
Agree, 2=Somewhat Agree, 3=Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4=Somewhat Disagree, 5=Strongly Disagree.  
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Table 2. Health Effects of TCE Exposure: Local vs. EPA Risk Understanding 

Local Understanding EPA Understanding 

Cancers  
Respiratory problems 

Birth defects 
Heart problems 

Neuropathy 
Nervousness 

Skin problems 

 
Kidney cancer 
Liver cancer 

Lympho-hematopoietic cancer 
Cervical cancer 
Prostate cancer 

 
  

 Only 23 of those surveyed (N=82), responded to this question and most either 

said “don’t know,” “not sure,” or in one case, “I have no idea, but with all the money 

IBM is spending to clean it up, it can't be good.” Some respondents though, did list what 

they felt were the health effects of TCE exposure (see Table 2). While it is true that these 

TCE risk perceptions or the so-called “social effect of risk definitions…[are] not 

dependent on their scientific validity” (Beck 1992:32), it is worth remembering that TCE 

health risk knowledge is in-the-making, as are residents’ perceptions of TCE risk. The 

validity of each depends on emergent rationality and in fact, within many decision-

making contexts, public or lay knowledge has often been proven as important as the 

systematic knowledge of experts (Wynne 1989; Jasanoff 1992).What is most important 

here, I think, is that neither plume residents, nor public health experts, are claiming 

absolute TCE risk knowledge. 

 On the other hand—and this is where environmental health politics really figure 

into TCE contamination debates—many environmental epidemiologists would consider 

these listed environmental illnesses examples of anecdotal evidence50. Plume residents’ 

                                                           
50 Etymologically, anecdote comes from the Greek word anekdota, which translates as “unpublished 
memoirs” or “secret history.” In practice, calling something “anecdotal” is a way of saying that it is 
unscientific or otherwise unreliable. 
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perceptions of the health effects of TCE exposure might in fact be the result of people 

“confusing cause and effect,” people engaging in “the real corruption of reason,” as 

Nietzsche put it long ago in his 1888 Twilight of the Idols. But, really, this dissertation is 

not interested in “scientizing” (Wilce 2008; see also Hacking 1999:105) these 

environmental health claims and narratives; that motive has proven to befuddle even the 

most cultured environmental public health experts (Little 2009). What I am interested in 

doing, though, is showing how TCE risk is socially experienced and how risk perception 

is socially constituted. This seems to speak more directly to the nature of risk experience, 

or the experience of TCE risk that plume residents live with and cope with everyday. 

Following Lupton (1999), I am most interested in documenting plume residents’ 

understandings of risk and how these understandings are “constantly constructed and 

negotiated as part of [a] network of social interaction and the formation of 

meaning…[T]he primary focus is on examining how concepts of risk are part of world 

views” (Lupton 1999:29-30). That said, the TCE risk perception in focus here is 

primarily of the “interactive kind” (Hacking 1999:105). TCE is volatile and migratory; it 

is not a stationary toxin. The same can be said for TCE risk perception. When studied 

ethnographically, TCE risk perception appears interactively understood and socially 

processed and judged.    

 While only seven survey respondents listed “personal” health issues that they 

believe to be related to TCE exposure, I found it much more common for the plume 

residents to “know” neighbors or have family members with certain illnesses that leave 

them asking etiological questions, thus informing their “public” health risk perception. 

Local risk perception seems to be most conditioned by local social processes—most 
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notably intersubjective experience—rather than residents’ beliefs about their own 

personal health problems. Knowledge of the health problems of others was a strong focus 

of survey respondents’ perceptions of risk. For example, survey respondents added 

comments like 

• “My husband died two years ago with bone cancer. We had a bicycle shop in the 
basement for 15 years prior to this. I believe this TCE contributed to his cancer. 
He worked in the basement everyday.”     

• “My step-sons who grew up here were both born prematurely.” 
• “My daughter all of a sudden has colds and stiffness. When she is not here she is 

fine.” 
• “We get the headaches. We get a lot of headaches from living here. We don’t 

know what it is caused by. It could be the natural gas. It could be a series of 
things. My doctor said this is not the healthiest area to live in and that they get a 
lot of patients with complaints. They get a lot of complaints from other residents 
living here. Some of the residents that I have talked to who have moved out of 
Endicott say they don’t get the headaches anymore. They say that since they left 
they haven’t had the headaches. So, there is a problem here.”  
                                                                                                                                                                                                      

While these brief comments of survey respondents can create a snap-shot picture of how 

people feel and perceive of things, I found that the narratives that emerged from my in-

depth ethnographic interviews with plume residents illustrate in more detail the “social” 

risk perception of plume residents. I found that my survey questions based on scaled 

questions lacked the depth provided by risk narratives, or more appropriately, risk 

testimonies51. For example, in my interview with Shannon, a plume resident and nurse, 

she immediately began to talk about her husbands’ health problems when the 

conversation turned to the topic of TCE risk:       

My primary concern is health. I mean my husband has been through cancer twice. 
I just really question, number one, are they truly getting it out, and what the long 

                                                           
51 I think Barker’s (2004) use of “oral testimony” is totally appropriate for anthropological studies of 
environmental health risk, for it seems to honor the fact that people do in fact witness things, and don’t just 
perceive things. The latter seems to have an abyssal negative connotation, which has been the focus of 
Beck’s (1992) risk knowledge politics. 
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term health effects of it are. You know. We have been here 21 years. I mean thank 
God I am ok, but my husband has been through it twice. I mean I had 8 children 
living in this house, but I really question down the road what is this leading to? If 
anything, I mean are they just grasping at straws. I don’t know. I’m obviously not 
knowledgeable enough in the overall picture, but when the health department 
stood there and said to me ‘Well, we are only checking certain kinds of cancer.’ 
That to me is a crock, because cancer is cancer. It is the abnormal reproduction of 
cells. What difference does it make in who, when, where, or how. You know. 

 

Shannon’s environmental health risk perception is conditioned by health problems that 

are “close to home”: 

When it is so close to home, it really makes you think. I took care of my one dear 
friend, she was 85 years old. She was old. She was diagnosed in October of 2006 
with the same cancer my husband had and she was dead in February. They said it 
was a rare kind of lymphoma that she had. But, her house was one of the ones 
tested and what they found on the basis of her house was high levels. I don’t 
know the levels, but they were high.  
 I went to one of the town meetings and they said it was the law that every 
doctor has to report all cases of cancer. I said ‘Well then doesn’t it make sense 
when you’ve got 12 cases of cancer in 16 homes’. I mean the young man next 
door was in his early 30’s when he got it. His dad, maybe fifteen years later, was 
diagnosed on a Monday with a stomach cancer and by Friday he was dead. That is 
why I question the idea that only the elderly are affected. I don’t think a thirty 
year old should go like that. One the house on the corner, the green house, his 
brother was 21 years old and died of brain cancer and a year later their mom died 
with recurring breast cancer. We had a girl that lived across the street that died 
last May. She fought with breast cancer that went all through her. She left behind 
a four year old. This is just chance? I don’t think so. I mean yes, the old lady I 
took care of, yes, she was 85 years old. I don’t think age should be an issue. I 
mean that’s my concern. I mean are we getting the whole story? 

Shannon then went on to contest the fuzzy position of public health experts. She found it 

frustrating to have experts say that plume residents are living “within a safe range” even 

while reports are “finding” significant relations between TCE exposure and her 

husbands’ cancer:      
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The reports said ‘you don’t have to worry about these and this is what you have to 
worry about. You’re within a safe range’. I mean how do they really know… 
Initially they first told me, when I questioned it and I brought out the cancer and I 
brought out my husband, they said it publically at the meeting: ‘There was no 
connection between these chemicals and non-Hodgkins lymphoma’. Not two 
weeks later there was a report put out in the paper and they were finding a 
significant relation between this and non-Hodgkins lymphoma. You know, I mean 
its kinda frustrating. Its frustrating to be laughed at. You know, I don’t claim to 
know everything, but I’m not stupid. I think that is what I resent more than 
anything else. It is that what we thought were legitimate concerns have just been 
ignored.  

Shannon experiences the same “double bind” situations that many residents of 

contaminated communities find themselves caught in. She is between messages, dealing 

with “a persistent mismatch between explanation and everyday life” (Fortun 2001:13), 

between being told the environmental health risks are slim and knowing certain things are 

present and true (Checker 2007). Regardless of the state of the science of TCE and the 

continued emergence of new research findings, there seems to be an enduring sense of 

helplessness among plume residents. Most plume residents—with the exception of many 

renters, as will be discussed later—understand that they inhabit both a fragile 

environment saturated with ambiguity and a social environmental that can lead to 

frustrating interactions with government officials, like public health experts with the 

Department of Health. In Shannon’s words  

I guess when you have gone through cancer twice, you just feel like you are on 
egg shells. Now, is it definitely a result of it, we don’t know. But, it sure does 
seem, you know, a higher percentage in this area and not just one kind of cancer. I 
think the very first time I responded to a questionnaire and I think it was in the 
Press, and it was before this area was announced. They were looking for people to 
call in. I believe it was over in Endwell were they had several cases of pediatric 
cancers, like brain tumors and leukemia, and just terrible stuff. It was in a very 
high percentage of children. I called the department of health and I said ‘You are 
looking for some input on this and have you checked the water?’ They thanked 
me and said ‘We appreciate your concern, but right now we are checking on 
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pediatric cancers’. I said ‘I am not trying to depreciate the seriousness of children 
having it, but when you have got another part of town, you know, so close and 
with so many varied kinds’. I said ‘What difference does it make whether its 
children or its adults. Cancer is cancer. It kills’. They again thanked me for my 
concern and said ‘We’ll make a note of it’. It was probably about a year or two 
later that we started hearing about the spill in this area.  

In my discussions with plume residents in Endicott, it became clear that not all plume 

residents were equally concerned about the health risks. For example, Lenny, Shannon’s 

husband, is sure that he will never really know how he got cancer twice, but he does not 

rule out the “possibility” the plume has caused some local health problems: 

I had cancer twice. Non-Hodgkins Lymphoma. Twice. The first time was in 1993 
and the second time was in 2002. Nobody knows the cause of cancer. Could it 
have something to do with the toxins that are here? Sure, it could, but no one has 
proof. It is just really unproven. I mean you can’t really, I mean, they know 
through lab tests and stuff like that TCE can cause cancer, but is that what my 
problem is? Well, that is something you’ll never know… We just don’t know 
what the health effects are. There is just no conclusive proof that this is the 
culprit. The only thing they say they know about TCE is from studying its affects 
on rats. Well, what does that mean? It is certainly a possibility. 

 

Lenny’s good friend Robert is, like Lenny, not sure why Lenny has had two episodes of 

cancer. They both accept the fact that many variables contribute to ill health. But, Robert 

is confused about why the ATSDR-DOH health statistics review study of plume residents 

did not look at lymphatic cancers like non-Hodgkins lymphoma52: 

When you are dealing with people who are living in the plume, there as so many 
other variables. What are the health risks that the particular individual has? Larry 
is a case in point. He has had two bouts with cancer. The study has been done and 
the statistics have been run for the houses just south of the IBM complex, looking 
at the incidence of cancer. It shows some signs of slightly elevated cancers, but 
they did not look at lymphatic cancer at all. That is an issue that I don’t 
understand. Why did they not look at the cancers of the lymph nodes. That was 

                                                           
52 See Mandel et al (2006) for a meta-analysis and review of the link between TCE and Non-Hodgkins 
Lymphoma. 
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what Larry had, so I just don’t know. My wife is more medically in tune. There 
must be a reason why it was left out, but I don’t understand what it is. 

 

Ambiguity can be a common source of struggle for residents of contaminated 

communities (Edelstein 2004). Health impact is “hard to prove,” leaving many plume 

residents—even those with family members with specific cancers commonly the focus of 

environmental illness debates—feeling perplexed and stuck with concerns, questions, and 

the problem of not knowing:     

When is comes to health, that stuff is hard to prove. That is really hard to prove. I 
mean personal activity plays a role. My brother got leukemia and they couldn’t 
prove that it was the water. He died in 1985 when he was just 39 and there were 
18 cases of cancer on that street. The people that lived in the house before him 
died of cancer. Their dog even died of cancer. There were different forms of 
cancer on that street…I just don’t know what this stuff is doing to our health. That 
is the main concern. What about our health? You don’t know what it is going to 
do to your health. 
 

 In this way, not knowing or sensing the risks of TCE exposure, or having a firm 

belief that one is safe from TCE harm, as we see here, doesn’t mean that plume residents 

don’t witness other residents’ struggles with illness which may or may not be caused by 

TCE exposure. This theme emerged in other interviews with plume residents. Ann, who 

worked at IBM for 18 years as a consignment analyst and now makes a living as a 

message therapist, explained to me that even though she has witnessed her neighbor go 

through cancer, she still feels safe living in the plume. She saw the crippling affect cancer 

had on her neighbor and she explained that she gets excited now whenever she sees him 

walk the dog around the block, because for months, she says, “he was totally bedridden.” 

Despite these observations and her belief that the plume is a problem and that “IBM has 

raped and ravaged this community,” she is still unsure that the TCE is causing health 
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problems or that it should be considered a valid cause for fear. As she cautiously put it, 

“With plume type things, you don’t know what effects are here, in the ground, where it is. 

I am so afraid because I don’t wanna like disregard or pooh-pooh someone else’s fears 

and thoughts, you know.” She then added, “But, you know, I mean I had a good reason to 

buy a $400 air purifier. You know, my thought was if I have a good air purifier, no matter 

what, if there is a problem, I’m protected. But others have not been so lucky.”  

 Ann is not the only plume resident to feel unharmed, despite knowing “others” 

that might have had their health affected by the TCE plume. These two elderly residents 

are more concerned about the “risk” of property devaluation—a topic I focus on in more 

detail in Chapter 6—but that does not mean that they do not think about the possible 

future health problems that may be the result of living in, what they call, “the heart of the 

plume,” since 1970. Again, knowing other plume residents struggling with cancer 

informs their risk perception: 

Roger: We haven’t had any health problems and we have three children and they 
have not experienced any health problems either, so I guess our main concern is 
the property value…I guess I also don’t worry because I don’t know enough to 
worry about the health stuff. 
  
Helen: Of course the health issues may come up later, but right now, nothing.  
 
Roger: Not like the folks a couple blocks over, that’s for sure. 

 
Helen: If you were talking about families on McKinley Ave and Monroe Street, 
than that is health problems. There is a lot of cancer there. There are something 
like five cancers in seven homes or something. 

 

 As Beck (1992) has argued, risks associated with chemical contamination 

“completely escape human powers of direct perception. The focus is…on hazards which 

are neither visible nor perceptible to victims” (Beck 1992:27). TCE risk might be 
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imperceptible, but cancer, according to many of the plume residents, isn’t. It is visible to 

many. Plume residents are not alone. In an interview with a lead DEC official working on 

the IBM-Endicott site, I was told that health problems are ubiquitous and impact 

everybody, and not just residents living in the plume. He spoke very matter-of-factly and 

with a quantitative tone, a statistical sensibility: 

The fact of it is is that something like one out of two or one out of three people 
get cancer. But if you had cancer, you know. My wife had cancer. Everybody has 
somebody in their family that has had cancer or that had some sort of medical 
problems. When you superimpose that relationship onto a community where there 
is contamination, the net result is that folks look at that contamination as the 
causal agent. You know, it is possible that it is in some cases, but there is 
probably a disproportionate kind of concern over the impact of the contaminants 
relative to whats really there. 

 

What is really there, in the 300 plus acre plume? What is the “net result” of local 

environmental health risk? Neither expert nor lay will likely find satisfactory answers to 

these questions. Scientists and residents alike know that cancer most likely has multiple 

“causal agents.” The belief that “the possible is richer than the real” (Prigogine 1997) 

seems to fit well with the majority of plume residents’ understandings and framings of 

the health risks of TCE exposure. Especially on the topic of cancer, possibility talk was 

far more common than certainty talk. Indeed, it is possible that TCE risk has “different 

meanings for different people” (Beck 1992:26, emphasis in original) and similar 

meanings for similar people. Differences in gender and renter/owner status, for example, 

seem to condition local perceptions of environmental contamination and understandings 

of the TCE vapor intrusion process. 
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Quantifying Risk Perceptions in the Plume   

As with other environmental anthropology risk perception studies that employ 

quantitative methods (Tilt 2006), I used a quantitative survey in my research to see if 

there was any statistical significance when comparing residents’ risk perceptions across 

groups in the community (e.g., gender, owner/renter status, education, and length of 

residence). In this section of the survey I asked questions in the form of statements 

designed to measure each respondents’ level of agreement.53 These statements (e.g., In 

Endicott, the IBM pollution affects local public health; or The trichloroethylene (TCE) 

vapors found in Endicott impact local public health) were also combined with questions 

including, but not limited to: What do you think are the health effects of TCE exposure, 

or Have you had any personal health problems that you believe are related to TCE or 

other toxic substances resulting from the IBM-Endicott spill?   

 To make comparisons for groups with only two categories in the independent 

variable (e.g., gender), I ran a Mann-Whitney test using SPSS. The Mann-Whitney test, 

also called the rank sum test, is a nonparametric test that compares two unpaired groups 

(e.g., male/female, renter/owner, etc.). When SPSS runs the Mann-Whitney, it ranks all 

the values from low to high. The low in this case is a 1 for “Strongly agree” and the high 

is “Strongly disagree.” When it ranks these values, the test pays no attention to which 

group (e.g., male/female, renter/owner, etc.) each value belongs. If two values are the 

same, then they both get the average of the two ranks for which they match. The smallest 

number gets a rank of 1. The largest number gets a rank based on the total number of 

values represented in the two groups. The Mann-Whitney test sums the ranks in each 

group and reports the two sums, or two mean ranks. If the sums of the mean ranks are 
                                                           
53 See Appendix B for the complete survey questionnaire.  
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very different, the P value will be small, or preferably, close to <0.05. The result of the P 

value is the critical number for the Mann-Whitney test. The P value determines whether 

or not the populations or groups being compared have the same median, and the chance 

that random sampling will result in a sum of ranks as far apart (or more so) as observed in 

the actual experiment. In other words, if the P value is small and close to <0.05, I can 

comfortably assume that the results are not coincidence and that the populations do in 

fact have different mean ranks. I also ran a Kruskal-Wallis test on other independent 

variables (e.g., length of residence, age, and race) to see which variables explained 

differences in risk, but ones I’ll discuss below are the only ones that showed statistical 

significance.   

 After running the Mann-Whitney test, I found only two scaled questions that 

showed statistically different perceptions of risk between males and females and 

homeowners and renters. When asked to rank, based on a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 being 

“Strongly agree” and 5 being “Strongly disagree,” the survey question “Environmental 

contamination is a problem in Endicott,” I found statistical significance (p=.006) to be 

gender based (see Table 3). Women had a mean rank of 35.50, and men a mean rank of 

46.64, which means that women showed higher perceptions of risk than men. What these 

results reveal is that men and women differ in their perception and that this difference is 

not coincidental. These results, in many ways, coincide with the literature accounting for 

gendered differences in risk perception (Slovic 1992; Cutter, Tiefenbacher, and Solecki 

1992; Flynn, Slovic, and Mertz 1994; Davidson and Freudenburg 1996; Gustafson 1998). 
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Table 3: Environmental contamination is a problem in Endicott. 
 

Female 

N 

50 

Mean Rank 

       35.50 

Std. Dev. 

 

   .628 

Asymp. Sig 

 

    .006  

Male 

 

28 

 

       46.64 

 

  According to Gustafson (1998:805), “[w]hen gender differences appear in risk 

research, they are generally expressed in purely quantitative terms and rarely related to 

relevant gender theory. This gives rise to serious problems regarding what gender 

differences are found, and how they are explained.” Gustafson (1998) adds that 

“[q]ualitative differences, involving the perception of different risks and different 

meanings of risks, have been neglected or reduced to quantitative differences.” While I 

don’t wish to be included in this later camp, I do not think this dissertation revealed 

enough ethnographic data on gendered differences to “speak to” the survey findings. At 

this juncture, I am comfortable siding with Davidson and Freudenburg (1996) who 

highlight how social roles and everyday activities can contribute to gendered differences 

in environmental risk perception. They conclude that since women generally tend to play 

the role of nurturer and primary care provider, women are often more concerned about 

health and safety. I would argue that while this could surely be a social risk perception 

fact, risk perception is more likely simultaneously informed by other social and 

intersubjective factors, such as power, socioeconomic status, and trust (Flynn, Slovic, and 

Mertz 1994). Again, my survey data showed a significant gendered difference, but my 

narrative data illustrated that both men and women had TCE risk concerns and felt 

environmental contamination was a “problem.”         
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 After running a Mann-Whitney test, I also found statistically significant 

differences (p=.008) between renters and homeowners when they were asked to rank the 

degree to which they understood the TCE vapor intrusion process (see Table 4). I found 

this finding especially interesting, because while there is a New York State Tenant 

Notification Law requiring landlords to inform renters of environmental contamination 

problems impacting properties in communities like Endicott, renters are not necessarily 

being informed.  

           Table 4: I understand the TCE vapor intrusion process. 
 

Owners 

N 

44 

Mean Rank 

       29.72 

Std. Dev. 

 

   1.223 

Asymp. Sig 

 

    .008  

Renters 

 

23 

 

       42.20 

 

Owners clearly have a better understanding of the TCE vapor intrusion process, and this 

tenant notification bill (A.10952-B/S.8634), which was signed into law by New York 

State Governor David Patterson in September 2008 and created by state assemblywomen 

Donna Lupardo, does not seem to be “informing” renters. After the bill was signed into 

law, Lupardo explained to reporters that “It's only fair that we protect individuals and 

families who rent just like homeowners are protected when they purchase their homes.” 

 I thought that maybe the survey would reveal a statistically significant difference 

in health risk perception between those who worked for IBM and those who didn’t. 

While no statistical significance was found, in my interviews with former IBMers, they 

tended to point to the fact that many residents living in the plume zone also worked at the 

plant, creating a possible double exposure scenario. As one former IBMer put it, “there 
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were some residents who were double whammied, if you will. They were exposed to it at 

work and they were exposed to it at home.” Other informants felt that workers 

experienced greater risk: “With the plume, I mean, there are so many questions to ask. It 

is one thing for the people living in the community, but if you are talking about…workers 

who were exposed eight hours a day, five days a week for however number of years, it’s 

a different issue. Lets put it this way. There is a good reason why NIOSH is doing their 

study. Now, what will the outcome of that study be? Who is to say?”  

 Uncertainty, imperceptibility, converging and diverging perceptions of TCE risk. 

These were themes that I expected to confront at the outset of my return to Endicott for 

dissertation fieldwork in 2008. Another theme of the research that surfaced with equal 

force was that of citizen struggles with deindustrialization, a topic compounded by the 

fact that this research was carried out during the recent and ongoing “great financial 

crisis” (Foster and Magdoff 2008) which only exacerbated my informants’ sense of social 

and economic insecurity, and hopelessness. Plume residents may struggle to understand 

the environmental health risks of TCE exposure and unusual rates of cancer in the 

community, but they are less perplexed and confused when it comes to talking about the 

reality of Rust Belt deindustrialization in general and IBM neoliberal creative destruction 

in particular. This American experience of “insecurity” is now a national trend. As 

Besteman and Gusterson (2010:6) recently put it, 

Americans sense that something is terribly amiss, even if the full picture is not 
entirely clear. Downsizing has devastated communities across America, replacing 
stable unionized jobs with low-wage insecure service sector jobs. The 2008 real 
estate crash and stock market collapse wiped out home equity and retirement 
savings while increasing unemployment, thus exerting further downward pressure 
on wages. But Americans have lost more than wages and equity during these last 
few decades; a more equitable division of risk among all income categories has 
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been lost as well. In the decades after World War II, Americans could expect 
support from their employers and their government for managing the risks of 
illness, unemployment, and retirement, but since the 1980s, responsibility for 
managing these risks has been shifted onto the shoulders of American families. 
This “Great Risk Shift,” says Yale political scientist Jacob Hacker, is “the 
defining economic transformation of our times.”54 The number of employees who 
receive health care benefits, defined-benefit retirement pensions, and benefits 
from unemployment insurance has plummeted over the past few decades. 
Whereas in most other industrialized countries the government provides benefit 
security, American families are left on their own as employers have withdrawn 
coverage. Americans are feeling insecure because they are.       

 

Living with Deindustrialization, Coping with IBM Wi thdrawal    

During the first week of my return to Endicott for dissertation fieldwork, I was told by 

one resident and activist, that “People are people. A lot of people just wanna talk to their 

neighbors about other things, like the kids, the weather, the new car. Nobody wants to 

talk about the shadow hovering over this community, you know.” I agreed with this then, 

and to some extent, I still think this is true. Dwelling on the topic of Endicott on the wane 

is depressing. The “shadow” is likely not the theme of everyday dinner conversations. 

But, that is not to say that it is a topic devoid of local importance, or a discourse lacking 

local circulation. When I started to talk to plume residents about their situation and 

inquired about what it was like living in Endicott and what changes they had witnessed in 

the community, my informants spoke at length about the local rupture invoked by the 

“shadow” of IBM deindustrialization and the inversion of the local socioeconomic 

situation. All of the plume residents I spoke with and who responded to the plume 

community survey, seemed to agree that since at least the early 1990s—when IBM was 

                                                           
54 See Hacker (2004, 2006). 
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under the contentious and indecisive leadership of John Akers55—Endicott has been 

gradually experiencing a “community inversion” (Edelstein 2004:102) marked by 

widespread social and economic downturn. My neighbor Bill put it this way: “The quality 

of life here is depressed. You will find this in your studies. The village of Endicott has 

been in decline here because once the IBM gravy train folded, everything got depressed.” 

Another resident, when asked “what is your vision of where the community is going?” 

responded simply with “Down.” 

 My survey questionnaire included several questions that aimed to get at the theme 

of deindustrialization and Endicott’s’ “downward” swing. For many residents, the 

mixture of the IBM bust and the IBM contamination have made Endicott a less 

“desirable” place to live, with most plume residents surveyed (60.8%, or 48 respondents 

out of 79) blaming the IBM pollution for impacting the quality of life in Endicott. When 

asked if local industrial pollution has made Endicott a less desirable place to live, the 

majority of plume residents surveyed marked that they “strongly agree”  (47.5%, or 38 

respondents out of 80) or “somewhat agree” (42.5%, or 34 respondents out of 80).  

 Residents were also asked to rank the degree to which they felt the decline of 

local industry had made Endicott a less desirable place to live, to which over half (53.8%, 

or 42 respondents out of 78) marked “strongly agree.” One informant’s narrative actually 

points to the fact that the declining appeal of Endicott “had nothing to do with the spill.” 

As this former IBM software engineer put it, 

Its just an economy thing. When we first moved here it was great. IBM was going 
great. They were like smoking guns. Everybody was busy and a lot of things were 
going on. It was a great community to be in. But, when IBM slowly started going 

                                                           
55 Akers was president of IBM from 1983 to 1989, and CEO of IBM from 1984 until 1993. It should also 
be noted that Akers was on the Board of Directors of Lehman Brothers when it filed for bankruptcy in 
2008. 
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down and down and downsizing and downsizing, of course, naturally, that hit the 
economy of the area. Washington Avenue used to be a booming street for 
business. Now you look at Washington Avenue and you say ‘Uh’. I mean it is 
nothing like it was when we first moved here. There are still business there, but 
not like it was. Of course with IBM out of here, the job market here has just gone 
down the tubes. The jobs just went away. I mean there is still some IBM software 
stuff here, but it has downsized considerably and the only manufacturing still left 
here is EIT. What happened when IBM started to move out, was that both 
software and hardware people were either relocating, retiring, or taking early buy 
outs and things like that. But, as the jobs went away people moved and all the 
satellite companies that were selling wares to IBM, they just disappeared because 
with IBM gone their market was gone. It really affected the area and that had 
nothing to do with the spill. It was just the fact that they were moving out of the 
area. Basically IBM was picking up and moving out. And of course, EJ was here, 
but they were almost done when we moved here. Shortly after we moved here, 
IBM was doing great and EJ started goin down, down, down, down. So it’s just 
one of those things that is happening in many places across the country where you 
get a big company in a town that moves out, it is just going to change that 
community big time. 

 

 One former IBMer and current Endicott village trustee explained that “We’ve all 

got Endicott’s all over the place.” After reminding me that “we live in a classic Rust Belt 

area,” this informant shared with me his perspective on what he feels is the causal agent 

of deindustrialization in Endicott and the economic fallout occurring in New York state: 

This is a northern community that was heavily dominated by a manufacturing 
industry that dates back to the early 1900s, and a lot of that industry has left. Ok. 
The scars of what that industry was doing have been left behind. Upstate New 
York is a classic example of this. We’ve all got Endicott’s all over the place. To 
see where industry has left a big scar on the landscape, go to Buffalo’s Niagra 
Falls [he was referring to Love Canal in particular]. They’ve got real problems up 
there. They have had tremendous industry up there that just polluted the hell out 
of the land and walked away. A lot of those industries just don’t exist anymore. 
So a lot of the problems that they left behind are still there and the people are 
living there…So, what has happened to the economy? Upstate New York is in 
serious trouble. New York state is very unfriendly to businesses. A lot of heavy 
taxes and heavy requirements in terms of insurance. Utilities are very high and 
gas and electric are much higher than the national averages. High taxes. To start a 
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new business here is tough. You see a lot of them start and then fold. Start and 
fold. Start, fold. For example, one guy had a small business here, and I forget 
what it was exactly, but he moved just south across the border to Pennsylvania 
because of the costs. The workmen compensation costs in New York were just 
way too high. To stay afloat he went across the border. Unfortunately my friends 
in Albany don’t seem to get it. Their solution, like the solution for most 
politicians, is to increase government spending to fix problems and then our taxes 
go up. We need to cut government, not increase government. It’s a no win 
scenario. We are in a situation in our state where the taxes go up every year 
because the cost of labor continues to go up. Unions are very expensive. The costs 
are going up and everybody is packing their bags and leaving.  

This village trustee also informed me that Endicott’s budget for FY 2008 was $22 

million, which is offset by about $15 million in revenue that comes back to the village in 

revenues generated from water and electric, parking tickets, and the other seven million 

has to be raised in taxes.  

 Other residents turn to corporate greed and the problem of corporate capitalism 

when trying to make sense of the causal agents of deindustrialization in Endicott. For this 

resident, whose father was a successful IBMer, the issue is more about a problem of 

capital being favored over labor, about IBM deteritorriality and broader national and 

global political-economic trends: 

IBM employees are called ‘Zippers’. They are like wind-up toys. Whatever the 
corporation told them to do, they did. Like wind-up toys who had been 
programmed, you know. Puppets. Like whatever the company says, the company 
is right. I don’t think much of the corporate world and know it is being proven out 
nationwide and worldwide that workers are nothing but a number. They really 
don’t matter to the company. And if you mentioned ‘union’ at IBM you were out 
the door. If you mentioned an IBM union in the 1960s, 70s, or 80s, they would 
find a way to let you go…Today, everybody is downsizing, cutting jobs and 
benefits, and squeezing their workers. If you ask for a raise, they will just get rid 
of you and hire somebody on the street. The outsourcing is happening everywhere 
and not just here in Endicott. In Michigan, nearly half a million auto-industry jobs 
were lost. Michigan is in a serious depression and so is Endicott. There is a whole 
globalization of the workforce. Your job has been outsourced for 70 cents an hour 
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in China. [laugh]. Corporations profit from this. Do they lower their prices 100 or 
200 percent? No. They drop them a little bit and they grab market share.  

He then shared with me his dystopic vision of what this political economic trend is 

leading to:   

I feel sorry for the generation today going into the workforce around here that are 
not educated. I feel sorry for the children there. Most of them are educated, but 
they are going to have problems in the future. I see a future generation in 30 years 
of people with pensions and people without pensions. There is going to be a big 
rift where government workers and big companies where you have all the teachers 
and government workers with pensions and people in the private sector will have 
their 401Ks and that’s it. I see this happening in the next 30 years. I’m not real 
optimistic about the way things will go.  

 

Shifting Demographics: From IBM Main Street to Welfare Hot Spot 

When discussing the theme of community decline and the local impact of IBM 

deindustrialization, it was common for my informants to talk about Endicott’s shifting 

demographics. For some, with IBM gone and the economy down, post-IBM Endicott is 

now a welfare community:  

Well most of the people that lived here got out of here when IBM started to 
downsize. Now it really ran down the area. It is all Section 8 housing56. The 
neighborhood has really changed. You know what I mean. You are bringing 
people in from everywhere. None of them are working. They all got little kids, 
living on welfare, and because its free they don’t care. You know what I mean. 
This is a free place to live. Now the property owners like me are stuck paying the 
bill. You know, where I didn’t create this problem. The whole neighborhood has 
changed. Like I said, we have a Section 8 program going on here. These people 
are moving here thinking they are out in the country and that it is better than New 
York City. There are also a lot of absentee landlords. The rental properties are 
faring well. Landlords are making like $650 to $700 a month for a one or two 
bedroom. It has doubled in the past seven years. Real estate here is all about 

                                                           
56 The Housing Choice Voucher Program is a type of federal assistance provided by the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development dedicated to sponsoring subsidized housing for low-income families and 
individuals. It is more commonly known as Section 8, in reference to the portion of the U.S. Housing Act 
of 1937 under which the original subsidy program was authorized. 
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rentals. Its all Section 8. My big thing is that how do you protect property values57 
when it is now turning Section 8? Someone is pushing the Section 8 stuff. Its 
something to look into.  

With the Section 8 Program going on here, if you wanna have a bunch of kids and 
don’t wanna work, you’ll get everything you need here in Broome County. 
Anything from food to anything. People are moving in here and the place smells a 
lot better than New York City. All the building have been bought up, old 
buildings that used to have working families. Its all Section 8 now with absentee 
landlords. The neighborhood has totally changed. I don’t wanna live here 
anymore. The landlords don’t care who they rent to, as long as they are getting 
their rental money. Then the village has to beef up their police force because now 
you have a bunch of crap. Like I said, the only thing this has benefited is the 
village. They got a $2.2 million gift. Working homeowners who live with this 
crap got shit.  

 One of my informants spoke of these newcomers, these Section 8 housing 

occupants, as “less desirable” people, explaining that these newcomers are the result of 

the “natural” economic changes which lead to “natural” shifts in local demographics:  

Here, IBM moved out so the economy is down so naturally you see, you know,  
people moving into the area that are less desirable. You know, you couldn’t really 
blame that on to the TCE problem even though that is a problem. It is not the 
whole thing because you see the economy has changed. With IBM moved out of 
here, all of the good jobs are gone, so naturally those people have moved on and 
now the houses are not selling for what the used to. IBM moved out and the tax 
base of the community fell out. 

 
I would argue that this understanding of newcomers misses two critical issues: 1) it lacks 

a clear understanding of the intentions of newcomers in general and the intentions of their 

migration to Endicott in particular, and 2) the fact is that while Endicott’s 

deindustrialized landscape is occupied by different people with different histories, all 

                                                           
57 Activists in Victor, NY, the site of another TCE contaminated community, have successfully created a 
homeowners property protection plan. The extent to which this could work in Endicott and how people feel 
about the efficacy of such a decision is unknown, and is likely a worthy topic of future ethnographic 
research.   
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share the experience of and are witness to the effects of deindustrialization and the larger 

struggle to live amid neoliberalism (Harvey 2005; Graeber 2010).     

 I interviewed two African American residents who moved to Endicott from New 

York City, and found that the reason for their migration was not based on some 

motivation to go on an adventure to find Section 8 housing or because they wanted to 

leave New York City; rather their migration story is more complicated. Ron, 45, moved 

to Endicott from Brooklyn six years ago because his fiancé and daughter moved here to 

be closer to her family. Clare, 32, moved to Endicott from the south Bronx three years 

ago with her eight month old daughter to be closer to her daughters’ father who is serving 

time in the Broome County Correctional Facility. They ended up in Endicott for these 

reasons and they are living in the TCE plume with everyone else. Whether one is talking 

about newcomers employed by Endicott Interconnect Technologies (EIT) earning low 

wages to manufacture semiconductor packaging, those trying to survive on a  

 
EIT’s campaign to attract low-wage workers to their business of  

Innovation, High-Tech, and Rapid Growth. Photo by P. Little, 2007 



147 

 

monthly welfare check, or old-timers living on a fixed income and left with only their 

memories of the EJ and IBM boom times, in the end, plume residents are plume 

residents. Each plume resident is living in the same post-IBM town, the same 

contaminated Rust Belt community on the wane. Clare and Ron, while newcomers, see 

the local depression that old-timers are seeing and witnessing, even if from a different 

socioeconomic or ethnic position. They also blame people who use their welfare check on 

drugs. In this way, their criticism is compatible with those mentioned above, even 

complaints about unfair taxation.  

 Clare and Ron live in separate apartments in a multi-family home, but “hang out” 

often. What follows is a narrative snapshot of their Endicott experience as newcomers, as 

African Americans, as representatives of Endicott’s post-IBM demographic shift. For the 

interview, we sat on the front steps of their building which were carpeted with artificial 

turf. It was a sunny and tranquil autumn day: 

  Ron: I am not working now. I have really bad back problems and now my 
 hemorrhoids are bothering me. Social Services ain’t helping me out that much. 
 My rent is $350, they pay for that. Then they give me $150 a month for food, but 
 that don’t cut it. Especially with the meds I need for health issues.  

 Peter: How do you like living in Endicott? 

Ron: This is a good town, as far as getting yourself together. The education is 
good. As opposed to living in the city, were there are so many people that you 
can’t get that direct help, you know. But, up here you can get that help and if you 
wanna do it it can happen, you know. I am moving out of here next month. I am 
by myself and my back is too much. I am going back to Brooklyn next month to 
be with my family. I will really hate to leave it, you know. I will really hate to 
leave it. I was really enjoying going back to college as a 45 year old man. I’m 
gone. I’m not getting what I need, that’s why. I’m not getting what I need, so I am 
going where I can get it. I am going back to be with my family, so that is what I 
am gonna do.  
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If you talk to more people, you know, around my age or ethnic group, they will 
probably tell you the same thing I’m telling you. It seems like some people get 
what they get and some people get what they get. You know. It really seems like 
that. You would not like to think that way, but it seems that way.  

Peter: What about you Clare, do you like living in Endicott? 

Clare: I don’t like it, period. Its more than just….this whole county is crooked. 
It’s not something that you can’t feel. You can feel it, you know. You can also see 
it. It’s like a twilight zone, unless you can hit the lottery, it feels like it is just like 
digging a hole deeper and deeper. You can also only make so much around, you 
know, working at EIT or the hospital. With the job market, everybody picks and 
chooses who they want, so it’s like dam you picked somebody else because my 
skin is a different color and even when you know nothing about me. Even when 
you go to the super market you can just feel it. I used to work at Price Chopper. 
You can just feel it. I went to Kmart recently and the lady in front of me was 
Caucasian and the cashier was sayin ‘How are you doing?’, then when it was my 
turn she said nothing and I said ‘What do you pick and choose who you say hi 
to?’. She was like ‘Oh, hi’ and I was like ‘It’s too late now’. It’s little things like 
that, you know what I mean. I don’t appreciate it. It’s not just one thing. It makes 
you not want to shop only in certain places, you know. It’s all over and it’s not 
like one thing. 

It’s like the Caucasians out here, when having conversations with them, it’s like 
they have to make a point ‘Yeah, I have black friends’. It is like, what does that 
matter? It’s like they have to make a point to say that to you, you know. I mean it 
goes from minute to grand. It’s just so out there.  

Peter: Some people I have spoken to, all white I should add, have said that 
Endicott is a real welfare community. Do you think this is the case? 

Clare: Well, let’s talk about social services. This is my first child and they give 
hardly nothing [Clare held her sleepy eight month old daughter in her arms during 
the interview]. I have been working since I was 16 years old. The majority of the 
people out here get it and use it for drugs. They are paying for all of these people 
who never gonna get a job and live off of my taxes and they are gonna give me a 
hard way to go. No. I’m not gonna buy. You are gonna give me what I deserve.  

 Ron: It’s funny you said that because they just cleared me to work, but I’m still 
 hurt.  

 Clare: Uh ha. 
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 Ron: So when they send me a letter to go on a job search and I don’t go that 
 means I’m homeless again.  

Clare: I have no family up here and I only know a few people up here and that’s 
by choice. Her daddy was here, but we don’t want nothing to do with him no 
more. Ninety five percent of the people up here are on drugs or have some type of 
infection and I’m not interested. I go to the stores and then I come back home. 
That’s it. There is nothing to do in this area. You have to go all the way up the 
dam hill just to get to a park. They could make some of these empty lots parks or 
whatever. 

 Ron: Yeah, no doubt. 

Clare: You have got to go all the way up the hill and that is just ridiculous. You 
know. It’s like, I don’t know. Then they are gonna raise your taxes, and keep 
raising them, but what are they doing? They are not doing nothing for us. 

 Ron: The fact is what are we getting out of all this? 

Clare: It ain’t like I haven’t been working. I worked at Endicott Interconnect 
Technologies [EIT] when I first came here. I was working for EIT in the “yellow 
room” where they wash the circuit boards and putting the screws in them. Then 
they moved me to the plasma department. But in that yellow room there were a 
whole bunch of contaminants in there. There were times when a coworker would 
say ‘Look at my badge’ because the badge would be all corroded and stuff. Then 
there was another incident with a guy who had been working there for twenty five 
years and all of a sudden he came up with a rare blood disease. He could only 
have gotten it from EIT. So I mean I was there for eighteen months and after all 
that I was through. I said to myself ‘you know what, my life is more important 
than any type of settlement you can give me if I’m gonna end up with cancer’. 
Now, yes I smoke cigarettes, but dam, let me get it from that. I don’t mean it like 
that, but I don’t wanna get it from working at a job, you know. We would hear a 
lot of things at work. I mean the money was decent, but its not worth my health 
and then you not giving me any benefits or showing me any appreciation as a 
worker, you know.  

Ron: They just fire you after six months and just hire a whole new crew.  

Clare: No doubt. That’s what they do. And I don’t believe the government or 
these political officials can really help us out. They can barely help us now. We 
don’t have a lot of jobs up here really. If you don’t have a car, they just say ‘to 
hell which you’. You know. So, let’s be for real. There is a lot to be concerned 
about when you are talking about us, when you really put it down in a nutshell. 
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There is not a lot of concern for us up here. You know. It’s unfortunate that even 
in our society I could even say something like that.  

Ron: In the city, I couldn’t even say something like that. Then you come up here 
and there are less people and more room and you get that. I had a job at Giant and 
my manager used the N word and I didn’t take that too lightly. I worked in the 
deli department and he said that and I didn’t take it too lightly, but I didn’t wanna 
lose my job. It was when I first moved up here. He ended up pushing me out of 
the job. He wanted to rehire me, but I was not too interested in going to work 
there. You know. That really hurt me. In the city you wouldn’t get that, but up 
here?  

Clare: It’s just not very integrated up here. There is a lot of hostility up here. The 
majority is still Caucasian.  

Ron: Don’t get me wrong. I got a couple of Caucasian friends. It’s real good what 
you are doing.  

Clare: That’s the thing. You don’t wanna assume that everybody is like that. You 
don’t wanna put everybody in the same basket. That’s why it is so frustrating 
because sometimes it gets so hard that it is hard not to when it is coming at you 
from so many different angles. It’s not something that I take lightly [she is talking 
about the use of the N word]. It is different when one of us says it. When a 
Caucasian says it I don’t take it lightly, because of the history behind it. You 
know. I try not to make everything sound black and white, but dam at the end of it 
and you frustrate me and you fuck with me, I have to say is it because I am 
African American that people do this. You got Caucasians out here that get in 
trouble with the law and get talked to and get a ticket. You get an African 
American in that situation and they are going to jail as soon as they get in trouble. 
That’s ridiculous.  

Ron: You hang out with us long enough you’ll see what we’re talking about. 

Clare: You can’t say ‘oh I empathize or I sympathize’. You can’t. Unless you are 
the color of our skin, you will never know what it feels like. You will never know. 
You can get close to it, but you still won’t know. It’s a whole different world. I 
don’t want my daughter raised up here or going to the school system up here or 
none of that. I am trying to move.  

 Ron: Well, on the education part, I disagree which you on that. 

Clare: Yeah, I’ve heard people say it is good, but there is not enough diversity for 
me. There is not enough diversity here. I would be lying to myself if I thought my 
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daughter would be getting a fare shot up here. I really think I would be lying to 
myself and I’m not gonna lie to her. It’s a sad situation up here. I don’t like it up 
here at all.  

 Peter: Because of your experience here, do you think you will move back to the 
 South Bronx sometime? 

Clare: I think about going back down there simply because that is where my roots 
are and I will be close to my family. Up here I don’t have no family, no love. 
There’s no community out here. It’s like you are only good to people who want to 
get something out of you and I don’t like people that. I consider myself to be a 
real generous person and if I have it I don’t mind sharing, but if I need don’t treat 
me like, you know, you pissing on my back and telling me it’s raining. I don’t like 
that about up here. I get a lot of that up here. It’s not so much that I am looking 
for it, but people are gonna be people. Unfortunately, everybody is not like me. 
Everybody is not as real as I consider myself to be, you know…Your demeanor 
changes when you move to a different social environment where people are not as 
considerate. You start to change your demeanor. You know. I don’t like that. It’s 
not so much about turning me into a person I don’t wanna be, but I can feel that. I 
think that is where the anger and animosity. 

Ron: I’m just frustrated. Believe me, I feel it. With my qualifications I feel like I 
should be able to work in any restaurant here. Any restaurant here, and I had to 
end up at the KFC on Vestal Ave. Wendy’s won’t hire me. They said they won’t 
hire anybody who went to BCC. I just can’t understand that.  

 Clare: It’s like if I ain’t making the rules I can’t create them. 

Ron: I mean you gotta be diplomatic about things, but sometimes people push 
you. You understand what I am saying? Who pays the penalty for this landlord 
not doing what he is supposed to do? It’s crazy. When my back went out and I 
couldn’t work, I got an eviction notice. The judge didn’t wanna here anything I 
had to say. He said, are you still in the apartment. I said ‘Yeah’. He said, ‘That’s 
all I need to know. I want you out by Monday’. This was on a Friday it Sunday 
was Easter Sunday. I had to move out, by myself, and with a thrown out back. 
There is no way he could override my medical condition. I feel it in my gut. I 
know it. Nobody wanna tell me where to go with that. Nobody. Somebody needs 
to be held accountable. You don’t just do people like that. I am sure if the judge 
was hurt, he wouldn’t come to work. If he was hurt he wouldn’t come to work. 
He’s out of work. I had papers that said I was hurt. It was really wearing me 
down. Why would you make someone move their stuff? Why would you do that 
to a person? I get mad just talking about it. He could have just given me a month. 
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I had to leave some of my stuff on the porch. I couldn’t carry it. I feel I got played 
out of that deal. Now the landlord wants $1,500 dollars from me. Nobody can 
give me answers. I’m gone man.   

  

 I said earlier that plume residents are plume residents. Each is coping with living 

in a TCE contaminated post-IBM, neoliberal world of declining securities. Of course, 

after listening to the struggle of Ron and Clare in detail, it is safe to conclude that these 

newcomers of color experience their own particular set of social and economic cruxes. 

What I find interesting about the above narrative is the ways in which amid their attention 

to explicit racial tensions experienced in the community, and therefore radical differences 

in local intersubjective experience, their critiques of taxation and people taking advantage 

of the welfare system match the critiques of other non-minority plume residents. There 

seems to be a common sense of place (e.g., a place with no jobs and a lack of green space 

in the plume), but a divergent sense of community (e.g., social experience and social ties). 

But, I am unsure if this is really the case, as only three African American residents 

completed the survey and I only conducted two in-depth interviews with minority plume 

residents. But, nonetheless, Ron and Clare helped me to rethink and question the 

simplistic critiques coming from non-minority plume residents espousing their concerns 

that the demographics shifts occurring in post-IBM Endicott are resulting in a welfare hot 

spot of intrusive “others.”      

 

Enjoying Endicott and Rolling with the Punches 

To say that plume residents’ feel that Endicott has entirely lost its lure, that the TCE 

contamination and IBM deindustrialization has totally contaminated peoples’ sense of 
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place and security, is surely a mistake. Many residents I spoke with—even those who 

were highly critical of IBM, the responding government agencies (e.g., NYDEC, 

NYDOH, ATSDR), and the abandonment tendencies of corporate capitalism—still enjoy 

living in Endicott. “Endicott still has its carrousels and a great high school,” as one 

women put it. People stick around and “roll with the punches” because this is their home:  

I think a lot of people are stressed these days. I don’t think Endicott is the only 
rough place to live. I still think this is a great country to live in. I would not want 
to be in Zimbabwe. There is a lot of places I’d rather not be. This is probably 
better than 10,000 places. Even with the pollution and the small traffic jams we 
have here, it is still a nice place to live. The future of business here does not look 
too rosy though. Corporations know that it is too expensive to run a business here. 
They know that they can just go elsewhere whenever they need to keep up with 
business…You have to have a little bit of sense of humor to survive. I just try to 
role with the punches. I like living here. I was born here. I have a sister who still 
lives here and a brother who does not want to have anything to do with me, but I 
still like this area. I don’t want to live in a big city. 

Another resident I interviewed, who was born in Endicott in 1971 and makes a living as a 

baker, bought his home in the plume in June of 2008 for $55,000. Happy with his home 

and his job, he explained that in addition to the excellent hunting that Broome County has 

to offer, there are other things that keep him in Endicott, even though he knows the area 

is suffering from joblessness: 

We are hurting for jobs. EJ was there. Forging Works was here. There was a 
bunch of them. Of course, IBM was here. They [corporations] just move them 
over here and move them over there, you know. This is how the businesses work 
and now Endicott is hurting for jobs. My family is the only thing that keeps me 
here. My mom basically. She has emphysema and is not doing good. Basically I 
just wanted to be close to her. I always grew up here. I know people who stayed 
here. I moved out of here once, with my first wife, and lived in North Carolina, 
but this is where I grew up. I plan to pretty much stay in this area. 

According to this plume resident, attachment to place is not about economic opportunity, 

but instead being close to a loved one who needs care. One mother of two boys told me: 



154 

 

“My children just know they aren’t going to come back to Endicott. There is just nothing 

here for them.” The “boom and bust” of IBM and its’ abandonment of its birthplace, in 

this way, has lead to youth disinterest and outmigration. This is impact seems certain, but 

there are still enduring questions that seem to occupy the minds of Endicott residents, no 

matter if they live in the plume or not: “How serious is the impact? Who the hell knows? 

How will we ever really find out?” Asked by a retired IBMer, current Village Trustee, 

and close friend of a two-time cancer survivor, these questions get to the heart of 

Endicott’s “uncertain” situation.  If Claude Lévi-Strauss was any guide, “The wise man 

doesn’t give the right answers, he poses the right questions [sic].” Wisdom coming from 

lived experience is a guiding source of risk perception for those dealing with TCE risk 

and the threat of toxic vapor intrusion. What seems to matter most is what Ron, who was 

mentioned above, brought to my attention: “I may not know what I am talking about, but 

I know what I am dealing with.” Plume residents are dealing with various concerns and 

stressors, including, but not limited to, racial tensions, unemployment, health problems 

and, for some, stigmatization.    

 Several studies on community responses to toxic contamination have found that a 

common psychosocial response is stigma (Edelstein 1981, 1984, 1987, 1991, 1992, 1993, 

2000; see also Tucker 2000a, 2000b)58. For many residents I interviewed and spoke with 

informally, “the plume” is a space with significant meaning. The “plume” landscape is a 

defined space littered with vapor mitigation systems that are like mnemonic devices 

reminding people the Superfund site they live in. Those living in the TCE plume can 

“feel” stigmatized: “I can’t enjoy my house anymore because of the stigma. Stigma is just 

                                                           
58 This environmental research tends to draw on earlier theories of stigma developed by Goffman (1963), 
Ryan (1971), and Jones et al (1984).  
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the word I use for it, but this is how I feel. It has marked my house. I tell people I live in a 

toxic dump.” The TCE turbulence, as we see here, has created a “mark”—one of the so-

called requirements of stigma (Goffman 1963)—on this residents’ sense of self and her 

sense of her home. People and property, in this sense, share the stigmatization, both are 

victims of IBM contamination. Not only people and their homes, but even certain streets 

can be “marked”: “Its got a real negative connotation because of this area. You know, 

anybody that hears were you live in it, it is all like ‘You guys live over in the IBM spill?’ 

You don’t go around bragging and sayin ‘Yeah, I live over there on McKinnley Ave’.”  

 One resident I interviewed moved into the plume after being warned of the area’s 

known stigmatism: “I got warnings from my co-workers when I first moved here. There 

is kind of a stigma that goes along with living here. I kind of felt that when my co-

workers started to warn me about the water.” The village of Endicott has spent millions 

since the early 1980s to treat local drinking water. These tests have repeatedly shown to 

have trace levels of TCE that are well below the levels considered a risk to human health. 

Despite these efforts, I found that both plume residents and non-plume residents refuse to 

drink water from the tap59. One couple I interviewed told me that they drive over twenty 

miles to a spring in Lisle, NY to fill up on their drinking water. That said, plume living 

has marked many things—people, property, neighborhoods, and  drinking water—leaving 

many with a plethora of question marks to think and live with.     

   This chapter has elucidated plume residents’ experiences with and perceptions of 

TCE risk and IBM deindustrialization and its side effects. In this way, this chapter has 

documented what I see as the “one-two punch”—IBM deindustrialization and TCE 

                                                           
59 In my earlier fieldwork in Endicott, I visited two families that had reverse osmosis systems on their 
kitchen faucets (Little 2003).  
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contamination—experienced by many of Endicott’s post-IBM citizens. Paralleling this 

“one-two punch” scenario is an effort to soften the blow of TCE contamination with 

state-led technocratic solutions. The remediation of the IBM-Endicott plume and the 

mitigation of TCE risk has been the focus of a long-term multi-government agency effort. 

The IBM Superfund Site in Endicott has been termed a site of successful “blanket 

mitigation” whereby homes in the 300 acre plume have been retrofitted with mitigation 

systems to divert intruding TCE vapors. How this mitigation effort is understood and 

experienced by the “mitigated” is the focus of the next chapter.   
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CHAPTER SIX 

Life Mitigated: Between Ambiguity and Iatrogenesis  

You will find that the home is the basis of all security. 
--George Francis Johnson 

They just make so light of everything and assume that these mitigation systems are fixing 
everything. I don’t believe it. 

--Plume resident and wife of two-time cancer survivor 

 

While the majority of my fieldwork took place in Endicott, there was a “multisited” 

ethnographic component to the research (Marcus 1995). In early October 2008, I attended 

a two-day classroom training entitled “Vapor Intrusion Pathway: A Practical Guide” in 

Portland, Oregon that was organized by the Interstate Technology and Regulatory 

Council (ITRC). Established in 1995, the ITRC is a state-led and government-funded60 

coalition made up of state and federal regulators, industry representatives, academics, and 

stakeholders working together “to achieve regulatory acceptance of innovative 

environmental technologies and approaches” (ITRC 2007). In this training I was told by 

one the instructors that Endicott was a good example of a site where the decision to 

mitigate was clear, given specific site characteristics that included, but were not limited 

to, the extent of detectable TCE levels and the relatively shallow distance between the 

contaminated groundwater and the slabs of homes. In other words, “blanket 

mitigation”—the term commonly employed for decisions leading to the mitigation of all 

homes within a zone of contamination with a known or expected threat of vapor 

intrusion—made sense in Endicott. As he put it, “Some mitigation decisions are a slam 

dunk. You know they need to be mitigated.” Endicott is one of two well known sites—

                                                           
60 ITRC is funded primarily by the U.S. Departments of Energy, Defense, and the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency. It also receives funding from the ITRC Industry Affiliates Program (IAP).  
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the other is called the Redfield site in Colorado—to result in a “blanket mitigation” 

decision. But, as vapor intrusion scientists told me, mitigation does not mean that 

monitoring is no longer necessary. Post-mitigation monitoring generally involves 

monitoring the mitigation technology (e.g., sub slab depressurization system) to see if it 

is functioning properly. In rare cases, post-mitigation monitoring can involve soil gas 

sampling and in-door air tests. But, most of these tests cost money, and so monitoring the 

mitigation system is the most cost-effective option. What is not included in the practice 

of post-mitigation monitoring is the analysis of the social impact of vapor intrusion 

mitigation decisions. This “other” or non-traditional monitoring research is a primary 

focus of this dissertation and is influenced by the very basic idea that like power relations 

themselves, mitigation politics need to be demonstrated, not assumed (Wolf 1999).       

 For this chapter, I draw on narratives from in-depth ethnographic interviews and 

quantitative survey data to explore local understandings of the mitigation effort and the 

lived experience of residents living in “mitigated” homes in the IBM-Endicott plume (see 

picture). In other words, my aim is to better understand the social context of life 

mitigated.    
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Vapor mitigation systems. Photo by P. Little, 2008. 

 

While many regulators, vapor intrusion scientists, and even TCE and vapor intrusion 

activists consider mitigation a righteous decision when a lack of knowledge of risk is 

available, it is important to note that “blanket” mitigation in Endicott did not lead to a 

reclassification of Endicott’s Superfund status. The IBM-Endicott site is still listed on 

New York State’s Inactive Hazardous Waste site registry as a Class 2 site, meaning that 

the TCE plume still poses a significant threat to human health and the environment, as it 

was first determined in 1984.61 It also has not lead to the “mitigation” of local TCE risk 

perception, as will be shown below. When it comes to discussions of risk, it is more often 

than not the case that “there is no scientific monopoly, since there is rarely expert 

agreement either on what constitutes acceptable risk, or on how it may be managed” 

(Caplan 2000:3). What results from this situation is a social experience of TCE risk that 

is very similar to the social experience of TCE risk mitigation and the possibility of the 

                                                           
61 Between 1986 and February 2004, the IBM-Endicott site was listed as a Class 4 site, meaning the site 
was determined to be properly closed, but that continued management was still required. 
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proliferation of “public criticism and disquiet” (2003:3) even amid what might be 

considered by many experts and activists a laudable risk management decision.      

 The chapter will be organized as follows. After some background on the state of 

the art of vapor intrusion mitigation and the ways in which “pro-mitigation” discourse 

plays out among regulators and activists alike, I analyze plume residents’ understandings 

of vapor intrusion mitigation and the experience of living in a mitigated home by drawing 

on my interview and survey findings. I analyze, in particular, one theme that one might 

think would have been softened by IBM and DEC mitigation efforts: “durable 

ambiguity.” A second goal of the chapter is to engage a topic that has become a popular 

source of concern for communities threatened by vapor intrusion risk: property 

devaluation. I analyze this issue of property devaluation as an example of what I call “the 

iatrogenesis of mitigation,” or a remedial decision or “treatment” that introduces new 

forms of distress for homeowners62. On the other hand, property devaluation is less a 

concern for renters, who are a growing population in Endicott’s plume. Therefore, a final 

goal of this chapter is to expose an issue that I argue exacerbates the “political” ecology 

of risk and mitigation unfolding in Endicott, which is tenant notification politics and 

using ethnography to measure the effectiveness, or lack thereof, of the tenant notification 

bill mentioned in previous chapters. This law was designed to inform renters about the 

plume and most importantly provide them with results from air sampling data, if that data 

for the rental space is available63.     

                                                           
62 Iatrogenesis is a term commonly used in the medical field and comes from a Greek expression, which 
means: “brought forth by a healer.” In this case the “healer” is IBM and the NYDEC and the vapor 
mitigation system the selected treatment option. 
63 New York State assemblywomen, Donna Lupardo, helped pass this tenant notification bill (A10952B) in 
2008 which aimed to “require property owners to provide notification of testing for contamination of 
indoor air to current and prospective tenants.” 
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Vapor Intrusion Mitigation 

At the heart of this dissertation is a desire to better understand how residents of 

Endicotts’ TCE plume make sense of mitigation. As pointed out in Chapter 2, Endicott 

was once referred to as “valley of opportunity,” a Big Blue landscape that at its peak was 

inhabited by 14,000 IBMers. Today, however, Endicott is a “valley of mitigation,” the 

home of the nation’s largest concentration of vapor mitigation systems. These mitigation 

technologies were a “gift” from IBM and the NYDEC and other vapor intrusion 

regulators and scientists call the Endicott Superfund site a good example of “blanket 

mitigation,” whereby the decision to mitigate is based on site-specific considerations that 

usually call for long-term measures (e.g., mitigating 500 homes) because the complete 

removal of TCE from the groundwater source is considered technologically infeasible. In 

many ways, what cannot be fully remediated is consigned to mitigation, and this is how 

the mitigation decision-making process unfolded in Endicott. 

 The vapor mitigation systems (VMS) used in Endicott are the same mitigation 

technologies used to mitigate radon gas, which results from the natural decay of uranium 

found in the earth’s soil and water. VMSs (or sub-slab depressurization systems) are 

applicable for slab-on-grade building construction. VMSs are technologies designed to 

continuously lower pressure directly underneath a building floor relative to the pressure 

within the building. The resulting sub-slab negative pressure inhibits soil gases from 

flowing into the building, thus reducing, in the case of Endicott, TCE vapor entry into the 

building. The TCE vapors caught in this negative pressure field are collected and 

redirected into the ambient air (or the air outside the building). The depressurization 

under the slab is typically accomplished with a motorized blower. The VMSs in the IBN-
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Endicott plume have a 90 watt motor that runs 24 hours. The blower draws air from the 

soil beneath the building and discharges it to the atmosphere though a series of collection 

and discharge pipes. The U.S. EPA (1994) defines these mitigation technologies as a “a 

system designed to achieve lower sub-slab air pressure relative to indoor air pressure by 

use of a blower-powered vent drawing air from beneath the slab.” To know whether or 

not depressurization is occurring, the VMS has a pressure gauge. 

 
Pressure gauge on VMS. Photo by P. Little, 2009 

 
 

Mitigation is considered by activists, vapor intrusion scientists, and regulators a righteous 

vapor intrusion risk management decision. None of these groups of stakeholders tends to 

question the efficacy of these technologies to mitigate vapor intrusion risk, arguing that 

VMSs have helped to achieve the very low action levels required for indoor air 

remediation. Surely, if properly installed, these technologies can mitigate the effects of 

TCE vapor intrusion and achieve indoor air action levels, levels of which have been 
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ardently contested in states like New York that have or had a productive industrial 

sector64. Sometimes they can even mitigate intruding volatile organic compounds (VOCs) 

to levels that are actually non-detectable with air samplers used to measure vapor 

intrusion65.   

 What follows is the perspective of one DEC scientist and vapor intrusion expert 

working on the IBM-Endicott site who believes the mitigation decision has “kept people 

from being exposed” despite a clear technical challenge of fully remediating the TCE 

plume His detailed knowledge of the history and particularities of the IBM-Endicott site 

mitigation decision are informative: 

The two key things as far as the IBM issues specifically, is that we fairly quickly 
identified the structures that were potentially impacted and put mitigation 
systems on. I mean we started sampling in the beginning of 2003 and by that 
summer I think we had probably identified 85 or 90 percent of the homes that we 
ultimately offered mitigation systems to. We continued to do sampling for the 
next couple of years, but you know there was a huge effort to get our arms 
around the problem as quickly as possible. People worked very hard to do that. I 
did and folks here did, as well as IBM. So since then the emphasis has really 
been on, ok, we have kind of put the band aids on, we have kept people from 
being exposed, now what can we do to reduce the source of this contamination, 
to clean the groundwater up, both on-site and off-site. We have been making, I 
think, substantial progress in that effort…We have pretty much isolated the 
groundwater onsite and improved the containment on-site, and we are seeing 
concentrations decreasing in the groundwater off-site. There is probably a point 
at which you reach some sort of point where, I mean, like the cleaner it gets the 
more difficult it is to get cleaner. At some point there is a fairly limited amount 
of mass left and it can be in places where it is hard to get out. So that is a 
technical challenge in that respect, but we have actually accomplished quite a bit 
that way and expect to make progress on that. 

                                                           
64 Activists in New York have pushed the state to reduce the TCE guideline from 10 micrograms per cubic 
meter to 5 micrograms per cubic meter, and the New York State Vapor Intrusion Alliance is working to 
lower that action level to meet levels set by states with more protective standards. Thus far, California, 
Colorado, and New Jersey have the most protective standards, which range from 0.016 to 0.02 mcg/m3. 
65 The most common method of sampling indoor air contaminants where vapor intrusion is suspected or 
known is the use of a stainless steel sampling canister (e.g., Summa canister). Canister methods are most 
commonly used in North America (ITRC 2007).   
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During my interview with this DEC official, he also ensured me that the VMSs work, 

joking that “we don’t need a theory of physics. They work.” I explained to him that many 

residents of the plume that I interviewed complain that nobody has retested the indoor air 

to assure them that the mitigation system is working. After sharing this finding with him, 

he responded 

Well, by and large, once we put a system on we do test it physically. I think that is 
the most important thing because what we are talking about with these systems is 
changing the physics of flow of contaminants beneath the house. It’s about 
capturing those contaminants in a suction system before they can migrate into the 
house. So if you put a system in properly and you show through the physical 
testing that it’s in properly, that’s a pretty compelling line of evidence that the 
system is working. Because there were so many homes mitigated in Endicott we 
sampled only about ten percent, about 45 or 50 homes, of them over a range of 
concentrations that were in the indoor air. We sampled these homes after they had 
been mitigated and those data are also compelling.66 The chemical data basically 
substantiated the physical data that these things do reduce the concentrations. 
When we look at it and our management looks at it, those tests are not cheap. I 
mean it costs about a $1000 a test. When we have compelling evidence that says 
the house is basically been properly mitigated, we say that there is probably a 
better way to spend it, like maybe looking for other houses. Again, you know, I 
don’t think there is a sound technical basis for going back on a regular basis to 
test chemically these houses.  

In fact, I co-authored an article recently on this issue. The other author of the 
article has sampled homes at his site [the Redfield site in Denver, Colorado]67 

                                                           
66 He also told me that public access to these test results is a contentious  issue that was raised with 
development of the tenant notification bill, but that data confidentiality issues had not been worked out yet.   
67

 One case study of a vapor intrusion mitigation program at the Redfield site in Denver, Colorado, has 
shown that VMSs do reduce risk (Folkes and Kurz 2002; Folkes 2003). Active depressurization systems—
the same as those installed at the IBM-Endicott site—were been installed in over 300 residential homes to 
mitigate indoor air concentrations of dichloroethene (DCE) resulting from migration of vapors from 
groundwater with elevated DCE concentrations. After monitoring the efficacy of these mitigation 
technologies over a three year period, the data showed that these systems are capable of achieving the very 
substantial reductions in concentrations necessary to meet the concentration levels currently mandated by 
the state regulatory agency. Prior to installation of the system, 1,1-DCE indoor air concentrations ranged 
from below the reporting limit of 0.04 µg/m3 to over 100 µg/m3. Post-mitigation monitoring showed that in 
most cases, these systems were able to reduce 1,1-DCE concentrations by 2 to 3 orders of magnitude, well 
below the state-required standards (Folkes and Kurz 2002; Folkes 2003). See USEPA 2008 for more details 
on the efficacy of these subslab depressurization systems. 
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every quarter for like 8 years and there is really no change. The data continue to 
show that the systems are working. So we are not looking only at data collected in 
New York, but data that has been collected elsewhere. All the data points in that 
direction.  

As will be explored in more detail below, all the data in my ethnographic findings point 

to an omnipresent sense of ambiguity among residents living in mitigated homes. This 

DEC official explained that he understands the frustration that residents go through, but 

he is also “comfortable” knowing that the mitigation technology works, which puts him 

in a sticky position: “I understand that people want certainty. I am pretty comfortable 

with the way that we install the systems and test them afterwards physically, and again, 

some chemically. It just becomes a question of, you know, is it a good use of resources to 

continue to prove that what you did is good.” 

 In Endicott and beyond, community stakeholders engaged in TCE activism and 

vapor intrusion activism are strong promoters of mitigating homes in areas at risk of 

vapor intrusion. As Lenny Siegel, co-founder of the Center for Public Environmental 

Oversight, community stakeholder, and technical advisor to communities impacted by 

vapor intrusion, puts it “Fortunately, it is relatively easy and inexpensive to prevent vapor 

intrusion. Subslab and sub-membrane depressurization systems, developed through 

decades of response to radon intrusion, can prevent the flow of contaminants from the 

subsurface into buildings” (Siegel 2009:6). Siegel warns that although mitigation systems 

like those installed in Endicott can be an effective form of vapor intrusion mitigation, 

“ they only work as long as they work. To ensure that building occupants are protected, 

mitigation should be anchored in long-term management, which includes operation and 
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maintenance, monitoring and inspection, contingency planning, notification, institutional 

controls, and periodic review” (2009:8, emphasis in original).  

 Vapor intrusion activists and community stakeholders believe in this pro-

mitigation effort and point to the fact that mitigation decisions are often most contentious 

because VMSs are offered to some residents and not others based on the boundaries and 

concentrations of the VOC contamination. In one stakeholder report (Siegel 2008), one 

activist from a vapor intrusion site in Dutchess County, New York contended that 

I think any home that is between two other homes needing mitigation should be 
mitigated. I have come to that conclusion by putting myself in that person’s place. 
How would I feel knowing that all around me the air is contaminated and my 
home is not protected should the toxic vapors decide to invade my home? I feel 
the same way for homes that are considered just outside the contaminated 
[zone]…The only way to breathe easy is to clean the plume that is the cause of the 
contamination.… I still do not understand why agencies decide to monitor and not 
mitigate should they find contamination since in many cases it costs less to 
mitigate than it does to monitor (Siegel 2008:5-7). 

 
This last point about the cost-effectiveness of mitigation is important. According to the 

U.S. EPA, installation costs for active venting systems like the ones populating the 

Endicott landscape  range from $1,500-$5,000 and the cost of annual operations and 

maintenance can range from $50-$400 (USEPA 2008). Continued air monitoring and lab 

costs for analysis per home can range from $8,000-$12,000 and can vary with monitoring 

duration. There is general agreement among environmental scientists and engineers that 

mitigation technologies do in fact do a good job of mitigating vapors, but to maintain the 

“control” of vapor intrusion these systems do require periodic maintenance and can’t 

mitigate 100% of all volatized organics in the indoor air. 
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Table 5: Subslab Depressurization Systems: Pros and Cons 
Pros Cons 

• Successful track record of 
performance, 90%–99% reductions 
typical, 99.5% or greater reduction 
possible with well-designed systems 

 
• Adaptable technology, applicable to a 

wide variety of site conditions and 
geology 
 

• Simple gauges show whether the 
system is working 

• Requires periodic maintenance 
 

• Wet and low-permeability soils 
         retard soil gas movement 
 

• Building-specific conditions may 
         limit options for suction pit, riser 
         pipe, and fan locations 

*Table adapted from ITRC (2007:51). 

 

In some instances of vapor intrusion, there are chemicals of concern that might affect the 

mitigation system design and exacerbate the risk scenario. For example, during an 

interview with Kevin, a “mitigated” resident, he brought me down to the basement to 

show me an alarm system that was connected to his mitigation system. Kevin said he 

didn’t really know why he had this alarm system on it and was not sure if other people 

had it too. I told him I had never seen such a thing, but later found out that when 

potentially combustible vapors or those that may approach combustible concentrations 

are found during pre-mitigation sampling, it is common to install an alarm system on the 

mitigation system. After learning this, I called Kevin to inform him of my findings. From 

what I could tell, he appreciated the call.      

 Again, vocal residents and community stakeholders see mitigation as a laudable 

protective decision. One vapor intrusion activist, who happens to also be a professor of 

geology and is a founding member of the New York State Vapor Intrusion Alliance, was 

also quoted in this same stakeholders report (Siegel 2007), saying that 
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Under New York State’s guidelines, if three homes are located on a toxic plume 
and the outer homes qualify for mitigation, VOC indoor levels in the middle home 
may not be high enough during a test to warrant mitigation. The middle 
homeowner has to suffer unacceptable anxiety during the period between tests to 
see if the levels may rise to the action level for mitigation. Therefore, to reduce 
anxiety of residents in a “monitor” phase, any home with vapor intrusion from an 
outside source should be mitigated…[He and his advocacy group] strongly 
supports blanket mitigation. All homes, schools and businesses on a known VOC 
plume should be mitigated to ensure against future intrusions of these unwanted 
toxins. 

 

Active subslab depressurization systems (or what I am calling “vapor mitigation systems, 

or VMSs,” because this is how they are most popularly understood by residents) are no 

doubt the “most widely applied and effective systems for vapor intrusion control” (ITRC 

2007:50). They are “widely considered the most practical vapor intrusion mitigation 

strategy for most existing and new structures, including those with basement slabs or 

slab-on-grade foundations” (2007:50; see also USEPA 1993). But, what do residents 

living in mitigated homes have to say about mitigation? How is mitigation experienced 

and grounded by real people living in an environment of mitigation? There is another 

world outside the vapor intrusion science and data supporting the argument that these 

systems are efficacious, that they control intruding TCE vapors.  

 

Life Mitigated: Qualitative and Quantitative Findin gs 

The medical anthropologist Arthur Kleinman (1980) introduced the concept of 

“explanatory models” to explain how people make sense of their illness experience (e.g., 

illness causation, diagnostic criteria, and treatment options). For Kleinman (1980), a 

focus on explanatory models was critical to better understanding the reality of the clinical 

encounter, because the explanatory models held by medical practitioners, patients, and 
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family can, and often do, differ. This same logic applies to vapor intrusion mitigation and 

what follows is my attempt to draw on interview and survey data to expose what might be 

called “explanatory models” of mitigation.   

 In many ways this dissertations aims to ground the experience of mitigation in 

ethnographic findings because I feel those living outside of the IBM-Endicott plume 

misrepresent the experience of those living in the plume and living with mitigation. For 

example, I interviewed an Endicott resident who lives outside of the plume. His home 

does not have a VMS, but this doesn’t stop him from having an opinion about the 

efficacy of the VMSs. For him, they will be “working” in Endicott for a while: 

They [IBM] are going to need to run those things for some time to come, it would 
appear. I mean they are working. I guess there is sometimes a question of what 
happens when the fan stops. I guess overall, these ventilation systems are 
necessary and keeping the people at least safer in their homes.  

Like the DEC official mentioned earlier, this non-plume resident is sure that mitigation is 

working. This is not to say it is working for the mitigated, if “working” means theses 

technologies have in fact mitigated plumes residents’ sense of risk and uncertainty. 

Rather than wiping away fear or extinguishing residents’ risk perception, almost every 

mitigated resident I interviewed questioned or was perplexed by the possible risk of the 

toxic vapor being dispersed from the VMS pipe above the home. For Susan, who has 

lived in the plume since 1985, this uncertainty persists, despite her own sense that IBM 

made a good effort to do the right thing:  

Well I thought it was good they came through and put these pipes in, although I 
do wonder where all this stuff is going. The pipes go to the top of the roof and 
then what? Where is it going? Its going right into the air. When our children were 
young and we would go outside, I could smell something. It really was quite a 
strong smell. At that time there was nothing about the pollution they were giving 
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out, but I can remember the smoke stacks and everything. I don’t really know 
what is going on. It just seems like a lot of it must be going into the air and we 
gotta be breathing it if it is going into the air.  

 

In 2006, the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) conducted an 

ambient air study to address community concerns about ambient air issues. The ATSDR 

report, which analyzed historic emissions data (1987-1993) from the former IBM facility, 

determined that three chemicals of concern—formaldehyde, methylene chloride, and 

tetrachloroethylene—needed further evaluation. ATSDR also found that TCE was a 

concern because of its presence in other environmental media (e.g., indoor air) and 

because of community concerns and information gathered during ATSDR’s evaluation 

process. ATSDR evaluated the possible health effects of past air exposures to these four 

contaminants and determined that these past exposures present “no apparent public health 

hazard” (ATSDR 2006:3). What this claim means, is that adverse non-cancer health 

effects are not “expected,” and that the likelihood of cancer resulting from an exposure 

during 1987–1993 was “very low to low” (or ranging from greater than one theoretical 

excess cancer case for every million persons exposed to less than one theoretical excess 

cancer case for every 10,000 persons exposed)68. ATSDR also evaluated the possible 

health effects of exposures to chemical mixtures, or the combination of multiple VOCs, 

finding that “adverse non-cancer health effects are not expected, and the cancer risk from 

the combined past air exposures to VOCs is considered to be low” (2006:3).  

 Despite ATSDR’s study and hard work to determine “low” risk, many plume 

residents are uncertain about the ambient air issue, and even contend that the VMSs are 

                                                           
68 The wide range in the order of magnitude here was an obvious source of frustration for activists I 
interviewed, primarily because they see an important difference between a risk ratio of 1 in a million and 1 
in 10,000.  
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exacerbating the ambient air impact. One resident I interviewed added that it is kind of 

“strange” to assume that sucking vapors from underneath the home and releasing them 

above the home is a risk-free process, because “no one knows for sure”: 

Well you know this system is taking the vapors out of the ground and it is the 
same system used for radon. It is the same idea. As the vapors come through the 
ground, instead of rising through the floor and whatever, they are sucked out into 
the air. On our property they put one on the crawl space and one in the basement. 
So there are two systems. Of course, that was one of the very first questions we 
asked. Ok, you are taking these vapors out of the ground and you are putting them 
in the air. Initially they told us ‘Oh no, as soon as it hits the air its immediately 
dissipated.’ We thought ‘well that sounds kinda strange’. So, now that is kinda up 
in the air. But assuming that system is working, we have not been tested. We 
requested to be tested, but they said ‘No, it is not necessary because we are 
putting this system on everybody’s house so you don’t need it’. They never tested 
it in the first place, so how do we know it is working? No one knows for sure that 
by pumping this stuff into the air it really totally dissipates. We wonder ‘Does it 
truly dissipate’? Then the discussion is back and forth. ‘Now the air quality is bad 
because of it’. There has really been no conclusive test showing, that I know of, 
one way or the other. 

  
Others explained this ambient air risk situation this way: “Here it is for me: All that stuff 

is being sucked up and then it is going into the air and everybody is breathing it. If there 

is no wind, ok, then what?” Or, “They say it dissipates, but who really knows.” Another 

offered a technical solution: “It baffles me that they did not put carbon filters on the end 

of those things.” When asked if she felt having a VMS installed would fix the problem, 

this old-timer responded: 

Absolutely not. I’m a skeptic from way back. I’m Irish [laugh]. One thing I asked 
them was ‘Ok, these things are venting it out. They are sucking it out from the 
basement, bringing it up through the pipe, and it goes out. Where does it go?’ I 
mean it’s out. It’s the same stuff that was down there, but now it’s here. Now they 
just throw it up.  
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Aside from this common critique of mitigation as a process of re-directing the TCE 

vapor, rather than really mitigating TCE from the plume environment, there is a local 

doxa69 regarding mitigation, which Tom, a retired IBMer, summed up nicely: 

Is it actually doing something? I guess it is because they wouldn’t have wasted all 
their money, you know, putting them in if they weren’t doing something. But, is 
the affects of it, you know, that good? We don’t know. You know, at least if you 
saw something. It seems to me like any filtering system or whatever. If you saw, 
you know, residue, or if you saw a discoloration that would make you realize that 
something is coming out. But, we never see anything. There is no filter to see or 
nothing obvious. All we know is that that motor is running. I can figure that out 
for myself. 

 

 These narrative findings match up with much of the uncertainty found in the 

quantitative survey results.  My survey of mitigated plume residents included the 

question “The VMS has reduced the TCE levels in my home,” and asked residents to 

rank the degree to which the agreed or disagreed with this statement. As shown in Figure 

1, the majority of residents (N=55, or 67%) to answer this question marked “Don’t 

Know.” After hearing how important mitigation was and how pro-mitigation regulators 

and activists were, I found this result surprising. Many residents I interviewed seemed to 

be frustrated that when they requested monitoring after the VMS was installed, all the 

inspection process included was a motor check and inspection to see that depressurization 

was occurring. Many residents seem to be lead to believe that monitoring meant retesting 

indoor air concentrations to compare pre and post mitigation levels. This was not the 

case. As the DEC official mentioned earlier put it, “These systems work. All the data 

points in that direction.” But, if this is the case, I wondered, why such a strong Socratic 

tendency (“I know that I don’t know”) amid what many would consider a praiseworthy 

                                                           
69 Bourdieu (1977:164) referred to doxa to mean the experience by which “the natural and social world 
appears as self-evident.” 
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mitigation effort?  To better understand this survey result, I tried to look for associations 

between responses to this question and residents’ gender, age, length of residence, and 

renter/owner status.  

 

Table 6: Post-Mitigation Ambiguity 

N=82

55

67%

 
 

After running a MannWhitney test, I found that gender did not seem to be a statistically 

significant explanatory variable (p=.886), nor did renter/owner status (p=.251). To 

analyze the possible significance of age categories, I used the Kruskal-Wallis test and 

again found no statistical significance (p=.8.55) when age was broken down into 40-49 

yrs, 50-59 yrs, 60 and over increments. I started at age forty since the majority of survey 

respondents where over 40. When I changed the age categories to reflect a wider range of 
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ages (18-27 yrs, 28-37 yrs, 38-47 yrs, 48-57 yrs, and 58 and older), again I found no 

statistical significance (p=.736). I also found no statistical significance (p=.451) when I 

looked at length of residence, which I broke into three categories (Less than 15 yrs, 16-30 

yrs, and more than 30 yrs). Because many of these variables (age and length of residence) 

were continuous, I then tried to do a simple correlation (r-square) test to see if I could 

find statistically significant correlations. Since a correlation is determined significant at 

the 0.01 level, my r-square tests results for age (p=.005) and length of residence (p=.124) 

were not statistically significant.     

 While it is common to discard “Don’t know” responses when analyzing survey 

data, I found this finding important in its own right, especially as a measure of the 

shortcomings of an intervention designed to mitigate and control vapor intrusion and, in 

therefore, community concerns. Ultimately, this survey result highlights the politics of 

uncertainty for residents of Endicott’s IBM plume. It is this interface of mitigation 

science, the state, and the confused citizen that I think sheds light on the utility of the 

political ecology perspective, which ultimately, in this vapor intrusion mitigation setting, 

is about articulating the ways in which impacted residents are engaging the politics of 

mitigation and immitigability. Following West (2005), I think it is the “transactional 

being-in-the-world, in which subjectivity is constantly being produced” (West 2005:638-

639) that ought to be the central focus of an environmental anthropology of vapor 

intrusion mitigation. As discussed in Chapter 1, the political ecology of mitigation this 

dissertation encourages is one that describes and shows how vapor intrusion mitigation 

understanding and experience is “aesthetic, poetic, and deeply social” (West 2005: 639), 

not just how mitigating vapor intrusion in Endicott is connected to and informed by 
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shifting and stabilizing environmental science and policy at the state and national level. 

“Not knowing” the efficacy of mitigation is a significant finding, as is the iatrogenic 

effects of mitigation.    

 
Iatrogenic Effects of Mitigation: Eyesores, Noise, and Property Devaluation 
 
What I am calling the “iatrogenesis of mitigation” is really the unexpected consequences 

and concerns that result from mitigation decisions, like the “blanket mitigation” decision 

that has turned Endicott into a mitigation landscape colonized by over 500 VMSs. One 

iatrogenic effect of mitigation, for example, is that homeowners have to live with the 

“eyesore,” as one informant put it, that comes with the VMS.  For Shannon, “It looks 

ugly. That is why I had them put it behind the chimney. I didn’t want people to see it.”  

Others point out the noise that the VMS makes. The 90-watt motor running the VMSs on 

homes in Endicotts’ IBM plume runs 24 hours a day, seven days a week. The VMS 

makes a humming noise that can irritate residents. Shannon explained it this way: “That 

motor is loud. We hear it all through the night. I had to move my China closet because it 

was against the wall with the motor and the glass doors on it kept clanking. So, what is it 

doing? I can tell you the motors are running [Shannon has 2 VMS units on her home]. 

The noise reminds you it’s there. I wasn’t too happy about having a ventilator on my 

house because when they put it on the house the house hummed.” 

 

 

 

Shannon’s “Noisy”   
VMS. Photo by P.Little  
2009 
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Shannon even had IBM move it away from the wall so it was not flush against the 

exterior wall, which was what created an annoying rattle (see picture above).  She 

contemplated keeping it the way it was, because she like that it was hidden and tucked 

behind the chimney, but the noise eventually got to her. She tested her patience for a 

couple of months after it was installed and then called to have it moved after she realized 

she could not live with the noise. For her it came down to picking between an “eyesore 

and the noise.” Shannon chose the former.  

 Some residents live with the noise and point out that it just starts to go away once 

you stop focusing on it. On the other hand, this trick only lasts so long. For example, 

plume resident of forty years, Lucille told me: “It vibrates and granted sometimes during 

the day you just get used to it and don’t even hear it. But, at night, sometimes, and 

especially with all the kids gone, I will be sitting by myself and turn off the T.V. and be 

writing or something and I hear that noise. If I go up stairs and go in the room where I do 

my crafts late at night, that motor sound is there. You can hear that motor going.” In 

many ways, the VMS is like a mnemonic device, a constant reminder that the plume lives 

on, even when you would rather forget and wish it was mitigated and gone. It should be 

pointed out here that upon closer inspection of the etymology of the concept of mitigation 

that it is not about getting rid of or extinguishing something, but instead “softening” the 

presence of something that, like TCE vapor, is bothersome or intrusive.70    

 To correct the eyesore effect of the VMS, some residents try to blend the VMS in 

by coloring the white piping (see picture below). On a gloomy Saturday afternoon during 

one of my plume walks, I came across one resident who had put painting the VMS on his 

                                                           
70 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, mitigation comes from the Latin term mitigatus and 
mitigare or “to make mild or gentle.” 
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weekend “to do list.” I ran into him just as he was finishing. We chatted briefly in his 

driveway, where he explained that “the white looked ugly” and that he was also painting 

it because he was planning to try and sell the house in the next couple of months.   

  

 
Blending in the VMS. Photo by P.Little, 2008. 

 

Several churches in the plume have also made efforts to “blend in” the VMS (see pictures 

bellow).   
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A hard to miss VMS on Endicott’s First Presbyterian Church. Photo by P.Little, 2008.  

 

 
Doubling up mitigation on Endicott’s First Baptist Church.  

Photo by P.Little, 2008 
 

 Communities impacted by vapor intrusion tend to worry about two primary 

issues: health impacts and property devaluation. The later is of particular interest here 

because even efforts to mitigate vapor intrusion mark a structure as a source or site of 
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vapor intrusion, even if the home has been determined by science and the state as a 

“mitigated” structure. Mitigation systems, like the presence of contamination itself, leads 

to “the inversion of [the] home” (Edelstein 2004:93): “The meaning of home as haven 

from a complex society is inverted by toxic exposure” (2004:93).71 The same can be said 

even when homes have been mitigated and recent social complexities and crises have 

contributed to this process of inversion. For example, the meaning of home as a good, 

lifelong investment has been inverted, due largely to the real estate market crash of 2008, 

which was in full bloom just as I began my dissertation fieldwork in the summer of 2008. 

While one newcomer to the community told me that her realtor told her that the VMS 

was a “home improvement,” this did not seem to come up in my interviews with plume 

residents. Instead, homeowners seem to be collectively concerned about property 

devaluation and frustrated about paying taxes on a home tainted and devalued by IBM 

TCE contamination. What follows is just a snap-shot of some of the narratives I collected 

on this theme. 

 Property devaluation was a highly contentious theme to surface in my interviews 

with homeowners and the majority of homeowners who responded to survey (n=50) 

either said they were “very concerned” (29, or 58%) or “concerned” (13, or 26%) that the 

IBM contamination had depreciated the value of their home. This property devaluation 

concern is exacerbated by tax equity politics, with many of homeowners in the plume 

contesting the property taxes they owe Endicott.72 Most of these informants felt they 

                                                           
71 Edelstein (1988) draws on examples from several Superfund sites nationwide, including Love Canal 
(New York), Times Beach (Missouri), Legler (New Jersey), and Triana (Alabama) to demonstrate how not 
only how the home becomes a prison once determined a toxic living space, but also a major source of 
financial loss, which in turn only exacerbates feelings of distress.  
72 Many of my informants complained that Endicott residents pay too much in taxes. Because Endicott is a 
village within the town of Union, residents are required to pay village taxes, in addition to state and federal 
taxes.  
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should not be paying the same property taxes that non-plume residents pay. Much of the 

taxation talk turns to a critique of IBM—sometimes explicit, sometimes implicit—and 

IBM’s abandonment of Endicott and leaving Endicott with massively reduced tax base. 

In other words, the connections between property devaluation, taxation, and IBM 

deindustrialization were sharply defined. In the word of one plume resident, retired 

IBMer, and proprietor: “The whole village just took a really hard hit from all of this. 

With the taxes and everything, it’s just a downward spiral.”  

  One former IBMer and village board member empathizes with plume residents 

concerned about property devaluation, arguing that IBM should have offered plume 

residents more than they did to cover the property value damages, damages that VMSs 

don’t get rid of:  

Maybe IBM should have offered more than $10,00073 because of the property 
devaluation issue. ..It’s an enormous problem. People who live in the plume have 
a problem. Even if the property looks like it is going fine and the mitigation 
system is working fine and there is nothing wrong with the property, just the fact 
that they live in the plume is killing the value of their property. If the plume 
wasn’t there, everybody would be fine. They got screwed. A lot of people packed 
up their bags and moved out of that area. Some people can’t afford to leave or 
can’t afford to take the loss of selling their home for nothing and moving 
someplace else. A lot of people are just stuck.   

Being “stuck” in the “mitigated” plume as a homeowner is a serious problem that 

surfaced in one of my interviews with a couple who have been living in Endicott since 

the mid 1980s. Their story and situation is not unlike that of other homeowners living in 

mitigated homes with declined value: 

                                                           
73 IBM did offer homeowners in the plume $10,000, which they determined was about 8% of the property 
value lost as a result of the TCE contamination. All of my informants wonder how they came up with this 
figure.  
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Lou: The value of our house has gone down the tubes. You know, we tried to get 
it appraised and we could’nt get it appraised for what we bought it for… So I 
think one of the things that really bothered me is the property value. Even when 
we tried to get the house appraised we knew that we had probably put about 
$20,000 into remodeling, changing and replacing all the windows, we built this 
back deck, and yet when they come they can’t even appraise it for as much as we 
paid for it.  

Tiffany: They just turned us down outright. They could not give us enough for the 
mortgage and finally FHA did for $1,500 hundred dollars more than we paid for it 
22 years ago. I feel and I think my neighbors feel too that, I mean, because of this 
there is no way we can sell our homes for what we think they are worth. They will 
laugh at that too. They will say ‘Everybody thinks their house is worth more’. I 
can show you bills. We put in $20,000 and you mean to tell me, you know, that I 
only appreciated $1,500 in over 20 years. I mean, so now its kinda of a joke and I 
think a lot of my neighbors feel the same way. You know, somebody will say 
‘Where do you live?’ ‘On the avenue in the plume’ [laugh]. I mean, come on. Our 
property value has depreciated so much. 

Lou: Yeah, so it’s got a real negative connotation because of this area. You know, 
anybody that hears were you live it ‘Aw, you guys live over in the IBM spill’. 
Now we have not tried to sell our house, but with the way the appraisal process 
went. Well we are just lucky to get a refinance, but ah, it took some real effort on 
our part… Unfortunately, you know, it’s like the damage has been done and I 
don’t know if, as far as property value goes, people will ever want to buy a house 
in an area that they know has been polluted. They know they can just buy 
elsewhere. Here it is a question mark. We have been here 20 years and things 
have just gone downhill around here. Can we blame this all on the TCE? If I did 
sell, I would be taking a huge loss. Two houses on this side of the street have not 
be able to sell and one 4 bedroom house across the street sold for $38,000. That 
wouldn’t even cover my mortgage if I had to sell at that price. I wish IBM would 
just buy my house, but I don’t see that happening. Will IBM step up to the plate 
and really do that? Well, IBM did offer that $10,000. With that they are saying 
that they are paying for the damages to the property value. Had I known at the 
time that it was not taxable I probably would have taken it because my problem is 
that my son had just started his second year of college when this happened. If I 
took the money, it would have increased our reported income and so would have 
impacted my son’s ability to get financial aid. Also at that time I was just starting 
to collect social security, so I was in that magical 62-65 age. So anything over 
$10,000 a year I have to give back. It’s like for every $2 dollars you make you 
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have to give back $1. I don’t know if I would have taken it or not anyway, but I 
didn’t. 

Like many plume residents who were offered IBM’s $10,000 for property damages, 

Tiffany and Lou turned it down, even though they might not have, had they known it was 

not taxable. Of the homeowners I surveyed who were offered IBM’s $10,000 settlement 

(n=38), only 14, or 37% took it, and the majority (24, or 63%) declined the offer.       

 As it was pointed out earlier, one resident told me that her realtor referred to the 

VMS as a “home improvement.” While this might be true, many homeowners I 

interviewed are reluctant to invest in home improvements. Another couple I interviewed 

had this to say: 

Don: Our main concern is the property value… I certainly think the property 
value has gone down here because we are right here in the middle of this crap. 
That is what I call it. I call the plume the crap…We bought this home in 1970 for 
$18,000. We put money into it, but we will never get out of it what we put into 
it…We won’t do anymore upgrading to the house. It’s just not worth it. I won’t 
do nothing. 

 
Mary: We just don’t feel it makes any sense to put any more money into this 

 house.  
 

Don: Nothing. She wants a new kitchen, but we are not going to get involved in 
that. 

  

 The above narratives illustrate some of the lived experiences of the “inversion” 

(Edelstein 2004) or subversion (Douglas 1993) of the home thesis. Frustration and 

insecurity persist amid IBM and NYDEC remediation and mitigation efforts. No matter 

how much the plume shrinks as a result of the NYDEC’s aggressive groundwater 

remediation project or how well the VMSs work to reduce TCE concentrations in indoor 

air, the fact is that property devaluation, the “empire of risk” (Ferguson 2009) resulting 
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from the real estate market crash and financial crisis of 2008-2009,74 and national and 

global social and economic insecurity seem to be as intrusive as the risks of TCE vapor 

intrusion.   

 

Tenant Notification and the Politics of Knowledge 

The political ecology of mitigation perspective proposed at the beginning of this 

dissertation (see Chapters 1 and 2) and made explicit in this chapter in particular, is 

strengthened by a committed effort to draw on ethnographic description to ground local 

mitigation discourse and make the voice of Endicott’s mitigated citizens more audible 

and meaningful. But this political ecology of mitigation (or PEM) perspective looses 

strength if it does not attend to people left out of the debate, and for the purposes of this 

dissertation, that group of people are renters living in the plume. An almost unspoken 

issue at the local level in Endicott’s plume is the politics of understanding and knowledge 

between homeowners and renters, the later group making up a large portion of the IBM-

Endicott plume population. While state Assemblywomen Donna Lupardo was 

instrumental in getting New York’s Governor David Patterson to sign into law the tenant 

notification bill (A10952-B) requiring landlords to notify tenants of the results of 

environmental testing, this law is, to my knowledge, rarely, if ever, enforced, leaving 

renters in a situation of not knowing about the plume they live, nor what the VMS on 

their rental property is up to. For me, this is what the political ecology of mitigation at the 

local level is all about.  

                                                           
74 FY 2009 was marked by a $1.4 trillion deficit, or about 11.2% of the US’s GDP, according to the 
Congressional Budget Office. By February 2009, New York’s deficit had reached $51 billion, the largest in 
the state’s history. This has been described as “the fatal arithmetic of imperial decline” (Ferguson 2009:44). 
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 One of the more statistically significant results of my survey of plume residents 

was that owners and renters living in homes with mitigation systems have differing levels 

of understanding when it comes to knowing how the VMS works. When asked to rank, 

based on a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 being “Strongly agree” and 5 being “Strongly 

disagree,” the survey question “I understand how the VMS Works,” I found a significant 

between renters and owners (p=.000) using a Mann-Whitney test (see Table 7). Renters 

were much more likely to express that they did not understand how the VMS works.   

                      Table 7: “I understand how the VMS Works” Renters vs. Owners 
 

Owners 

N 

45 

Mean Rank 

       28.51 

Std. Dev. 

 

   1.220 

Asymp. Sig 

 

    .000  

Renters 

 

24 

  

       47.17 

 
 
 According to the Interstate Technology and Regulatory Council (ITRC), 

community stakeholders at vapor intrusion sites have demanded that “mitigation 

techniques…should include a long-term monitoring plan and a contingency plan” (ITRC 

2007:A-3). What my community survey results indicate is that what also ought to be 

included in this “monitoring” plan is a greater effort to inform renters who are not being 

informed about vapor intrusion mitigation. Homeowners tend to dominate the pool of 

“community stakeholders” involved in vapor intrusion debates, and the renter perspective 

and experience gets lost. In Chapter 8, I explore in more detail an intervention strategy or 

model that might help inform vapor intrusion policy to meet this need. In short, we 

should not assume that the more people know about mitigation the more they trust it, but 
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instead demand to know more about how people make sense of their mitigation situation. 

Furthermore, a common understanding among activists and regulators in vapor intrusion 

debates is that the level of indoor air contamination associated with a decision to install 

mitigation systems has varied among sites and sometimes even at the same site, which in 

turn often raises concerns among the public regarding the safety and fairness of 

mitigation decisions. If tenant notification laws are in fact an option to attain greater 

fairness, which I think they are, we need to better understand how and who is ultimately 

responsible for sharing knowledge about the risks of vapor intrusion, mitigation, and even 

the law of tenant notification itself at the local level. Public meetings and flyers can work, 

but according to my survey results, renters in the plume do not seem to be showing up to 

public meetings on the IBM-Endicott pollution issue. In fact, I found that while 37 out of 

50 homeowners surveyed (74%) had attended at least one public meeting, only 5 out of 

31 renters (16%) surveyed had ever been to a public meeting. I suspect that perhaps one 

of the major reasons for a low turnout among renters is in part due to the fact that renters 

have not “invested” in the plume, as homeowners have, and so keeping to speed on the 

progress of the remediation effort—the usual focus of the public meetings—is of little 

interest. Again, this is just speculation, but it is clear to me at this point in the history of 

the IBM-Endicott debacle that we need to better understand the differences between 

renters and owners to better grasp the unfolding political ecology of risk and mitigation. 

While it is difficult to suggest based on my survey data socioeconomic differences based 

on race, given that fact the overwhelming majority of my survey respondents were white 

(96.2%), the differences between renters and owners based on socioeconomic status is 

worth noting (see Table 8).  
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Many of my informants claimed that there is a rising “welfare” pollution in Endicott, and 

I think it would have been useful to have included a question on my survey whether the 

resident is currently relying on welfare as their primary source of income. Table 8, in this 

sense, does not accurately reflect the possible statistical significance of this growing sub-

population of Endicott.   

 I began this chapter with an overview of what vapor intrusion regulators and 

scientists call “blanket mitigation.” In the first round of testing in Endicott, mitigation 

systems were offered to all buildings located over the 300-acre plume in which TCE 

levels measured above 0.22 mcg/m3. Based on subsequent rounds of testing, the DEC 
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decided that VMSs would be offered whenever sub-slab levels exceeded 250 mcg/m3, 

indoor air levels exceeded 5.0 mcg/m3, or sub-slab levels were between 50 and 250 

mcg/m3 and indoor air levels were between 2.5 and 5.0 mcg/m3. Blanketing the IBM-

Endicott Superfund site with VMSs, in other words, was a very protective decision that is 

not experienced at all sites where vapor intrusion is a known or suspected threat. As will 

be discussed in more detail in Chapter 8, it might be important to work towards creating a 

national standard on vapor intrusion mitigation that uses the IBM-Endicott site as a case 

example of protective vapor intrusion mitigation decision-making. The next chapter takes 

a closer look at citizen action aimed at protecting Endicott residents from IBM’s TCE 

plume, emphasizing the emergence of local advocacy and the diverse subjectivities and 

intentionalities of activists and their feelings about environmental justice.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Advocacy after IBM: Narratives of Action and Intentionality, Boundary 
Movement and Negotiated Environmental Justice 

 

I just want people to know. People need to know that there is a  
problem here. People need to know that it ain’t gonna be covered up. They try  

to make everything look nicey-nice, but there is a big problem here. 
--Local activist and former IBMer, 2009 

 
Advocates are…situated in reciprocal relation to other advocates, even if geographically 
distant, whose intended as well as unintended actions influence what is perceived as good 

and possible. 
--Fortun (2001:16-17) 

 

 

As Edelstein (2004) contends, and I think rightly so, contamination is both disabling and 

enabling. The IBM contamination in Endicott has resulted in many disabling 

consequences (e.g., health issues with uncertain causes, stigmatization, community 

corrosion, hopelessness, economic hardship, stress, etc.) that may never be mitigated or 

remediated, despite the on-going efforts of IBM and the NYDEC. Amid this toxics 

rupture, people have taken action—some vocally, many more in private—resulting in a 

citizen response that has enabled a “sense of community” or at least some sense of 

collective intentionality. In many ways, citizen action in contaminated post-IBM Endicott 

has reinforced the idea that people “do not live in secluded cocoons of [their] own” (Sen 

2009:130), that when a community-level problem arises and a sense of duty emerges, 

citizens decide to become actively engaged in a “politics of enunciation…[whereby 

different]…identities come together” (Allen 2003:21) to share their stories of struggle. 

Furthermore, I think it is fair to say that the advocacy in Endicott is more than anything a 
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“response to temporally specific paradox” than it is a “matter of shared values, interests, 

or even culture” (Fortun 2001:11). In other words, the locally-situated citizen response to 

the paradox of IBM “productivity and plunder”75 in Endicott, has its own complexities 

and paradoxes; its own fomentation process, as David Harvey would put it76.    

 When I returned to Endicott in the summer of 2009, I expected plume residents to 

make up the majority of local activists engaged in the Western Broome Environmental 

Stakeholders Coalition (WBESC). Instead, what I found was that only one of the activists 

listed as a member of the WBESC actually lived in “the plume” and with the durable 

ambiguities that come with living in a “risk” zone and in a mitigated home. I was told by 

one activist that this was not the case when activism in Endicott was under the leadership 

of the Residents Action Group of Endicott (RAGE) and Citizens Acting to Restore 

Endicott’s Environment (CARE). Even though RAGE’s founders lived and still live 

several blocks west and outside of the “official” plume zone, plume residents made up 

the majority the citizens involved with CARE and RAGE when they began to surface in 

2003 and 2004. So, what I came to realize and what I hope to expose in this chapter is 

that augmenting the “politics of enunciation” (Allen 2003:21)77 so commonly found in 

contaminated communities, is the tension between local activists —the people who 

“make it their duty to speak for the people” (Bourdieu 1990:186)78—and the “community 

                                                           
75 Political ecologist Jason Moore uses this “productivity and plunder” theme to describe the contentious 
interface of capitalism and environment. I first learned of this phrasing during my 2008-2009 fieldwork, 
when I met him at a lecture he gave at The Ferdinand Braudel Center at Binghamton University. 
76 Harvey writes that “struggles against accumulation by dispossession are fomenting quite different lines of 
social and political struggle” (Harvey 2007:40, my emphasis).  
77 Allen (2003) draws on Alcoff (1991-1992) to formulate her “politics of enunciation.” 
78 Here, Bourdieu is actually referring to the social scientist, a social actor who he contends really “has no 
mandate, no mission, except those which he [sic] claims by virtue of the logic of his [sic] research” 
(1990:186). In this way, I think its fare to say that activists, like anthropologists, do what they do because 
they feel right doing it. In other words, they do it for themselves, even if they say they do it for others, for 
“the people.” 
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stakeholder” model informing contemporary environmental politics. Fortun (2001:10-11) 

helps explain this point of friction and I quote her at length:   

 Who inhabits this world? How, once social and territorial boundaries have been 
destabilized, can one discern what a community is and who is part of it? How 
does one account for the way disaster creates community? Within environmental 
politics, these questions are usually responded to in terms of ‘stakeholder’—
groups of people who have a stake in decisions to be made by corporations, 
government agencies, or other organizational bodies within which decisions by a 
few can affect many. A stakeholder model recognizes different social positions 
and different ways of perceiving both problems and solutions. The model has 
merits. It has pushed corporations to include nonshareholders in their 
calculations of stakes. Workers, people living near production facilities, vendors, 
and others have been offered a place at the table. It has also helped draw once 
marginalized players into policy formulation and evaluation…But there are 
problems with the stakeholders model [that the IBM pollution conflict in 
Endicott] makes visible. The value of the model is its recognition of difference. 
In use, however, the goal is usually to manage difference by forcing diversity 
into consensus. And each stakeholder community is usually considered to be 
epistemologically homogenous and epistemologically consistent. Members of 
any given stakeholder community are assumed to think alike…Like most 
pluralist models, the stakeholder model can’t seem to tolerate much 
complexity—or much dissent.   

  

 With this critical “stakeholder” perspective in mind, this chapter draws on 

activists’ narratives and lived experience to better understand the subjectivity or point of 

view of active community stakeholders in Endicott. With a general focus on the 

intersections of subjectivity and intentionality, this chapter, then, aims to “make sense” of 

these citizens’ advocacy efforts, and draws on narratives generated from in-depth 

ethnographic interviews with local activists. Several investigative journalists (Grossman 

2006; Gramza 2009) have helped popularize and tell the story of environmental activism 

in Endicott. This chapter aims to deepen that understanding by drawing on extensive 

narratives from in-depth ethnographic interviews to highlight activists’ perspectives and 
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to illustrate the ways in which this local activism converges with “boundary movement” 

discourse and action.  

 Another goal of this chapter is to look at local activism in relation to and in 

tension with the environmental justice frame and movement. In 2006, the National 

Environmental Justice for All Tour made a visit to Endicott to connect with local 

activists, despite the fact that local activism in Endicott was and remains devoid of any 

environmental justice discourse or intentionality. Some activists I interviewed understood 

and welcomed the environmental justice “connection” in Endicott, while others found it 

irrelevant or a stretch. This tour inspired me to explore a critical question: how do we 

account for environmental justice in communities where it seems discursively vacant and 

even contested as a legitimate frame? I engage this question in the later part of the 

chapter, with the hope of exposing what I am calling ‘negotiated environmental justice’, 

or what amounts to the messy organic identity politics and “intra-community tensions” 

(Horowitz 2008) contributing to the broader political ecology of the environmental 

justice movement and its emerging effort to pluralize and be a movement “for all.”  

      

Local Community Activism: Narratives of Duty79 and Dissent 

In my interviews with members of the WBESC, I asked general questions used in 

ethnographic studies of social movement, advocacy, and activism: Why did you get 

involved in advocacy? Why did you become an activist? What has becoming an activist 

been like? How do you see your efforts changing or not changing the current and future 

                                                           
79 My use of duty here is in line with Foucault’s usage, which he discusses in his analysis of the Greek 
notion of parrhesia, or “frankness in speaking the truth”: [In] parrhesia, telling the truth is regarded as a 
duty. The orator who speaks the truth to those who cannot accept his truth, for instance, and who may be 
exiled, or punished in some way, is free to keep silent. No one forces him to speak, but he feels that it is his 
duty to do so” (Foucault 2001[1983]:19, his emphasis).   
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situation? These questions aim to intensify our understanding of not only the acting 

subject, but also the “intentionality” of human agency or “the ways in which action is 

cognitively and emotionally pointed toward some purpose” (Ortner 2006:134, emphasis 

in original). Most activists I interviewed told me that they got involved to help pressure 

IBM to do a better job of cleaning up the plume and pay greater attention to the 

occupational health exposure issues for workers who used to work at the plant. The latter 

became a quick focus because many of the activists I interviewed who had started with 

the Residents Action Group of Endicott (RAGE) and were now WBESC members, were 

also former IBMers80. What follows is a close-up look at some activists’ narratives I 

collected during the 2008-2009 field season.  

 Inspired by critical ethnographies of advocacy and environmental justice (Fortun 

2001; Allen 2003; Checker 2005), I wish to provide a narrative sketch of local activists 

that attends to intersubjectivity,81 the micropolitical, and therefore to various points of 

convergence and divergence between advocates. I intend these narratives to “function as 

both story and rhetoric, identifying the various stakeholders as part of an interpretive 

community” (Allen 2003:22). As stated in the introduction of this dissertation, I think of 

Endicott as a post-IBM community perplexed by the uncertainties of the local 

environmental and occupation health risks of TCE exposure and the ambiguous efficacy 

of mitigation and remediation decisions and technologies. Activists engaged in this 

                                                           
80 Soon after I moved to Arizona in 2003, I stayed in contact with Allan Turnbull, who in 2004 developed 
the RAGE group. For whatever reason, Allan did not return my phone calls when I tried to interview him 
during my 2008-2009 field season. I was told by other activists and WBESC members that he had burned 
out or that he felt he had done his job and was therefore no longer active. Others told me that he dropped 
out of the spotlight for personal health reasons. Whatever the reasons for his current lack of involvement, 
his spirit and accomplishments are forever acknowledged and central to the storyline of toxics activism in 
Endicott.   
81 One could also use the term “relational subjectivity” to discuss intersubjectivity, as indicated in the work 
of McAfee (2000:129-150). 
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ambiguous battle take on a certain interpretive role and their narratives help make the 

IBM contamination conflict intelligible. These narratives also showcase the way in which 

advocates are certain about what is “good and possible” (Fortun 2001:16-17), even if 

their interpretations remain confused or their actions do more to reinforce or stabilize 

uncertainty than to deliver the Truth, the certainty of matters.  

 My hope is that this chapter provides a discursive space that anchors the debate in 

the narratives of those engaged in actively making the debate attentive to “community” 

concerns. Furthermore, I believe these stories or narratives do more than provide 

accounts of activists’ lives; they help constitute the subjectivity and stand point of these 

activists. They set in relief the connections between activists (e.g., their concerns, their 

interests, etc.) and showcase points of transparency, agreement, and corresponding 

intentionality. But, as I pointed out in earlier discussions of risk and mitigation perception 

(see Chapters 5 and 6), informants’ narratives also help intensify our understanding of the 

place of difference (or what a difference difference makes) in the social world. “Like 

‘being’ according to Aristotle, the social world can be uttered and constructed in different 

ways: it can be practically perceived, uttered, constructed, in accordance with different 

principles of vision and division” (Bourdieu 1991:232). What follows are examples of 

how activists utter and construct their advocacy identity and what it is like for them to be 

engaged in activism and advocacy work in a TCE contaminated post-IBM Endicott. To 

protect the identity of the activists I discuss, I have used pseudonyms, but if they were to 

read this themselves—which I hope they will when I give them a copy of the 

dissertation—they will know who they are and other activists engaged in this small, tight 

network of activists. Moreover, I have selected activists who have been most vocal and 
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involved in the IBM-Endicott contamination debate. I have selected narratives highlight 

points of convergence and difference between this small network of activists who in 

many ways exemplify actors in an environmental social movement that blurs the 

boundaries between anti-toxics and environmental health movements and movements for 

environmental justice and tax equity.      

 

Shelley’s Story: The Outspoken Republican and Depoliticizer  

Shelley was the first WBESC member I interviewed when I returned to Endicott for 

fieldwork in the summer of 2008. Reflecting on her time as a nurse for IBM’s first aid 

unit between 1969 and 1979, Shelley told me she had firsthand experience with IBM 

workers and chemical exposure issues: “Wherever they needed me I would go. We had 

about 23 on staff and 3 full shift…I was the person workers would go to if there was a 

body spill. They had to come to my first aid. They would go directly into the shower and 

they would be cursing up a storm. Some of them burned and many were released for 

blood work”. In addition to being a nurse at the plant, Shelley was a Broome county 

legislator for twenty years, and has been described as an “outspoken Republican” by local 

journalists. Sitting in her living room on Endicott’s hilly “North side,” located outside of 

the IBM Endicott plume, she explained why she got involved with RAGE and told me 

about the history of the emergence of the WBESC: 

You know, I may not live in the plume, but I know what those people are going 
through and the anxiety level, I am sure, with the landlords and home owners. 
You know it is probably not something they are thinking about all the time, but 
the next time you get a little pain in your gut and you go to the doctor, it is in the 
back of your head ‘I wonder. I wonder’. But, I refuse to have this thing 
politicized. I don’t know how many times I have to remind a few of our members 
that this is not a democratic issue. And Alan Turnbull, the guy who got this whole 
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thing going and started RAGE. He’s a fantastic guy. He is the guy who got me 
involved and he said we really need you. I attended a couple of meetings and I 
realized that there were several constituency groups, from Sierra Club to the 
CARE organization to RAGE, and a whole lot of people who weren’t organized. 
Well, I also know that our resources are limited here in New York. It doesn’t 
make a whole lot of sense to have officials responded to several constituency 
groups every single month. We are important, but we are not that important, but 
together we can say to them ‘Instead of coming down six times a month to 
Broome county, why don’t you come down once and all of our groups could be 
part of this coalition’. They liked the idea. I did not know that ATSDR, NIOSH, 
and the CDC already had a component ready as far as community groups. They 
came down with a strategic planning group, but you know a strategic planning 
group doesn’t mean anything to the constituent. I said ‘You know, no one knows 
what that is. A strategic planning group for what?’ I said ‘We have to have a 
name that identifies us’. Strategic planning group sounded kind of stupid. So, that 
is where Western Broome Environmental Stakeholders Coalition came from. 
Everybody is using the word stakeholder nowadays. It is all over. You have a 
stakeholder this, a stakeholder that. We needed to identify ourselves and we tried 
to stay western Broome oriented because this is where the majority of the 
population and where most of the taxes are paid from.  
 

Finding myself still contemplating her depoliticization comment (‘I refuse to have this 

thing politicized’), and reminded of the “anti-politics” rhetoric of neoliberalism 

(Ferguson 1994; Büscher 2010), I moved on to my interview questions, even though I 

found this potent ‘political’ statement interesting and a good example of the 

“micropolitical ecology” (Horowitz 2008) of environmental advocacy. Moving on, I 

asked her “So, what got you interested in the IBM pollution issue in particular? What 

sparked your interest in advocacy?” She replied with 

You know that’s a good question. I did forty years community service while 
working and raising my family. I worked in almost every single community group 
you can think of. But, cancer to me was the thing. When I was a student nurse, 
back then in 1963 in the pediatric unit, babies didn’t come out of there. Leukemia 
was leukemia. Deadly leukemia. I saw babies with colon cancer and babies with 
brain cancer. Part of the training was autopsies. You are standing there and you 
are seeing this horrible disease ravaging people, affecting little ones that didn’t do 
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anything. It always stayed with me. You know we had young people that we took 
care of and you know there is an odor of cancer that you can’t get out of your 
mind. With IBM, even though I did first aid work, they asked me because I had 
free time to take care of some IBMers that had terminal cancer. I loved nursing. 
You know what, I didn’t mind doing terminal care nursing. Now we call it 
hospice. IBM liked the fact that I knew IBM, that I could talk to the employees 
about IBM. Also, I have kind of a wacky personality. For example, if I was 
working there on Halloween I would come in with a mask. They loved that. 
 

Like other WBESC members, Shelley knew people who worked for IBM that had died of 

cancer. Like other activists, she experienced things that “always stayed” with her.  For 

example, she told me about her neighbor and friend who recently passed away, and I 

sensed that her close relationship with him fueled her advocacy and especially inspired 

her to prod the National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) to do an 

occupational health study of IBM workers who had worked at the Endicott plant:  

Seeing the cancer and knowing it…I have a strong faith, believing there is 
something bigger than us out there, and I am always questioning…I just lost my 
neighbor and he worked for IBM for 27 years in maintenance. Here I have a little 
prayer box with his picture in it. [She showed me the picture which was posted in 
the obituary section of the local paper]. He was much more handsome than the 
picture shows. He got cancer about five or six years ago. We thought he had it 
licked. He was my buddy. We would always exchange things and talk 
politics….We were always talking back and forth and if there was an issue that 
would come up politically we would chat. He had a good sense of how I would go 
with the vote. He kind of typifies the Broome county person [By this she meant he 
votes Republican]. I miss him terribly and he never really even called me Wanda. 
It was always ‘Hi neighbor’. But, when he talked to my husband he would say 
‘How is Wanda?’ He didn’t have much property to sit out on and relax, but he 
loved to be outside. He would put out a little chair on the side of the property and 
we used to sit and talk. As he got sicker, he didn’t come out, you know. He 
couldn’t make it around the corner, so he started to sit right outside the garage. He 
would just sit there.  
 
Well, this man saw the [feasibility] study that they [NIOSH] had initially done 
with all the chemicals used at IBM. When I saw the chemicals and the cancer they 
reported I was just sick. He asked to see the NIOSH document….He never 
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complained about a situation. Whatever it was he did not want to see the 
resolution or anything like that. So, I gave him the study and about a week later he 
comes on down and handed it to me and looks me right in the eye. He looked me 
right in the eye. He sat down on my deck, which was very unusual, and he said, 
and these were his exact words: ‘I worked with every single one of these 
chemicals for 27 years. You can’t stop what you are doing.’ He didn’t say ‘Do 
this because I have got the cancer’ or ‘I’m dying’. He just said ‘You can’t stop 
what you’re doing’. You wanna know what? I’m not going to stop.  
 
We have got the NIOSH study ready to go under our belt. We are going to be 
helping with the protocol. We have studied almost everything we can study here 
and that is about as frank as I am going to get about it. There is no more issue to 
study down here. We have got it. We know, now we have got to prove it and we 
want that study of IBM workers.  
 

Despite her commitment to the NIOSH study and making sure the WBESC continues to 

hold meetings and provide information for the community, Shelley also shared with me 

her sense of “burn out”, hopelessness, and her feelings about the durable ambiguity of 

the future of the WBESC. She was especially vocal about struggling with keeping the 

WBESC afloat and even losing the personal motivation to “keep going” as the 

WBESC’s leader:   

In about another five years I will be 70. It sounds crazy to say. I hope this work 
keeps me healthy. I had some close calls here with back problems, you know. I 
told the group about two months ago ‘You know, it is getting to the point where 
sometimes I sit and say, what the hell are we doing here? What is the use?’ I was 
very frank with them. I said ‘I have no budget. I can’t do half the things I would 
like to do because I have no money’. Nobody comes forward and gives me money 
like they do at church. Now I just tell the officials ‘You got a report for us, you 
better have it for everybody. Don’t just give it to me. Everybody. Because, I am 
not going to print the thing out.’ I don’t know anyone that wants this job.  
 
Peter: So, what keeps you going? 
 
People keep telling me quitely ‘Keep going, keep going. No one else is going to 
do it’. And I know that and that is how it was for Alan Turnbull. This man 
delayed hip surgery for five years to keep RAGE going. He could hardly walk by 
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the end of last year. You gotta understand that all of a sudden your life starts to 
consume you. You start saying to yourself ‘Gee, I better not have that hip 
replacement because it is going to be about three months of recovery and who is 
going to handle the meetings? Who is going to make sure this is going on and that 
is going on?’ That is how we are. I was flat on my back for 2-3 months at the 
beginning of the year and I told them right out either we are not going to have a 
meeting or if we have a meeting you are going to behave yourselves, you know. It 
is almost like I am a grandma here.  

 
Shelley is not only open about being Republican, but she also openly stresses that as the 

leader of the WBESC, she needs to control for the threat of the politicization of the IBM 

contamination conflict. For example, when she can’t make meetings, she finds herself 

worrying about the so-called political contamination of the IBM pollution debate. Again, 

while she made clear that her mission was to depoliticize the issue and make the WBESC 

apolitical, her sustained defense of the need for an apolitical WBESC had its own micro-

political tone:    

It’s like if I can’t be there, I better not hear of anything going wrong. I tell them to 
get back to me. That is how it has got to be. My secretary thinks I am a little too 
harsh on people. But, when you are out there and you say something political in 
that meeting room, I am going to get back at you. Don’t go telling me that only 
the Democrats care about the environment. That is not true. We all care. We have 
one guy who is a democratic activist and for a while I had to tell him that the 
WBESC is not politically oriented. If someone wants to go ahead on their own 
with something that is one thing, but this is a coalition. In order to do something 
with the name WBESC on it you have to have the agreement of every single 
participant….That’s how it has gotta be and I learned that when I was a Broome 
County legislator. There were many things that I thought were wonderful, but I 
couldn’t say that Broome county approved of it because I was only one in 19 
legislators.  
 

While the depoliticization of the WBESC was a strong theme in my interview with 

Shelley, other members of the WBESC believe politics figure into the debates, as we will 

see below. But, to be fair, it was my sense that for all the activist I interviewed there is a 
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strong common grounding, something of a collective concern, that dwarfs the inevitable 

micropolitics of the WBESC: TCE contamination is a problem, the WBESC will make 

sure IBM, the DEC, and NIOSH will do their job and “stay on top of the issue,” as 

Shelley put it. As Nicholas Freudenberg wrote in his classic book Not in Our Backyards!, 

“If activists understand why they need to work together, they can find the energy to 

address the issues that divide them” (Freudenberg 1984:238). This seems to be a 

welcome possibility for contemporary activists in Endicott, even amid real differences 

between coalition members.       

 

Frank’s Story: Refusing to Be a Silent IBMer 

At 59 and a resident of Endicott since 1966, Frank spends long hours at the 

Alliance@IBM82 office even though he actually works part-time. He describes himself as 

a dedicated union organizer and active volunteer, in addition to being a web tech, and a 

professional musician. “I’ve been a Rock and Roll singer for 44 years. I was a member of 

the Human Beings. You are too young to remember, but we had a hit record in 1968 

called ‘Nobody But Me’. It was just a one hit wonder.” He worked at IBM as an 

electrical engineering technician for just over twenty eight years, starting in 1974. Like 

Shelley, Frank does not live in the plume. As he put it “I’m not affected directly by the 

plume. I may be indirectly if it is in the water system, because I get Endicott water, but 

based on all the meetings, apparently all the water is testing to be ok. I am not sure all of 

the good news they tell ya, but outside of that, no I am not affected. I am not ventilated.”  

                                                           
82 According to their website, Alliance@IBM/CWA Local 1701 is an IBM employee organization that is 
dedicated to preserving and improving the rights and benefits of IBM workers. “While our ultimate goal is 
collective bargaining rights with IBM, we will build our union now and challenge IBM on the many issues 
facing employees from off-shoring and job security to working conditions and company policy.” Shelley 
contended that Alliance@IBM was “really a wannabe union. They want to be a union, but they’re not.” 
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 When I was in the process of corresponding with Frank to set up our interview, he 

asked that I send him my National Science Foundation (NSF) proposal to get a better idea 

of what I was up to. He requested this, because, as he put it, “A lot of people have come 

here to do a study, and we don’t know what they are really doing. They leave and we 

have no idea what they are doing.” When it came time for the interview, the first thing he 

said was “Well, I read it and you’ve got it pretty much covered.” I said “Well, that’s 

funny, because I feel as though I haven’t even started because I haven’t been able to talk 

directly to activists like you about this issue.” He responded by explaining that his 

intentions as an activist are rooted in his concern for the health his fellow workers at the 

old IBM Endicott plant: 

Well, my connection as a stakeholder is with the workers and the former IBM 
workers at the plant. That is where my connection is because I was exposed to a 
soup of different chemicals. As a tangent note I can’t say I have suffered directly 
from it, but I know because I was in manufacturing for some time that people like 
me who worked in manufacturing were not so lucky. So that is where my 
connection is. 

 

For Frank, speaking up and being involved with Alliance@IBM, RAGE, and WBESC 

has created “personal” problems. For example, he blames himself for letting his activism 

get between him and his wife: “I mean on a personal note, my wife and I still have 

discussions that turn heated about my continuing involvement as a community activist 

and as a union activist. I mean, it has put a huge strain on my family and I take the blame 

for that.” His wife supports him, but he knows how IBM and EIT feel about activists like 

him: “I think IBM and EIT and anybody that hates unions and vocal activists like myself 

would wish that I would just shut the hell up, you know.”  
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 Frank played a critical role in getting the current NIOSH study, despite the 

obvious role of congressman Hinchey. He “helped to get pressure to get it done,” but 

contends that the person really responsible for prodding NIOSH to do the worker health 

study was congressman Maurice Hinchey.” “The people that he knew in the government 

was critical to getting this thing going. Hinchey belived whole heartedly that IBM 

workers and not just the residents, but the IBM workers had suffered greatly and that it 

was not well known, period.” Frank explained that workers have serious reasons for not 

sharing or talking about “what they know,” but this doesn’t stop him from trying to get 

workers to speak up. Furthermore, he explained that “it gets tough being an activist” 

when former IBMers end up at meetings “pointing their fingers” and telling “multiple 

anecdotal stories”: 

The perception among people here is that there are these agencies and companies 
to fear so they are not gonna open their mouth and they are not gonna step 
forward. Notwithstanding, many of those people are retired IBMers on a pension 
and fear they are going to lose their pension or IBM is going to take that away 
from them if they open their mouth. I mean people have said that to me directly. 
They say ‘I don’t want to say anything. I am drawing a good pension. I am ok and 
I’m not sick.’ They have said to my face, ‘I think your right, but I’m not gonna 
tell you what I know.’ I say ‘You’re not going to tell me what you know, oh my 
God’. This is what we have here….I don’t even have half of the information that 
other people have that could put these guys in jail, potentially. Potentially. But I 
know the people that know this information and sooner or later I am hoping I can 
get them to talk about it. I don’t know that IBM or the agencies know who these 
people are. Some of them are vocal. Some of them are angry and open about. 
Some of them come to the WBESC meeting and they point fingers at the NY state 
agency people and accuse them of all kinds of atrocities and get into a shouting 
match. You know, I am glad they are bringing the information, but this is where it 
gets tough being an activist and being on the board and having a balance, because 
like one person that I can think of has showed up to the meetings pointing fingers 
and proceeded to tell multiple anecdotal stories about what IBM’s trucking 
contractors and toxic chemical disposal contractors did back in the 1960s and 
1970s. I mean he basically tongue-lashed the DEC guy and tried forcing him to 
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send people into the hills of Endwell which is up near the IBM Homestead and 
where the two golf courses were. 

   

Frank went on to explain more about the cohort of silent IBMers whom he wants to hear 

speak up. His narrative highlights the extra complications that the internal politics among 

IBMers brings to the issue, even though he “hates” to bring up the politics at play in the 

debate: 

I have spoken to people that work in offices on the third or fourth floors of some 
of those buildings at the IBM Endicott facility who believe that IBM has basically 
tried to cover all this up or make it right to make sure their image did not get 
damaged for what they did, but they are still unaffected by the chemicals because 
they worked in the office. So they are not really exposed. However, maybe the 
person in the cube next to them has the opposite attitude, where they think ‘Oh, 
IBM is not to blame for this. Some of these laws for some of these chemicals 
were not even enacted back in the 1950s and the 1960s. The government is to 
blame for this.’ You know, and I really hate to say this, but my perception is that 
it starts becoming political. When you hear both sides of two people, for example, 
and I have, that work in the same office and neither of them are exposed to the 
chemicals….its amazing that each sees the opposite view. And it all kinda boils 
down to left and right, or Democrat or Republican, or liberal and conservative. I 
hate to say that, but that is my perception. But, really when you listen to their 
arguments, and some of the arguments are not their own words, some of them are 
from people that they talked to, and some of it is their own assessment. It is just 
the politics and it isn’t glaring. It isn’t glaring. I mean I have listened to a lot of 
people talk about this issue and I know I am biased about it on several levels, but I 
try to be objective and listen to the point their making. But every time they make 
a point there is a taint of politics in their discussion. I guess I can say from my 
own little analysis of it, it is that if it is somebody who is against big government, 
you know, a Reagan era kind of  person, they tend to blame a lot of this on too 
much government interference in IBM’s affairs at the bottom line. They say they 
are trying to make laws retroactive that weren’t formulated during the time that 
the spills all took place. Whereas on the other side, on the left if you will, it is 
quite the opposite. These people end up making statements or imply that they 
think that business is evil, you know, ultimately because their goals are narrow 
and focused and they don’t take in the human factor and even consider the human 
factor a thing. They don’t consider it a thing. That also reflects their attitude about 
their work life, you know, how IBM treats them and it’s workers.  
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Frank went on explaining how he feels about the milieu of politics, even though he felt 

his sample size was probably too small to really know, to have an “objective view”:  

It seems to me, and my sample size is not documented and probably not big 
enough, but it seems to me that the people that I talk to that were happy with their 
job at IBM had not been exposed to any chemicals or toxic materials in the 
workplace. They are happy with their salary and what IBM is doing as far as a 
company, and they well just say that it’s the governments’ fault. They tend to be 
republicans or conservatives. It think that’s it. I know that’s really not an 
objective view. And it is the same on the other side. Like I said, I am admittedly 
biased and I kinda veer to the left, but there are things that IBM has done that I 
don’t think other companies would have done, so I have to applaud them for that. 
That is great.  

My sense is that while Frank self-identifies as a leftist union organizer, he is more modest 

and “cooperative” when it comes to how he talks about IBM and the DEC vis-à-vis their 

involvement in the cleanup effort. He still thinks the worker exposure issue needs more 

attention, and he, like other WBESC members I interviewed, are waiting for the final 

NIOSH report, which will be completed as early as 2012. Despite moments of applause 

for the work IBM and the responding government agencies (e.g., NYDEC, NYDOH, 

ATSDR, and NIOSH) are doing, and the attention Endicott is getting when compared to 

other communities impacted by TCE vapor intrusion, Frank still finds himself perplexed. 

He has been to all the meetings, and has interacted with all the core government officials 

working on Endicott’s Superfund site. His interactions with these have been, at times, 

confusing and left him wondering where things are headed: 

There have been times when they have met with WBESC or RAGE and they have 
been resistive to doing things and have blamed it on a lack of resources or lack of 
sample size or anecdotal data being irrelevant and unscientific. I mean there have 
been several times where I have been in a direct conversation with either the 
NYSDOH or NYSDEC or ATSDR and I have come away from that conversation 
saying ‘What just happened here? Where are we going’. 
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John’s Story: Being the “Squeaky Wheel” and Information Disseminator  

John’s activism derived from a mixture of dissent, the excitement of “embarrassing” 

IBM, and a personal interest in “making a difference” and testing to see if activism could 

make a difference: 

 The reason I wanted to get involved over here was because I wanted to see if one 
 person  can make a difference as an activists. Could I make an impact? The other 
 thing is I wanted IBM to pay for the crime they committed. I wanted to use them 
 as an example to show them that they can’t get away with that. We are trying to 
 publicly embarrass them and trying to make them clean it up. 

John, aged 56, worked at IBM as a computer specialist for twenty years, and feels he lost 

his job at IBM because he was “considered a safety advocate at the plant and the big boss 

did not approve of that.”  He has lived in Endicott for 45 years and now lives in a house 

“just on the border of the plume, although the house has never been tested. They tested 

around it, but they estimated that it was not a problem here. Less than a block away 

people have it [a vapor mitigation system]. I joined the class action suit because no one 

really knows what the contamination is like here because they didn’t test it.” 

 John is one of three WBESC members I interviewed who is engaged in what 

Shelley and more modest WBESC members would call, for lack of a better term, 

“radical” or “leftist” activism. Embarrassing IBM has been the primary intention of his 

activism. From the beginning, he has aimed to be a “squeaky wheel”: 

Before RAGE was even formed, I wrote a letter to the editor and they used a pen 
name. Like I said, I did not want to get in trouble, so I used a pen name. I wrote 
my letter, saying IBM should be responsible for cleaning up these chemicals and 
the newspaper decided not to print because they thought it would be a liability. In 
other words, IBM could sue them. So I kept on them and said you need to print 
this letter because of the public health concerns for the community. They did. I 
finally got them to print it. I think that helped get other residents involved. I mean 
the got involved on their own as well, but I think my letter helped draw some 
attention. It helped put some political pressure on IBM. After that I would get on 
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the local radio. I would send out emails to politicians to get involved. Then one of 
the politicians had a meeting at the visitors centers and that is where Alan 
Turnbull got community members together to form RAGE. I was at that meeting. 
I got on their distribution list, so I got newsletters and got involved with them a 
little bit. I was still working at IBM.  

I was talking to an activist once and he said ‘The way to make this issue heard is 
to be a squeaky wheel and make a lot of noise’. So, I created a distribution list of 
thousands of newspapers and reporters and editors around the country and when I 
heard there was going to be an article in the newspaper, I would send it out to 
thousands of people, including politicians. I spent months, years, just building this 
distribution list and I would write my own letters of concern about the residents in 
the contaminated area and also information and concerns about chemical 
exposures in the workplace because what I experienced in the workplace working 
on some of these chemical machines that expose workers to many different 
chemicals like copper chloride, ethylene chloride and a lot of these other nasty 
toxic stuff. Initially, before the attention was on the chemical spill which 
originally occurred in 1979, I began to form a relationship with reporters at the 
local press here. If I would hear things in the workplace, I would express my 
concerns to them. Sometimes we would be running these machines and IBM 
would not keep up on the machine’s maintenance because IBM wanted to get 
their product out and get their quota and the machines would have leaking seals. 
The chemicals would spill out in the mote underneath the machine. You would be 
breathing in these fumes. I would call OSHA [Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration] and they would always come in wearing protective suits and 
slippers and say ‘Oh, it is within OSHA standards’. So basically, they wouldn’t do 
anything about it. Well people with NIOSH at the time said that the OSHA 
standards are outdated. It made me realize that not all the companies follow the 
standards because you have a government organization telling them they are 
within OSHA standards and the corporation thinks they are safe, they are 
complying with OSHA standards. So, I became not only an activist against IBM 
and the chemical spill but against OSHA and their standards. 

 

Mike’s Story: Listening with an “Open mind” 

Mike, a retired engineer, used to work in the field of power plant water chemistry. Even 

though he is 57 and retired, he still does contract work, and is a landlord with property in 

the plume. He has lived in Broome County all his life. He grew up in Endicott, where his 
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dad worked for the Endicott-Johnson Shoe Company. His parents migrated to the US 

from Italy (south of Rome). Mike lived in Endicott until he was twenty seven when he 

got married and moved to Hillcrest,83 about ten miles east of Endicott.  As an engineer, 

Mike tells me that “Most of the time, I understand what the engineers and scientists are 

saying at the meetings.” He went to Broome County Community College, which was 

Broome Tech at the time, and then went to Clarkson University in Potsdam, NY.84 

Mike’s mom worked for IBM for about 6 months during the 1940s. He does not live in 

the plume now, but he did grow up in what is now the area impacted by IBM’s TCE 

plume. Mike shared with me his reason for getting involved with the WBESC and why he 

decided to become a stakeholder: 

I grew up in downtown Endicott. My mom and dad had property there and I lived 
there. So I became interested for two reasons. One, obviously the value of the 
property associated with the plume, and two, the health concerns. My mom lived 
on Madison Ave and my sister lives right next door. So I wanted to make sure 
things were going ok for them. I got involved the WBESC right when it started. 
My role is secretary. I think we were joking the other night about not getting the 
minutes out. But, I retired in May of 08 and have part-time work, and so now it 
feels like I am busier now than when I was working.  

Mike informed me that one of the strengths of the WBESC is that it is an advocacy 

group with a wide vision, and a group that has been successful in reviewing and making 

sense of “complicated and technical issues”: “I think we have done a lot to make sure a 

whole range of different aspects have been covered. I think we have done a good job 

with the complicated and technical issues. We have done the local health studies and we 

have been working with the health department on that. I think we have done a really 

good job reviewing things.” He went on to explain that 

                                                           
83 Hillcrest, NY is another community struggling with TCE contamination in Broome County. I explain the 
experience of this community’s most vocal stakeholder in a later section of this chapter. 
84 IBM’s founder, Thomas J. Watson, Sr,, was born and raised in Potsdam, NY. 



207 

 

in terms of looking into the future, we want to continue pushing for this workers 
health study because it looks like the area itself may not have been affected by the 
plume as far as health concerns. I say ‘may’ because it is really difficult to pin 
point whether it is or not. But, with the workers’ health concerns, there seems to 
be something going on there. I think we should push that. The other aspect is the 
remediation. Right now we don’t have another process for remediating, other than 
the flushing process that they are doing. That’s improving, but it won’t, I don’t 
think, come to an absolute zero for TCE in the plume. So, that would be the next 
thing, to push for finding better remediation.  

Mike made sure I understood that he “doesn’t normally get involved with advocacy 

organizations.” So, to better understand what the experience has been like for him as a 

“new” activist, I asked him ‘What has that experience been like and has it changed 

anything for you?’ He responded: 

Well I am open to other people’s opinions and that’s really what the whole thing 
is about. So I try to listen with an open mind and what we try to do, and what I try 
to do, is try to keep people focused on what the issue is. Because a lot of time at 
these meetings and I the groups in general, people start to bring up other things. 
Some people, for example, want to get involved with the drilling, the gas drilling. 
Well, its like this group is not for gas drilling. Yeah, gas drilling environmental 
aspects are very important, but lets keep focused. Maybe that’s why I have seen. 
When we first started, we didn’t know exactly where we were headed. So after we 
heard of a number of different reports we started to go through a number of 
iterations about were we should be and after all of that it looked like the most 
important thing right now is the worker’s study. The reason was because we heard 
about a number of different studies that brought up these concerns. It looked like 
the environmental aspects of the plume were being taken care of but the workers’ 
concerns were not. So after hearing various speakers mention this concern, we 
figured that this was where we can push the agencies a little bit more to find out, 
to do a better investigation of those concerns.  

Even though the decision was made by WBESC members to concentrate their efforts on 

the NIOSH study, Mike points out that at the beginning he and other members of the 

WBESC didn’t know exactly where they were headed. Of course, ambiguity can be a 

common struggle for coalition building. But, this directional confusion was not the case 
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for some environmental advocates engaged in early pollution activism in Endicott. For 

one former RAGE advocate, her advocacy was motivated by not only personal, but also 

political interests.  

 

Diane’s Story: Juggling Environmentalism and a Political Career   

Currently representing the 126th District of the New York State Assembly, Dianne grew 

up in Endwell, where she still lives. While many local activists I interviewed said that 

Diane won her state assemblywomen ticket because she was involved with the IBM 

contamination debate, she explained to me that her concern with the safety of her own 

drinking water figured strongly in her decision to get involved with local advocacy 

groups:   

 I have been an environmentalist for most of my adult life and when I found out 
that the home I was living in Endwell, NY got its water from the Village of 
Endicott water supply I started meeting with advocacy groups, which were at the 
time CARE and RAGE. I came to these groups with my organizing assistance and 
my knowledge of environmental issues. When I joined these advocacy groups I 
was a county legislator and I was given the assignment basically as legislative 
director of RAGE and policy director of RAGE. I was at the time contemplating 
running for NY State assembly and I was able to focus our direction based on my 
experience. So that was my initial involvement with RAGE and then that sort of 
morphed into the stakeholders planning group. This is the WBESC. Before 
joining the coalition I was elected to my first term in the NY State assembly and 
so I had to step down because there would have been a conflict of interest. I 
became a different kind of stakeholder, a stakeholder with State assembly 
representation. So I had stepped down from all board director positions I had 
belonged to, including RAGE and others. 

 
 Obviously RAGE has experienced a lot of success. We were able to work 

congressmen Maurice Hinchey to reopen that site which was previously closed. 
We were one of the first sites in the country to benefit from the development of 
vapor intrusion, with many homes and businesses in the community outfitted with 
vapor mitigation systems over the 300 acre site. The RAGE group continues to 



209 

 

provide guidance to the community as they go through this. RAGE is quite now 
because the initial goal has been satisfied and I think it is probably important for 
them to renew their focus around how people are in fact coping with the ongoing 
remediation, but that has not been something that they have thought through.   

 

Among the successes of RAGE, which is now the WBESC, Diane lists “the development 

of vapor intrusion.” I heard this rhetoric of vapor intrusion progress in my interviews 

with other government officials and activists engaged in vapor intrusion debates. I engage 

this interview material in more detail in the next chapter, but it is worth pointing out that  

 

 
Diane, second from right, with former New York Governor  

Eliot Spitzer and other RAGE members. Source: RAGE website  

 

In my interviews with DEC officials, scientists and regulators with the Interstate for 

Technology and Regulatory Council’s Vapor Intrusion Team, and EPA regulators, they 

all tend to agree that the work and research on the IBM-Endicott plume has helped 

advance “scientific” understandings of the vapor intrusion pathway. For the plume 

resident and activist I discuss next, it is difficult to think that plume residents have 

witnessed “development” or progress when one is stuck living on a contaminated 

property, even if that property has been determined mitigated. 
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Ted’s Story: A True Plume Activist and Message Maker  

When I returned to Endicott in the summer of 2009, I expected plume residents to make 

up the majority of local activists engaged in the WBESC. Instead, what I found was that 

only one of the activists listed as a member of the WBESC actually lived in “the plume” 

and in a mitigated home. I was told by one activist that this was not the case when 

activism in Endicott was under the leadership of RAGE and CARE. Even though 

RAGE’s founders themselves live several blocks west of the “official” plume zone, 

plume residents made up the majority the citizens involved with CARE and RAGE when 

they began to surface in 2003 and 2004.  

 One resident activist and member of the WBESC is not only vocal, but has turned 

his property into a message board. (I actually helped Ted graffiti a message on the side of 

his building on Halloween night, 2008). Ted is 53 and was born in Endicott. Ted, his 

grandmother, and his father worked at IBM. When I first met Ted at his property across 

from the IBM facility—where he lives and runs a small business selling coffee and 

flowers—he showed me an old picture of his grandmother and grandfather with Thomas 

J. Watson, Sr., that hung on the wall of his small coffee shop, which also functions as a 

smoking zone for EIT workers who pop in from across the street, in addition to the small 

number of “left over” IBMers still working in IBM’s payroll office.  
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IBM’s Thomas J. Watson, Sr. and Ted’s Grandmother  

and Grandfather (to the right). 

  

“I’m a third generation IBMer Pete. This is what I know, you know what I mean?” Ted 

worked at IBM from 1997 until 2001 when he was laid off. “I was only there for a short 

time, but it sucked getting laid off. I don’t care how long you are with a company. 

Getting laid off sucks.” He worked in the compliant pin division, pressing computer 

components onto circuit boards. He lives across the street from where the 1979 spill 

occurred and directly above the seaware line that carried the chemicals from the former 

IBM facility. He bought the building in 2000 and was never told about the pollution at 

the time of the sale. “I bought a piece of garbage, and nobody told me,” was how he 

described this unfortunate situation. This was the main reason he got involved in local 

advocacy, in addition to the fact that he had experienced firsthand a violation of DEC law 

and is a victim of the DEC falling short of its stated mission “To conserve, improve and 

protect New York's natural resources and environment and to prevent, abate and control 
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water, land and air pollution, in order to enhance the health, safety and welfare of the 

people of the state and their overall economic and social well-being.”85  

 

 
Ted’s storefront activism with the former IBM plant in the  

reflection, 2008. Photo by Peter Little. 

 

When I asked Ted to talk about the advocacy work he has been involved in thus far, he 

replied: 

Well, I don’t wanna say it’s a waste of time, but we go to meetings and the DEC 
tells us what they are doing and their getting paid and we don’t get paid. You 
know what I mean. Right now we are trying to get the renters notification bill. We 
put it in with Donna Lupardo [New York State Assemblywomen]. It went up to 
George Pataki [New York’s fifty third governor] and he vetoed it. It went to Eliot 
Spitzer [New York’s fifty fourth governor] and he vetoed it. Right now it’s on the 
desk of David Patterson [New York’s fifty fifth governor and the state’s first 
African American governor] and we don’t hear a word about it, ok. Now that’s 
just to tell people that you’re living on a polluted property. You think these people 
are protecting the people. It’s never gonna get passed, come on. So all this work 
and we got one bill passed. One bill that they did passed was that if EIT did spill 

                                                           
85 See the following New York State Department of Environmental Conservation link: 
http://www.dec.ny.gov/24.html 
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something they had to tell me within 48 hours. I think it should be less than 48 
hours.  

 Peter: What has it been like using your building as a message board with all the 
 graffiti? 

The first mayor that was in office when all this came out sold us out to IBM. She 
took money, $2.2 million dollars for the village, who is not even in the 
contaminated area and left all the property owners hanging to do whatever they 
could do themselves. When I put the first message up they fought me saying I 
needed a sign permit. Then people in health and safety said I don’t have to 
comply with the laws. Public safety notices are ok. I don’t know. I thought people 
would be protecting us, but I found out that’s not the case. I didn’t know when I 
worked there. Now we have so many new people in this area now and they don’t 
know. So I just want people to know. People need to know that there is a problem 
here. People need to know that it ain’t gonna be covered up. They try to make 
everything look nicey-nice, but there is a big problem here. I mean, you don’t see 
any sign anywhere else, do you? 

 
 

 
Ted’s way of communicating Endicott’s toxic plume. Photo, P. Little, 2009. 
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Ted being interviewed by a CNN Special Reporter. Photo by P. Little, 2009 

 
 
 

 
Ted even painted his message on top of his property so  

planes and helicopters would get the message. P. Little, 2009.    
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Ted reminds his customers of the reality of the plume while 

 he sells his flowers baskets. Photo by P. Little, 2009.  

 

 
Ted asks a good question and makes a good joke. Photo by P. Little, 2009. 
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Ted’s corporate social responsibility joke. Photo by P. Little, 2009. 

 

 
Eric’s Story: An Endicott native and media activist looking for the “heart of it”  
 
Born and raised on Endicott’s North side, Eric, 42, worked at the IBM-Endicott plant 

from 2004-2008 with a subcontractor of IBM called Manpower. His father worked at 

IBM for many years, and his mom only worked at the plant for a short period in the late 

1980s. Eric is now pursuing his master’s degree in Media Studies, and his interest in 

filmmaking and activism is organically linked and motivated by a more personal struggle. 

As he put it, “I’m a native son and I lost my mom.” His mom died of lymphoma and this 

had a big influence on his media research project which is described in more detail 

below. In brief, he has been working on a film on the IBM spill, focusing on how it 

personally impacted him and how it has changed the Endicott community as a whole. He 

refers to his work as work informed by “subjective nostalgia” and he aims to avoid 

making the film an exposé of the issue.  He has titled the film Juggernaut, which is a 

term used by Marx in Capital Vol. 1 to explain the unstoppable and uncontestable force 



217 

 

of capital, or, in Marx’s words, “the wheels of the juggernaut of capital” (Marx 

1930[1867]:708-709). He explained that Juggernaut also symbolizes his own journey, 

emotions, and his own “character defects, or juggernaut of my own inability to see the 

truth”. He repeated several times throughout the interview that this whole IBM Endicott 

issue, from the pollution to the collapsing economy, is all about the “power of capital” 

and representation, not just cancer. “From a personal standpoint, I am certainly much 

more resonant with the activists in this community, the liberal pro-environment folks, but 

I am certainly not deep green, you know…In a lot of ways much of the eco-discourse 

falls in the hands of the technocrats because it stays in an arena that is containable, that is 

not a place for the marginal and the marginalized voices. For me, that was a big thing. 

Every voice is important.” 

 As an activist working on a degree in media studies and media activism, this 

informant was the “other” academic in the field who could identify with my struggle to 

mix my anthropological research interests and my advocacy interests.86 When discussing 

his stance on advocacy, he often blended his response with a comment on his “method” 

of advocacy in relation to his media studies thesis project, and how it even differed from 

what I was doing as a researcher: 

Basically what I find with my method is that it is more about aesthetics. It is 
different from yours. I have not done one release form. I have done a lot of 
interviews. Some with residents with a vested interest, some with an activist 
stance, and some with a grudge. I feel that I am a lot more resonant. I feel that the 
work that I am doing really contests and blurs the lines between the subjective and 
the objective. I kind feel that if people don’t like the film, I am just kinda like, ‘oh 
well’. I feel resonant enough about representing that, of course, and because it is 
more subjective and representative. I mean I build certain relationships with these 
people, but at the same time it is very easy to get swayed by people. They are not 

                                                           
86 I explain my own advocacy identity and engaged anthropological approach and intentions in Chapter 8.  
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on my committee. As much as my heart bleeds for this community and for the 
people that have suffered, I mean, ultimately, it has got to be my baby. So I find 
myself having to retrench and rethink the process.  

 
I worked at IBM fulltime while I was going part time to BU to finish my degree. I 
was one of the skeleton crew of IBM leftovers. One of my co-workers used to 
joke saying that ‘you are one of the rotten people’. One of the things that I started 
to delve into was looking into the culture endemic to IBM and looking at the 
Endicott plant as being the kind of flagship plant for a long period of time. 
Certainly the ethos that IBM worked under was certainly informed by a Fordist 
orientation. It had a very strict, austere work ethic. It was very demanding 
employment. I don’t know. I think I resonate a lot with the literature on how 
collective psyches tend to operate. You know, what kind of things that make up 
the psyche of an individual can like kind of inform an entire milieu. 

 
Much of his commitment to challenging the subjectivity/objectivity demarcation in his 

film project spilled over into his discussion of an experience he had at a one of the many 

public meetings focusing on the IBM plume: 

 
I remember going to a public meeting and telling people what I was thinking of 
doing and I remember that night that everybody was just so staid and so 
accommodating. It was almost like….I don’t know. I wish I had some literary 
metaphor to make sense of it. It was like being in the land of the lotus eaters87. I 
remember going home that night and calling my cousin, who is with 
Alliance@IBM, and going ‘I have this feeling that I’ve been had’ and he goes, 
‘Well you have’ [laugh]. At that point I started recognizing more and more that 
this issue and the discourses surrounding it were being so denuded of any 
emotional vitality that it’s like…I don’t know… It’s like you are walking through 
a hologram with these discourses, these conceptual models and these agendas that 
are based on and informed by this technocratic dispassion that had no connection 
with the lived realities and concrete realties of the people living in this community 
and suffering from the economic devastation and living with the question mark of 
living with these inept substances. I wanted to find the heart of it. You know. My 
feeling was that there was a very distinctive malaise that fell on this community. 
A malaise that was almost palpable in a lot of ways. I mean that is an aesthetic 

                                                           
87 In Greek mythology, lotus-eaters referred to a people who inhabited an island off the coast of north 
Africa that was lush with lotus plants, a plant known to cause sleepiness and intense apathy. The story of 
the land of the lotus-eaters is found in the Odyssey IX. 



219 

 

and artistic judgment about things, but having grown up here, I know how things 
have been a lie. I am not saying that when the kingdom was in its heyday it was a 
living lie. At least on the surface it was one of vitality, affluence, and pride. 

 
Eric’s activism took root in response to his frustration over IBM’s unfair abandonment of 

Endicott. He likened this theme of IBM abandonment—a central topic of Chapter 5—to a 

“postcolonial” struggle, adding that he felt it was his role to represent the “symphony of 

voices” that have been silenced and marginalized by IBM power. Eric also wants his film 

project to be “heartfelt” and “emotive”:  

What I hope Juggernaut becomes, as much as anything, is a kind of symphony of 
voices of not just individuals, but of a community and is an exploration of ideas 
that is unique. I am not doing a cerebral gag. You know. I am too emotionally 
invested in it. I want to do something that is heartfelt, that is emotive. I am still 
looking for the heart of the situation. I am still looking. I didn’t want to do an 
exposé, but with all the smoking guns in the situation it became kinda hard not to 
wanna do an exposé. My contestation, and it is informed by a kinda postcolonial 
issue, was that this was a culture that had become a world power, you know, IBM, 
and it had utilized the local infrastructure and the indigenous population to build 
an empire and when it was no longer profitable to them, they pulled out leaving 
the indigenous culture in a bag, you know. This issue is so nebulous. You have to 
wonder what is left to a community like this.   

 
 
My goal for interviewing this activist film maker was also to better understand how Eric 

went about navigating his relationship with fellow activists in the community. I asked 

him ‘How do you talk about your work and the film project with fellow activists in the 

community? What is it like communicating your interests to them?’ To these questions he 

responded: 

You need to become exceedingly deft in the way you do it. Once again you are 
dealing with so many different kinds of discursive modalities that you become 
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very deft and chameleon-like in the way that you go about things.88 At the same 
time…I mean for the activist that have seen the film, I try to explain to them in 
this sort of laymen parlance without feeling the need to condescend about what 
the film is about. Like guys like Larry, he loved it. He came up to me after the 
viewing and said “Great job. You know it doesn’t have to edit the reality”. I said 
to myself, “All right. They get it. They get it”. I didn’t know how the activists 
were going to think about it.  My view was that if I can do any service to this 
community I should do a film that doesn’t just serve as an advantage on late-night 
PBS, but we do a film that generates buzz and is kinda controversial. I figured the 
more buzz there was the more that the issues become known. People might hate it 
or people might love it, but I’ll tell you what, it opens up a discourse, you know. 
As many Michael Moore bashers there are out there, I’ll tell you what, right when 
people see the film they start talking about the issues.  

 
He went on to add that not only does he feel his film project “opens up a discourse” and 

gets people “talking about the issues,” but it also reveals the humor that Ted tries to keep 

alive via his message boards: “Part of the integrity of the film is that integrity is not un-

synonymous with having a sense of humor about things.” But, Eric reminded me that his 

media activism is something he takes very seriously. Connecting with people is a serious 

matter for him, especially when, to use his metaphor, you are in “battle”: 

Once again, I am not trying to get one over on people in this community. It is just 
like this is the way that I’m doing it, you know. The fact that my mother died I am 
not, um, I certainly use my mother’s case to connect with people. I am not some 
guy from out of town with some dispassionate need to exploit. I didn’t have to go 
to Chernobyl to do this kind of film. The line of battle starts here. The line of 
battle against the powers and potencies, the juggernaut that is slowly and 
imperceptibly running us over, starts right here. This is the front line, you know. 
Its wherever you are, you know.  

 
This “battle” theme remerged when I asked Eric what he would like to see happen in the 

community and what his hopes were for the WBESC:  

 
                                                           
88 This comment reminded me of my own struggle as a researcher trying to blend in and navigate various 
social situations, to expose myself to the network of actors involved in the IBM pollution conflict and in 
vapor intrusion debates.  
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 My hope would involve a combination of the veil being lifted a little higher and 
that you’ll never understand the fatalistic aspects of going up against the system. 
It’s a degree of war. It’s about the degree of it. It’s a battle of shifting boundaries 
and gaining a little ground that wouldn’t have been gained if you weren’t there. 
The mechanism that was in place, you know, and the people that recognized 
it…there was just the right ingredients to start it, with RAGE, CARE, and the 
WBESC. There was just a lot of organizational talent there that was just 
fortuitous.  

 

Larry’s Story: Retired IBMer and “lover of the outd oors”   
 
Larry, 56, grew up in Rochester, New York and started working at the IBM-Endicott 

facility in 1973 after he graduated from Binghamton University. As he put it, “I just 

ended up staying in the area because I got a job with IBM. If you got a job with IBM, you 

didn’t pass it up.” I happened to interview Larry on his first day as a retired IBMer. After 

thirty five years as a computer programmer at IBM, and a “computer repair guy” for six 

years prior to being an IBMer, he shared with me his excitement for his next adventure: 

“I am moving out west for a while to work as a volunteer in the national park system. I 

can’t wait. I have always been a real lover of the outdoors.” Larry decided to join the 

Sierra Club in 2000 and now chairs the Sierra Club’s Susquehanna Group. He also chairs 

the Natural Gas Taskforce, which targets an issue that is currently the most popular and 

intensely heated environmental debate of the region: natural gas hydrofracking (or 

hydrofracturing). 89    

 When I asked Larry why he got into environmental activism, he reminded me that 

sometimes people can get involved in something that they don’t actively “seek out”:  

                                                           
89 This is a serious environmental conflict in this part of New York state, because the Marcellus shale of the 
region is now a ‘hot spot’ for natural gas drilling and the even more contentious issue of intrusive drilling 
techniques like hydrofracking (or hydrofracturing) which releases natural toxins embedded in the shale 
which can be carcinogenic.  
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Well, I always loved the outdoors, but didn’t really get into any activism until the 
late 1990s. I realized that well, if I love the outdoors, I figured I should be 
involved in protecting it. I also realized that if pollution is going on, we need the 
community to speak up. I am only trying to add my voice to the issue. The Sierra 
Club stuff has pulled me into stuff that I didn’t expect. The natural gas issue has 
really shifted my work these days. My point is that I didn’t really look for this 
stuff, it just sort of comes along. Its just part of the territory. If you are part of a 
group like the Sierra Club, you have to see how you fit in…You know neither the 
natural gas issue or the Endicott plume issue is pleasant or something that I would 
seek out, but you know, if your gonna wear the badge, you have to participate at 
the level that you can….I am not an expert. I am just a volunteer.  

 
 Peter: So, why did you get involved in advocacy work on the IBM-Endicott 
 plume issue in particular? 
 

Well I was involved with the Sierra Club at the time that this started to really 
surface and we were not at the forefront of this issue when it started, but we were 
kind of watching it from the sidelines for a while. Then I realized that we had to 
take a more active part in it, just to have voices. There were a number of different 
types of people involved initially, you know, community members. So I just felt it 
needed a more environmental perspective and that the Sierra Club needed to play 
more of an active role.  

 
RAGE actually deserves the most credit for really being a catalyst for getting 
everything started. They were responsible for getting the state involved and 
making a lot of progress. Then the chance to form this stakeholder coalition [the 
WBESC] came along and I had all already been working some with RAGE at that 
point so we all just decided, yeah lets be part of this stakeholder group. That’s 
really how I got into it.  

 
I asked Larry to share with me his vision of the future of the WBESC. He began by 

sharing with me his understanding of the “limits” of one of the coalitions’ greatest 

accomplishments: getting NIOSH to study the chemical exposure impact on former IBM 

workers.  

Definitely with the NIOSH study we have already been forewarned will have 
limits and that’s understood. We do want something though. Whether there is an 
increase risk to IBM workers, former IBM workers, and maybe the study does 
have the chance to be one of the more comprehensive health studies that come 
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along in the electronics packaging industry. The fact that there are 28,000 medical 
records that they have access to, from a few different sources, gives it a chance 
for something really substantial. More than anything else that NIOSH has done 
before. NIOSH itself has never done anything like this. So, we realized that they 
are not really going to be able to necessarily point to the cause of increased 
disease rates, but I do think its going to speak volumes by just saying, if they do 
find increased rates of health issues, something about the health issues of workers 
in this industry. So that’s a big thing that we’re hopeful for. Its going to take three 
to seven years, depending on how they go about it. The other big thing in the 
future is to watch this plume be reduced so its mostly just a small little part of 
what it once was. We probably could have influenced them more if we had more 
people. We have kind of dwindled down in numbers. Initially there were almost 
thirty people that came to the first stakeholder meeting, and there is just that fall 
off rate over time. Now we are lucky to have five people at a meeting. 

 

 Larry’s final comment here brings up an important issue that seems endemic to 

social movements. That is, there is a certain ebb and flow of citizen action. Whether we 

are talking about a local coalition like the WBESC and or a large social movement like 

the environmental justice movement, there seems to be a steady cycle of contention in 

tandem with fluctuating cycles of citizen participation (Tarrow 1998). In other words, 

there are moments of action and moments of “quiescent politics” (Checker 2005). We 

saw this issue raised in the other activist narratives presented above, but other players 

involved in the IBM-Endicott contamination debate highlight this trend or pattern. In an 

interview with a lead DEC official working on the remediation of the IBM-Endicott 

plume, I was told that “Usually there are only a handful of people in these sites who 

really get involved and take action. Many of them work there ass off for a long time and 

end up, for one reason or another, kind of burning out. Sometimes the mantle is picked up 

by somebody, but in many cases I think just the people that are the energy behind it burn 

out and involvement starts to dissipate. I think Endicott is kind of following a normal 
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pattern that way.” In the case of Endicott, the mantel has been picked up by Shelley and 

other members of the WBESC, especially Frank. On the other hand, many activists talk 

about this theme of dissipative activism, expressing their concern that they are seeing a 

decline in public involvement.  

 After a coalition meeting on a cold and snowy winter evening in January, one 

WBESC member told me as we walked to our cars: “You see how many people made it 

to the meeting? These rooms used to be packed with people. Now no one comes. They 

don’t seem to care.” He added that one reason for this is because a lot of the plume 

residents are elderly and it is too difficult for them to make the meetings, which are 

usually held after dinner time, or around seven or seven thirty. One plume resident I 

interviewed who had attended many of the first public meetings, explained to me why she 

stopped going to meetings: “It is like every time the same people do all the talking. The 

people who run the meeting do all the talking and take up all the time for questions. It is 

really a circus most of the time, so I stopped going. It is just a waste of time most of the 

time.”   

 When asked to talk about why he thought meetings were seeing such low 

turnouts, he told me: “We have just a whole bunch of new people living here who just 

don’t care because they are living here for free. It is all Section 8. We have people 

moving up from New York City. That’s what is going on here.” While not using these 

exact words, most everyone I interviewed mentioned that ever since the 1980s, the area 

now known as “the plume,” has shifted from a population of homeowners to a renter 

population. For this WBESC member and plume resident, people are not coming to the 

meetings because the majority are renters. While my research did not investigate the 
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degree to which homeowners or renters compare or differ when it comes to how much 

they “care” about the IBM contamination debate, my survey of plume residents did show 

that more homeowners than renters attend public meetings on the issue. For example, my 

survey results indicated that 74%, or thirty seven, of the homeowners surveyed (n=50) 

had attended public meeting(s), while only 16%, or 5, of the renters surveyed (n=31) had 

attended a public meeting(s).      

 According to Mike—a WBESC member who was discussed earlier—declining 

attendance at meetings and the slow dissipation of public involvement could also be a 

sign that things are actually going well, that the WBESC is “doing a good job”: 

I’d like to think it shows that we have been successful. Our meetings are further 
apart now because the bulk of the work has been done. Now we only have 
meetings when it is necessary. Its not monthly meetings anymore. Now we have 
to look at what we are going to do in the future. The two things are the workers 
study and the remediation issue. Those are the two major things. As far as people 
coming to meetings now, I don’t see a lot of people coming anymore. If people 
were really interested they would come. People know when the meetings are. I 
don’t want to say that I don’t care that they come or not, but if they were really 
interested they would be coming. The other way to look at it is that they think we 
are doing a good job and so they don’t need to participate. I don’t know that that’s 
true either.  

 

Witnessing a Boundary Movement   

When shown together as a collection of activists’ narratives, what are these repertoires of 

action and intentionality saying? As discussed in Chapter 2, my theoretical interests in 

environmental social movements has drawn me to theories of social movements that 

engage theories of movement hybridity, or what some researchers have called “boundary 

movements” (McCormick, Brown, and Zavestoski 2003). Boundary movements have 

been described as “social movements…[whereby] their constituent organizations…move 
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between social worlds and realms of knowledge. In so doing, they blur traditional 

distinctions, such as those between movement and nonmovement actors, and between 

laypeople and professionals” (McCormick, Brown, and Zavestoski 2003:547).  Boundary 

movements, according to these researchers, have several key characteristics. “First, they 

attempt to reconstruct the lines that demarcate science from nonscience. They push 

science in new directions and participate in scientific processes as a means of bringing 

previously unaddressed issues and concerns to the attention of the clinical and bench 

scientists” (2003:547). A second quality of these movements is that they “blur the 

boundary between experts and laypeople” (547). By this they mean that “some activists 

informally become experts by using the Internet and other resources to arm themselves 

with medical and scientific knowledge” while “Others gain a more legitimate form of 

expertise by working [directly] with scientists and medical experts” (ibid.).   

 A third feature of boundary movements is that they “transcend the traditional 

conceptions (i.e., boundaries) of what is or is not a social movement. They do this by 

moving fluidly between lay and expert identities, and across various organizational 

forms” (ibid). Finally, these movements cross “two or more social movements, while 

blurring the boundaries of those separate movements” (ibid.). There are a number of 

reasons why I consider citizen action in Endicott an example of a “boundary movement,” 

but these last two characteristics seem to fit best because the line between ‘occupational’ 

health concerns and ‘public health’ concerns is blurred among these activists. I found that 

vocal activists and non-activist residents alike generally consider the Endicott-IBM 

contamination problem a problem of both workplace and home-based exposures. In this 

way, risk, according to my informants, does not obey this boundary between work and 
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home, despite mandated government agency efforts to demarcate the two and “treat” or 

manage the risks of work and home differently (e.g., with different scientists, different 

regulators, different regulations and standards, etc). Most engaged local activists are 

aware of these agency-based jurisdictions—ATSDR is responsible for “public” health 

investigations and NIOSH is responsible for “occupational” health investigations—but 

for many residents I interviewed they don’t understand why home and work exposures 

are not joined and studied in synergy to make sense of the broader “community-wide” 

contamination problem. While uncertainty, invisibility, imperceptibility, and doubt are 

themes that commonly surface for residents living in contaminated communities 

(Edelstein 2004), and certainly are themes playing out in Endicott, the WBESC has 

remained certain and driven to keep the work they do open and, in a sense, “boundless” 

to some extent. I say to some extent because one coalition member expressed to me the 

need to keep a particular focus to stay organized, which meant avoiding other 

environmental issues in the area like natural gas drilling, which has become a focus of 

action for one of the WBESC members.  

 Checker (2005) offers a point of view that is similar to that argued by boundary 

movement theory, contending that environmental justice movements, like all social 

movements are “messy,” in that their “dynamics are overlapping and unruly. They defy 

boundaries, models, and temporal isolates” (Checker 2005:34). It is often difficult to pin 

down what is “in” and what is “out” when discussing struggles for justice that stress 

problems or “rights” that are very broad in nature (e.g., human rights, rights to a healthy 

environment, and rights to health). This flexibility has opened up the vision and 

possibilities of certain social movements, like the contemporary environmental justice 
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movement, which is currently experiencing an intensification of its vision of justice and 

who in fact qualifies for these struggles for justice:   

The solution to environmental injustice lies in the realm of equal protection of all 
individuals, groups, and communities. No community, rich or poor, urban or 
suburban, black or white, should be made into a sacrifice zone or dumping 
ground…The environmental justice movement challenges toxic colonialism, 
environmental racism, the international toxics trade, economic blackmail, 
corporate welfare, and human rights violations at home and abroad. Groups are 
demanding a clean, safe, just, healthy, and sustainable environment for all. They 
see this not only as the right thing to do but also as the moral and just path to 
ensuring our survival (Bullard 2005:42, my emphasis).   

 
But while this movement transformation is underway, certain activists struggle with the 

very idea of couching their struggle in terms of environmental justice. My ethnographic 

research found that some toxics activists wonder “where environmental justice fits?” or 

“where the environmental justice connection is?” These are provoking questions that 

confound the general understanding of environmental justice as “a local, grassroots, or 

‘bottom-up’ community reaction to external threats to the health of the community, 

which have been shown to disproportionately affect people of color and low-income 

neighborhoods” (Agyeman 2005:1-2). 

 

Negotiating Environmental Justice 

The number of studies examining grassroots conceptions of environmental justice has 

been steadily growing over the years (Capek 1993; Bullard 1994; Szasz 1994; Cable and 

Shriver 1995; Di Chiro 1995, 1998; Harvey 1996; Lake 1996; Pulido 1996; Sandwiess 

1998; Schlosberg 1999, 2004, 2007; McGurty 2000; Novotny 2000; Taylor 2000; Kurtz 

2002; Allen 2003; Checker 2005; Spears 2006) and it is safe to say that the contemporary 

social identity of the environmental justice movement is more nomadic and in-the-
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making, than it is fixed or firmly decided. So too are theories of environmental justice. As 

Schlosberg (2004:517-518) puts it, “most theories of environmental justice are, to date, 

inadequate. They are incomplete theoretically, as they remain tied solely to the 

distributive understanding of justice – undertheorizing the integrally related realms of 

recognition and political participation. And they are insufficient in practice, as they are 

not tied to the more thorough and integrated demands and expressions of the important 

movements for environmental justice globally.” Furthermore, while the contemporary 

environmental justice movement has been mediated by other “repertories of action” 

(Hess, 2007), other “projects of representation” (Marcus, 1999), this has in turn 

complicated ethnographic studies or accounts of environmental justice struggle because 

these ethnographies end up amounting to “the disentangling [of] dense webs of already 

existing representations” (1999:23).  

 What follows is an exploration of local activists’ contentious uptake of 

environmental justice. I argue that the ethnographic critique of environmental justice 

theory and practice amounts to, for me at least, a more abyssal analysis of the messy 

politics of recognition and identity. Thus, while I call it ‘negotiated environmental 

justice’ here, what I am really getting at is something that is, according to Sen (2009), 

“central to the idea of justice”: “we can have a strong sense of injustice on many different 

grounds, and yet not agree on one particular ground as being the dominant reason for the 

diagnosis of injustice” (Sen 2009:2). Sen calls this the “plural grounding” of justice. 

While the need to prove or disprove environmental justice is for many environmental 

justice activists a low priority and even counter-productive to the counter-hegemonic 

aims of the environmental justice movement, the politics of self-identification start to 
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matter when the movement becomes a movement “for all.” Here, my focus is not only the 

“plural grounding” of environmental justice, but also the contested grounding of the local 

diagnosis of and confusion with the ontology of environmental justice itself.  

 When perplexed about environmental justice and the legitimacy it has as a 

framework and cause for action in Endicott, when asked to think differently about their 

situation, what do people say? This question guided my adventure to the heart of what I 

see as the micropolitical ecology of environmental justice unfolding in Endicott. While 

activist are often sure about why they act, why they engage in community advocacy and 

become vocal stakeholders, there are events, perspectives, and discourses that travel and 

move into contaminated communities from “outside” that can invoke critical 

contemplation. One such event and traveling discourse was the National Environmental 

Justice for All (NEJA) tour that came to Endicott in the fall of 2006.  

 

The National Environmental Justice for All Tour ’06 

In May 2004, EJ organizers from Los Angeles, Louisville, New York, New Orleans, and 

Texas gathered in Louisville, Kentucky—together with other advocacy groups from 

across the country—to support the grassroots work of Louisville activists who had been 

struggling for many years to force a cleanup of industrial pollution in a section of West 

Louisville known as “Rubbertown.” Twelve plants along a half-mile stretch polluted an 

adjacent African-American neighborhood on a daily basis, resulting in activists from 

around the U.S. descending on Louisville to show their solidarity and help explore 

available solutions. This collaboration, lead by local organizers, eventually paid off. In 

June 2004, the Louisville Metro Council passed a budget to fully fund a Toxic Air 

Pollution Reduction Plan. In June 2005, the Council passed the Strategic Air Toxic 
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Reduction (STAR) program, a regulatory program designed “to reduce harmful 

contaminants in the air we breathe, to better protect citizens’ health and enhance quality 

of life.” 90 Although great successes were achieved in Louisville, the STAR program is 

under attack by big polluters and activists still work tirelessly to ensure pollution 

reduction goals are made a reality. 

 So, why did NEJA organizers decide to tour the nation? The answer is 

straightforward. NEJA organizers realized that Louisville’s struggle was common in 

communities across the country and that EJ activists were networking and joining 

together to augment the EJM. Faced with this realization, EJ organizers at the 2004 

Louisville meeting brainstormed a National Environmental Justice For All Tour to 

highlight EJ struggles and “meaningfully link community groups together.” According to 

these organizers, the goal was “to raise the profile of EJ fence line struggles at the same 

time as building solidarity and influencing major chemical policy reform debates with the 

experiences of grassroots fence line communities”91. Organizers connected their cause 

and method of action to former and more recent Freedom Rides. The 1961 Freedom Ride 

began in Washington, D.C. and was destined for New Orleans. Although the African 

American and white Freedom Riders never reached their goal because of beatings by 

mobs of white racists in Alabama and Mississippi and arrests on trumped-up charges, 

they achieved important civil rights victories in the form of federal laws that outlawed 

racial segregation in interstate travel and accommodations. More recently, in 2003, the 

Immigrant Workers Freedom Ride successfully employed this civil rights strategy to 

                                                           
90See http://www.louisvilleky.gov/apcd/star/  
91 See http://ej4all.org/ 
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advocate for a legal status for immigrants who continue to face exploitation despite 

living, working and paying taxes in the U.S.  

 Building on the legacy of the Freedom Ride, the NEJA tour aimed to “create 

momentum for reforms of governmental, corporate, and institutional policies and 

practices that result in environmental racism, expose people to toxic pollution, and 

damage our environment.” (NEJA website). To this end, the goals of the tour illustrate 

the “new pluralism” of contemporary environmental justice movements (Schlosberg 

1999). While NEJA organizers aimed to ensure that the tour would inform policy 

initiatives at the state and national levels, that it would augment the political base for 

environmental justice work and impact leadership in the 2006 Congressional elections. 

Furthermore, the NEJA tour exposed how the environmental justice movement is a 

boundary movement, a moving object with vast interests, intended to connect rather than 

demarcate. It aimed to “Bring together multiracial and multiregional grassroots 

community activists, environmental, health, and social justice advocates, medical 

professionals, policymakers, celebrities, and journalists aboard biodiesel buses, fostering 

solidarity among these diverse groups” (NEJA tour website). With the arrival of the 

NEJA tour in Endicott in September 2006, “environmental justice” was indeed perceived 

as a stranger by local activists, and as I will show below, some activists even had an 

almost xenophobic reaction to the tour that set in relief deep and unexpected interpretive 

challenges.      

 For Frank, an advocate who was discussed earlier, the NEJA tour made him think 

of the situation in Endicott a little differently: “I initially questioned whether or not this 

was really an environmental justice issue. I was able to draw that connection when I 
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thought about it. I think it somewhat is, but I don’t know. Where the plume is, there is 

definitely a lower socioeconomic group there, but I don’t know about the direct 

connection there.” The confusion about the environmental justice “connection” here was 

something that I felt needed my attention. It made me think about local discourses on the 

messiness of environmental justice qualifications and how the ethnographic analysis of 

the relationship between WBESC activists and members of the NEJA tour can provide a 

basis for rethinking and reconfiguring debates about the pluralistic and boundary 

movement nature and ambiguities of environmental justice.  

 I will analyze below different activists’ framings of environmental justice and the 

NEJA tour. To provide a broader context for that narrative analysis, I wish to first expose 

how “environmental justice” is understood among government officials working in the 

US Environmental Protection Agency, to show how environmental justice is negotiated at 

the federal level.          

 Holifield (2004), who has interviewed EPA remedial project managers (RPMs) 

working in the EPA’s Region 4—which includes Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, 

Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee—has found that while GIS-

based demographic analysis is a “privileged” methodology for determining 

environmental justice, most of these RPMs are encouraged by the EPA and believe 

themselves that it is best to “treat as EJ cases those communities who ‘self-identify’ as 

such” (Holified 2004:291). According to one RPM he interviewed, “If a community 

declares themselves an EJ community, we treat them as one.” Another suggested that “ 

‘The nature of the complaints’ makes [his primary EJ case] an EJ site. There never has 

been any formal determination of whether it is an EJ community. It is self-identified…No 
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one’s ever seen it necessary to prove or disprove the identification. It would have been 

inappropriate to prove or disprove” (2004:292). In this way, one could argue that the 

practice of determining or locating environmental justice comes down to a particular 

politics of respect—respecting the “nature of the complaints”—rather than a scientific 

desire to prove or disprove the existence of environmental injustice. But, what happens to 

our vision, our understanding of environmental justice, when we talk to people who 

struggle to locate it in their community; when they find themselves negotiating the degree 

to which it fits or not, even when they are “visited” by organizers touring the nation’s 

landmarks of environmental injustice? These are questions that I think get to the heart of 

the politics of association that emerge when unexpected movement fusion occurs, as I 

believe it has in Endicott. But, how do local activists in Endicott make sense of these 

questions and politics, these movement interface situations?      

 

Local Activists’ Responses to and Interpretations of the NEJA Tour 

During my fieldwork, I felt a certain calling for a deeper understanding of environmental 

justice, even though I found myself suspicious of the actual efficacy of theories of depth, 

theories claiming to get to the bottom of things. This came up in one of my fieldnote 

writing sessions: “Environmental justice seems to me, at least as it applies here, not to be 

an all-or-nothing affair, but a matter of hit-or-miss, a matter of making sense but not . I 

am finding it more interesting to hear what people have to say about the ill-application of 

environmental justice, than its comfortable place here. Even more confusing, is that I find 

myself confused as to what the real difference between these interests even is.” This is a 

feeling that has stuck with me, and I feel it provides a perfect pathway into the narratives 

of “negotiated” environmental justice.     
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 To be fair, it is not as though activists in Endicott outright contest the 

environmental justice connection in Endicott, but in their narratives on making the 

connection, and reflecting on the NEJA tour, the discourse seems, to me, struggle-like. I 

found there to be a discursive struggle even for more leftist activists in the community. 

This came to my attention especially in my interview with Frank, the union organizer 

mentioned earlier. I draw special attention to his narrative here, for he spoke at great 

length about the NEJA tour.  

 Frank sees the NEJA connection mostly in terms of a problem of widespread 

corporate pollution. According to him, there are many other communities like Endicott 

dealing with “this kinda thing,” but maybe not necessarily the contentious and racialized 

zoning decisions for toxic industries, which usually invokes environmental justice 

oriented politics. He welcomed the tour and their cause. He felt it helped show that the 

issues in Endicott go beyond Endicott, that corporate pollution affects “all people,” even 

though he also felt the tour was “very strange”:     

The thing that I think a lot of people don’t recognize is that when companies spill 
chemicals or toxic materials in an environment that affects a community and I 
mean, if you don’t want to use this community as an example, Love Canal is 
certainly an example. But, irrespective of whether they did it deliberately or that 
they didn’t know that it would be a problem, you know, any of those subjective 
things aside, when a company does something like that it affects the environment. 
So, to me it becomes environmental. Now, in terms of the environmental justice 
tour, I think that this area definitely applied to the reason for that tour and that is 
because there were many other communities dealing with this kinda thing. The 
tour was quite a large undertaking. It was done on two coasts. One on the west 
coast and one on the east coast and I think they had planned to do something in 
the central US. They had a tour on the east which Endicott was a part of. There 
were many communities on the tour where racial inequalities and the siting of 
factories and pollution was a factor. We didn’t really recognize that here in 
Endicott for one kinda weird reason and that is that the majority of Endicott 
residents are white. I don’t know the reason for that either, but it just happened to 
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be that the majority of the people affected by the pollution in the plume and the 
workers were white. They were just not African American or Hispanic numbers in 
the area. I am sure there are people here who are either African American, 
Hispanic, or Asian or whatever, but the numbers were not very large and they 
were not the people really affected by the plume. But, when the tour came they 
brought with them several people that came from communities that were 
primarily African American or Hispanic and basically non-White. So their issue 
had that additional element.  

I welcomed it personally because it gave us a bigger view. It should us how this 
doesn’t just happen to people and communities like Endicott. It happens to a lot of 
people who definitely are not considered the concern. I know that a lot of people 
that were a part of WBESC and RAGE, all White, felt like IBM was picking on 
them or that IBM was disregarding them as people. You know, it was a very 
interesting perspective that they took and I hadn’t even thought about it being a 
racial perspective until the environmental justice tour. I just said ‘Wow. This is 
very strange’.  

When we had the meeting at Union-Endicott High School I got up, did my speech 
there, and one of the African American gentleman got up and spoke and he was 
very preach-like, with kinda the Southern Baptist kind of delivery. Not that he 
was or wasn’t, it was just that kind of delivery. He did speak about the injustice 
that was happening in the African American community he was talking about and 
saying that it was wrong.  

I happen to know personally that there are some racial problems with some of the 
people I have dealt with between the WBESC and RAGE, and some of those 
people were very uncomfortable hearing this guy talking about injustice in other 
communities.  

Frank added that he wanted the tour to expand the vision of the mindset of people in 

Endicott, that the issues in Endicott are happening elsewhere and affecting “all people.” 

For him, that is precisely what the NEJA tour was “all about.” He also shared with me 

his “impression” that some comments and actions of certain activists and residents he 

knows and works with have been fueled by an undercurrent of local racism:  

I, for one, was glad the tour came because I wanted people in the audience to see 
that this was a lot bigger of a problem around the country and is not just in 
Endicott. I wanted them to see that it affects all people. It doesn’t just affect 
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former IBMers and the Village of Endicott, or just people who used to work for 
EJ [Endicott-Johnson Shoe Company] and lived here for eighty years plus who 
happened to be all White. There was and still is a huge ethnic group here and it is 
largely Italian or Sicilian and they came in in the early 1900s through Ellis Island 
to come to work at EJ. They settled here. They built their homes here. Built their 
family here and the community became largely Italian. Whether or not it was 
racially divided in the 1950s and 60s, I can’t say because I didn’t live here. 
Anyway, the point is that the tour really kinda opened up those possibilities and 
that perspective to many of the residents here and I kinda got the vibe that some 
of the people and activists I was involved with were uncomfortable. I mean I am 
not going to call them racist because I don’t know what they believe in their 
hearts and souls. But, some of their actions and some of the things they have said 
and done since the tour kinda give me the impression that they are.  

He then added, 

But you know I get judged all the time for the things I believe. I have been 
accused of being a communist. I can’t tell you how many times. I’m not, but that 
said, the tour was a necessary thing. It showed that people can actually do 
something, that they can stand up and open their mouths and start talking, writing 
letters, calling state and federal representatives, and say ‘This has got to change. 
We have to fix this. My son or daughter or mother or father or husband or wife 
has been affected by this pollution, whether they are working at the plant or living 
in the plume, and we think it has caused their cancer so we want you to do 
something about it, to look into it.’ So, to me that was what the tour was all about. 
It was about participation and about making the participation nationwide, not just 
in one community. I mean we really tried to link up to other communities after 
this tour to get a dialogue going between the communities and organizations and 
basically disseminate that to the different communities. Both the WBESC and 
RAGE felt that this tour was a good thing and that we could help each other. We 
could get help and help each other. It was just a larger perspective. We expected 
something to come of it. Whether or not anything has come from it is difficult to 
say. I am a cynical person. I am glad it took place, but I am not so sure that it was 
what it should have been, with the results and the outcome of the tour.  

Peter: What made you feel this way? What were you expecting? 

Well, I was disappointed with the residents and their lack of involvement, but 
some of that disappointment or most of it anyway is tempered by the realization 
that there is just an enormous amount of fear. There is just an enormous amount 
of fear. Here and in other communities. It is unfounded and in some ways its 
definitely its righteous in other, but it nevertheless it seems to be very prevalent 
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among the community. I can’t tell you how many meetings I have gone to since 
that tour that you just leave with the impression that people are afraid to step 
forward and many of the people who don’t think its a problem were either on 
IBM’s side because they are a part of it or because they are simply on IBM’s side 
because they don’t know any better or they are not necessarily on IBM’s side, but 
they don’t believe the pollution is a problem because they are ignorant. Sorry, but 
thats basically it. Those are the people who come out and speak against it and it 
scares the living day lights out of some of the people who want to open their 
mouths.  

When I asked Dianne—the former RAGE and WBESC that became a New York state 

assemblywomen—to talk about the NEJA tour and her perspective on the application of 

environmental justice in Endicott, she was more forward about Endicott not being a 

legitimate community fitting within the environmental justice frame:   

I have certainly not framed it this way locally. I don’t think many local residents 
are thinking in these [environmental justice] terms. Certainly as a state legislator I 
have worked with colleagues from the Bronx and other place that are really 
communities of color and those impoverished areas where facilities have been 
specifically sited and where groups have been truly taken advantage of through 
their lack of education. For me, I am a sponsor of the environmental justice bill 
and one of the criteria that seems to be holding up with the zoning of power plants 
is the environmental justice issue and providing communities with the knowledge, 
awareness, and tools to assess the impact of these things on your community. Um, 
this was a company town which either through neglect or through mistakes have 
led to the contamination of the groundwater so I guess I don’t see it in those 
terms, no. But, I also may have a more narrowly defined view of environmental 
justice in this country. The way I think about it, environmental justice is  not on 
my radar. 

 
Eric, on the other hand, found the NEJA tour completely appropriate and spoke to the 

real “forces at work,” “the forces of globalization” in communities like Endicott that are 

“witnessing the backlash of the northeast metropolis.”. From his perspective, the tour was 

“fortuitous” in the way it set in relief this broader political economic narrative:  

I think that the Environmental Justice Tour was fortuitous in the sense that it 
informed a local grassroots movement with more overarching and national issues 



239 

 

that might have not been there otherwise. Again, we talked about how everything 
is political and everything is social and economic, and the kind of forces that I see 
at work in this particular community when it comes to the allocation of people in 
lived environments who will be the residents of this kind of toxic hot zone and 
how one keeps the tax base from falling out, I see it as almost as a science 
fictional landscape in which the lower class, people of color, the mentally infirm, 
the elderly, the lowest echelons, not being armed with the information they need 
will be sequestered into toxic environments where nobody else will live in. I see 
that as becoming more and more of a reality here. Of course, Native American 
lands were targeted. But, what you see in downtown Endicott now and due to the 
forces of globalization is witnessing the backlash of the northeast metropolis. We 
are certainly seeing the sequestering of people of very low needs and here, I 
mean, most of the people that lived in those homes in the plume where working 
class and experienced a dive bomb and moved out, you know, and the lower class 
is moving in. You know, and certainly this tenant notification bill isn’t doing 
anything92. I question whether now even the power of the people and their ability 
to even have the conceptual apparatus to process it anyway, you know.  
 

Some WBESC members did not see the tour in this light, and feel they do have a 

confident “conceptual apparatus” and are sure Endicott and the goals of the NEJA tour 

don’t mix. For example, Shelley—the “outspoken Republican”—informed me that she 

was “kinda reluctant” when the NEJA tour came to town:  

Well, when I heard the environmental justice tour was coming through I was 
kinda reluctant. There is a lot of propaganda in this issue. A lot of propaganda. All 
I knew was, they asked me to speak and I did, but I also prepared a little paper, as 
best I could, as a handout. I felt a little better getting up there and speaking to the 
group, but you know I think I saw it for what it really was, and it was a 
propaganda type of thing, I felt. It was geared toward a more democratic agenda 
and thats what it really was. I don’t think it has too much to do with 
environmental justice as it has to do with promoting one party’s agenda. I agreed 
to be a part of it because if I wasn’t there then we wouldn’t have been there and 
there would not have been any reality to it. I think I even mentioned that this was 
not a political issue and that we had to all do this together. I felt kinda strange and 
this may sound racist, but I don’t care. They had a couple of black people who got 
up and spoke and said that we have black people in this community who don’t 
have any rights and don’t have any opportunity. That is false. Everybody in this 

                                                           
92 I discuss this tenant notification bill in more detail in Chapter 5. 
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community has an opportunity if they want to apply themselves. That is a basic 
philosophy I have and when you hear they are coming up from the south, they are 
still promoting those kinds of agendas and um I don’t think that is healthy for this 
country. I think we have to still empower people, not entitlement, but self 
responsibility. 

She added that she didn’t really see the environmental justice connection because when 

she visited the South for a family vacation, she didn’t “see” the racial problems and 

conditions of injustice underpinning environmental justice struggles and the issues and 

concerns that NEJA participants spoke of when they visited Endicott: 

We just came up from the south from a vacation and we saw plenty of great 
people. All colors, you know [laugh]. Men, women, and families. White, black, 
oriental. I said to my husband ‘Where are all these problems? Where are all these 
racist problems? I didn’t see it down there, you know. I think I have a keen eye. 
But, if you’re dealing drugs and being a criminal or burglar, ok, I don’t care what 
color you are, you should be punished and put in jail. Keep away from my 
neighborhood, my family, you know. I am a hard nose on that. But, I felt safe 
down there. 

What I saw with the environmental justice tour was a turnoff, you know. Its like, 
you know, I didn’t see it. Then I was contacted by a women in Georgia who was 
interested in wells with TCE. We talked back and forth and she said she wanted 
information on Endicott and I gave it to her. But, when it came to putting the 
peddle to the metal, she was nowhere. So, you know, whatever color you are, 
whatever your political persuasion, if you don’t want to help us, if you don’t want 
to work, I’m done.  

While Shelley found the NEJA tour a turn off, some WBESC members find her actions to 

be a turn off and a little harsh. For example, she told me “Mike says he has a hard time 

with me, saying ‘Man, you can turn it off as quick as you can turn it on’. At my age, there 

are no more excuses. I don’t have to apologize for anything.”  

 Despite his belief that Shelley’s candid personality can be a problem, Mike—a 

WBESC member and retired engineer—does interpret the NEJA tour in much the same 

way that Shelley did, though with much more modesty. Before sharing his perspective on 
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the efficacy of the NEJA tour, he reminded me that it was unlike him to even get 

involved with an environmental group like the WBESC:  

Stepping back a bit, I don’t normally get involved in these kinds of groups. I think 
one of the reasons that I did get involved was more or less associated with the 
state health department. They are not actually part of our group, but it was a little 
more….I guess I didn’t want to get involved with an environmental type of group. 
The group was more, I don’t know, government sponsored. I am not sure how to 
say it. The government agencies were going to listen to us. I guess that is what the 
point was. So I didn’t become a member for really any other reason. I have never 
become a member of a group that would advocate in a radical manner. So, when 
the Environmental Justice group came, I would say that they have some good 
points, but I would not totally agree or think that that is the way to go about it. I 
went to the meeting at the high school. 

Peter: So, would you say the WBESC differed from the other groups involved in 
the tour?  

The WBESC has direct access to the agencies. We can get someone to be here to 
address the issues. It seems to have it more so than some of these other 
[environmental justice] organizations. I’d like to say that we try to keep the 
community informed with what is going on, but I know that that is a very difficult 
thing to do. I have found that it is difficult. If I had to list a disappointment, I 
would say that we haven’t been able to keep the community as informed as I 
would like. So these other groups, I guess I don’t see the value as much, as much 
as the stakeholders group.  

 

Larry, the WBESC’s Sierra Club connection, pointed out that Endicott was “a little 

unique for the tour.” He based this uniqueness on the following demographics:  

 
There is not a real large minority population, but there is a fairly large poor 
demographic group that lives in the plume area. By and large, both people haven’t 
been involved. Maybe that is a limit or maybe we are lacking in that, because it 
seems to be the case in other parts of the country. Endicott lacks minorities. We 
are lacking in that. But, I mean environmental justice doesn’t only have to be 
dealing with minorities. Women are somewhat disenfranchised. Some people 
don’t have political clout or power and that is definitely the class of people that 
were in Endicott at the time. I think the state probably didn’t really pay close 
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attention to us for a long time. I mean if it had happened in a nicer place in Vestal 
or someplace like that, they might have done more to clean it up early on. But, 
they sat on the whole problem for twenty five years, maybe with the effect that 
people would not give too much voice to it. The community found their voice. 
The first meetings were packed meetings. The state was clearly pushed and they 
knew they had to respond. Also, Maurice Hinchey had a big role in that. He 
pushed the state to admit that they should not have classified the site the way they 
did. It was classified a category three, which meant there was no threat to public 
health, and they got a black eye over that. They reclassified it to a class two site. 
But, it’s a poor community. 
 

I think Larry is right. Endicott is a poor community. It is a deindustrialized community. It 

is like many other Rust Belt communities coping with the aftermath of neoliberal creative 

destruction (Harvey 2007). What seems less clear to the activists I just mentioned, is the 

place of environmental justice politics in Endicott; citizen action rooted in environmental 

justice motives. CARE, RAGE, and the WBESC have all helped the community “find 

their voice,” as Larry put it. But, where is the voice of environmental justice? What is the 

tone of this politics in Endicott? These are tough questions that I think reinforce 

anthropology’s “interrogative imperative” (Luborsky and Sankar 2009) and attend to 

critical dynamics of intra-community and intra-activist relations. While the narratives on 

activists’ interpretations of the NEJA tour help to answer these questions, the point is that 

environmental justice is in fact negotiated, even amid a movement informed by a 

righteous intention to make environmental justice “for all.” Furthermore, the salience of 

personal experience matters to anthropological interpretations environmental justice.     

 Many of the activists I interviewed talked about the NEJA tour as an effort that 

created some sort of wide-angle view, a broader perspective on community toxics issues. 

As the above narratives show, these activists craft their own grass-roots perspective on 

environmental justice and the meaning and efficacy of the NEJA tour. These narratives 
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exposed personalized visions of the distinction between “us” and “them,” between 

Endicott’s toxics issues and those in focus for the NEJA organizers and participants. 

Some activists saw legitimate connections. But, there was an enduring suspicion about 

what was actually “shared” between the people engaged in the NEJA and those engaged 

in advocacy in Endicott. WBESC activist seem to identify more with the politics of anti-

toxics movements (ATMs) and less with environmental justice movement concerns. But, 

I argue that this so-called denial of environmental justice misses several important social 

facts regarding the situation in Endicott and broader shifts in contemporary 

environmental justice theory and practice. 

 

Environmental Justice Revisited    

If contemporary environmental justice politics are still deeply informed by racial politics 

and it is true that the civil rights movement remains “the most significant source feeding 

into today’s environmental justice movement” (Cole and Foster 2001:20), then the toxic 

politics unfolding in Endicott may in fact be a mismatch for environmental justice 

politics. But, the reality is that there is a growing minority renter population in Endicott’s 

downtown area and the TCE plume is slowly being occupied by these renters. That said, 

temporality matters to discussions of the place of environmental justice politics in 

Endicott. In ten or fifteen years, a new wave of advocacy could emerge and be 

spearheaded by race-based environmental justice advocacy. For now though, the WBESC 

is more aligned with the politics of ATMs. Moreover, the current activists are 

homeowners. With time, renters could become the primary source of advocacy, 

especially if the renter population trend continues.  
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 Some have argued that the current environmental justice movement is not 

monolithic, not anchored to racial politics (Pulido 1996; Cutter 1995). As Cutter puts it, 

“environmental justice…moves beyond racism to include others (regardless of race or 

ethnicity) who are deprived of their environmental rights, such as women, children, and 

the poor” (Cutter 1995:113). If this is true, and I think it is, Endicott is yet another 

launching pad for environmental justice action. I would add that not just women, 

children, and the poor are deprived of their environmental rights to a TCE-free 

environment but also renters and newcomers to the plume who are either misinformed or 

deprived of knowledge about TCE risk. Environmental justice, we should remember, is 

“a policy principle that no public action will disproportionately disadvantage any 

particular social group” (Agyeman and Evans 2004:156). Renters are a growing 

“disadvantaged” social group in Endicott’s TCE plume and so I think the WBESC needs 

to work more closely with them to assist their concerns and needs.  

 I would further argue that mitigation politics are ripe areas of environmental 

justice action that have yet to be explored. IBM claims that mitigation has worked to 

solve the TCE problem for residents living in the plume, but this is a limited claim. It is 

mitigating a building, but not the living people, the living bodies, that occupy the 

building. In this sense, IBM is stonewalling the contamination conflict by using 

mitigation as a symbol of being a “responsible party.” But, the fact is is that mitigating 

the home is not tantamount to mitigating the concerns of residents. In this sense, 

mitigation politics are environmental justice politics, and so both environmental justice 

activists and environmental anthropologists should pay greater attention to the 

socioenvironmental politics of mitigation.  
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   CHAPTER EIGHT 

Vapor Intrusion: Another Inroad for Applied Environmental Anthropology 

 

Each community has experiences that are worth sharing, even if they are not quantifiable 
or easily comparable—the key is to get their stories out so that others may learn from 

them. 
--National Academy of Public Administration, 2009 

 
…being alive means grappling with a complex and growing array of risks to the well-

being of humans and the natural environment. It also means increasing concern for how 
these risks are understood, characterized, and managed. 

--McDaniels and Small (2004:1) 
 

In the previous chapter, we looked at the ways in which activists in Endicott and beyond 

talk about their advocacy and how Endicott activists think about their actions vis-à-vis 

environmental justice movement activists. The focus of this chapter is to locate my own 

role as an advocate and applied environmental anthropologist and political ecologist in 

Endicott in general and what I see as my role in vapor intrusion debates in particular. 

While another goal of this chapter is to expose the perceptions of scientists and regulators 

engaged in emerging vapor intrusion (VI) debates, its primary focus is to help VI 

regulators, scientists, and community stakeholders to use alternative methods to improve 

the quality and efficacy of the VI decision-making process, especially when it comes to 

mitigation and post-mitigation decisions.     

The chapter will be organized as follows. First, I will explain some of the critical 

features of VI science, including what a VI site characterization constitutes and the 

expertise dominating the “management” of current VI sites. This section will also include 

an exploration of expert narratives on VI science and policy and is influenced by critical 

anthropological research on and interventions in “emerging sciences and technologies” 
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(Downey and Dumit 1997). VI, in this way, is an emerging science that Lenny Siegel, a 

leading VI activist and technical advisor to communities coping with VI, has called a 

“rocket science” that leaves many impacted residents confused and unsure of the 

“science” of VI and unsure of their own risk situation. How scientists talk about the 

challenges and complexities of VI is something that I, as an anthropologist and activist 

who has been identified as a “community stakeholder” in Endicott, am drawn to because 

I want to better understand the practice and epistemic base of VI science to better inform 

myself and other activists and community stakeholders engaged in VI debates. In this 

way, my interest in applied or engaged anthropology is a synthesis of my wanting to learn 

about something that is challenging to understand to “clear things up for myself” and to 

become more comfortable when I am in a situation where I need to explain VI and the 

mitigation of TCE to tenants of buildings who have no knowledge of or are confused 

about the scientific knowledge that led to the mitigated landscape they occupy.    

Too often, and even amid a growing trend of “applied” research, social scientists 

spend much of their time engaging in social critique (of environmental conflicts, of 

public health problems, of class struggles) and locating problems without offering 

alternatives or possible solutions to issues and problems. Locating problems is easy; 

designing interventions and finding solutions that are efficacious is a much more difficult 

task. To address this challenge, a second goal of the chapter is to share some of my ideas 

on alternatives or solutions for improving contemporary VI decision-making and 

incorporating social science methods like ethnography into the mitigation monitoring 

process. In this way, this section of the chapter is concerned with building an applied 

anthropology of VI science and policy, and the critically analyzing the prospects of 
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ethnography in and of  VI debates. I draw on my own experience as a participant at the 

EPA’s 2009 National Forum on Vapor Intrusion to discuss my own attempts to bring 

social science into VI debates. To close the chapter, I propose a project for investigating 

the efficacy of VI mitigation decisions that takes an interdisciplinary and community-

based participatory approach to address the problematic “iatrogensis of mitigation” 

discussed in detail in Chapter 6.   

 Intrusion rings with the tone of contention, conflict, aberration. Vapor intrusion or 

toxic VOC intrusion intensifies the semantic weight by an order of magnitude. In other 

words, if intrusion emits something negative, “toxic” VI is something that is really bad, 

really volatile. In fact, when I first heard that VI was the focus of concern at the IBM-

Endicott site, I remember thinking that intrusion seemed synonymous to invasion, 

perhaps even corporate colonialism. TCE VI symbolized a powerful IBM invading the 

Endicott community with a toxic substance and leaving its birthplace, IBM’s “Plant #1,” 

in the dust to maximize profits and join the neoliberal creative destruction band-wagon. 

VI is also an elusive emerging environmental health threat, a pathway that is difficult for 

both citizens and scientists to fully understand.  

 

Scientific Complexity: Struggles with the “Nature” of Vapor Intrusion  

In one interview with a vapor intrusion expert, it was brought to my attention that there 

are many challenges that come with studying the VI pathway, challenges that can be 

“rewarding” and exciting from a scientific practice perspective: 

From the technical perspective VI is a very challenging path to understand. The 
groundwater path has its challenges, but it is relatively simple in terms of 
contaminant migration through aquifers. You can put in a relatively small number 
of wells and characterize the nature and extent of contamination that way and feel 
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fairly confident that you can make good decisions. What we have seen with vapor 
intrusion is that the distribution of VOCs in the subsurface and beneath peoples’ 
houses and then even the VOCs getting  into their houses is much more variable. 
There is a lot of spatial variability in the distribution and temporal variability in 
terms of changes through time. They are much greater than a classic groundwater 
plume. So that presents some of the technical challenges of VI in terms of control 
and understanding the nature of the vapor contamination. It has been a challenge 
as well as a real rewarding experience. You feel like you are kind of at the cutting 
edge of what’s going on. 
 

In other words, there are many unknowns when it comes to the science of investigating, 

evaluating, and mitigating exposures related to VI.  While measuring indoor air 

concentrations generally produces the most accurate information for determine exposure 

point concentrations (or what people are actually inhaling), VI scientists and engineers 

generally use what they call attenuation factors to formulate an estimation of the amount 

of vapor that might be entering the building.93 While attenuation factors are usually 

determined by investigating and comparing the relationship between groundwater 

contamination and indoor air concentrations, it is generally more reliable to use soil-gas-

to-indoor-air attenuation factors. Furthermore, the sampling techniques for VI are also 

emerging. Siegel has recently pointed out that “sampling technologies, using sensors that 

can be pointed at potential pathways and sources, are a superior way of resolving where 

VOCs are coming from. To some degree those technologies exist now, but the entire field 

of vapor intrusion investigation will be greatly enhanced when chip-based sensors 

become available in the not-too-distant future” (Siegel 2010). Even if these high-tech VI 

sampling technologies become available at every VI site, exactly how these technologies 

                                                           
93 As Seigel (2009:2) has explained “The most common attenuation factor is the ratio of the concentration 
of the gas in indoor air to the concentration of the gas in the subsurface source (soil gas, at some depth). It 
is usually labeled with the Greek letter alpha (α) and sometimes a subscript to show if it applies to an 
exterior soil-gas (sg) or a subslab (ss) sample.” 
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will benefit impacted residents coping with health concerns and property devaluation is 

unknown.     

 

The Regulatory and Community Involvement Crux  

The scientific complexity just discussed, of course, has complicated and augmented the 

challenge of developing national vapor intrusion policy. Amid this scientific challenge is 

the growing fact that VI impacts many regulatory programs, including, but not limited to: 

Superfund Sites and Brownfields.94 Some states have no vapor intrusion protocol or 

guidance for VI and the Interstate Technology and Regulatory Council (ITRC) is the 

primary cohort of experts assisting states as they develop their vapor intrusion guidance 

and policies. A geologist with a consulting firm in Washington state recently stated that 

the vapor intrusion pathway is already for some states and is quickly becoming for others 

“an inevitable regulatory issue…Understanding the risk posed by this pathway on 

property use and protection of human health will be a complex learning process as the 

regulators, environmental professionals, attorneys, real estate developers, insurance 

carriers and myriad of other stakeholders become better acquainted with this next 

regulatory juggernaut.” (Brock 2009; my emphasis).   

 While community involvement has been a grinding challenge for environmental 

health agencies (see Little 2009), this crux was also a common theme to surface among 

the scientists and regulators I interviewed for this research. During one of the plenary 

sessions at the EPA forum in Philadelphia in January 2009, David Polish, Community 

                                                           
94 The list of regulatory programs impacted by VI concerns also include Formerly Used Defense Sites 
(FUDS), Resource Conservation and Recovery Act sites (RCRA) and Hazardous and Solid Waste 
Amendment sites (HSWA), Underground Storage Tank sites (UST) and Above Ground Storage Tank sites 
(AST), and state-led cleanups.   
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Involvement Coordinator for the USEPA’s Region 3, discussed the community 

involvement challenges at vapor intrusion sites (Polish 2009). He contended that 

regulators and scientists working on vapor intrusion sites need to do a better job at 

community involvement and that the nature of vapor intrusion calls for new community 

involvement tactics. He explained that for community relations to improve scientists and 

regulators need to make five key changes: 

• Meet with residents and community as soon as possible. 

• If possible, go to each home, business, school and “sit down” with the people. 

• Make a connection  

• Explain the situation in common terms  

• Share the data  

These are laudable changes that expose some of the inroads for anthropological research. 

 

Bringing Social Science into Vapor Intrusion Debates  

There are a number of sciences and cultures of expertise that dominate the emerging field 

of VI. ITRC has noted that VI introduces an interdisciplinary challenge because VI 

problems often require a pool of different people with different knowledge and expertise. 

Risk assessors, mechanical engineers, industrial hygienists, community relations 

coordinators, environmental scientists, soil scientists, hydrogeologists, analytical 

chemists, legal professionals, real estate agents, bankers, and insurance agents make up 

the regular circus of individuals at any given VI site. One ITRC instructor at the training I 

attended in Portland, Oregon in October of 2008, pointed out that “VI is not only 

intrusive, but it forces you to work with people with different backgrounds. Often 
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property value experts are more critical than having a soil scientist. Because it is not a 

simple pathway of exposure, VI is an interdisciplinary challenge.”  Nowhere in ITRC’s 

VI two-day training is social science mentioned. I am, to my knowledge, the only social 

scientist pushing for more engagement with VI, which of course adds to the challenge. I 

am a subaltern in the sea of experts and stakeholders engaged in the contemporary VI 

debate. This situation has left me to wonder what exactly is the meaning of and import of 

doing anthropology in general and ethnography in particular in and of VI struggles.    

 Ethnographic research, from fieldwork to write-up, is a practice of twists and 

turns, an adventure of passages of clarity and many more encounters with confusion and 

ambiguity. The ethnographic research grounding this dissertation has been directed and 

put to work to shed light on the complex human dimensions of high-tech pollution, 

deindustrialization, and the mitigation of an emerging scientific and regulatory problem: 

vapor intrusion. VI, as it is commonly understood in circles of expertise, has been, until 

the writing of this dissertation, a subject untouched by environmental anthropology. If 

fieldwork is, which I think it is, “the registering of sensory impressions in a (temporal) 

process of mutual subject-discovery and critique” (Borneman and Hammondi 2009:19), 

ethnographic fieldwork in and of vapor intrusion debates surely helps open up the 

discourse and ensure that impacted residents’ experiences and perspectives of vapor 

intrusion (VI) get heard.      

 There are two reasons why I have chosen to use both “in” and “of” in my 

formulation. First, ethnography in VI debates is about applying ethnographic methods in 

the assessment of sites posing a VI threat. These debates are open to the disciplines and 

VI a porous environmental health conflict, and this porosity allows for inter and 
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transdiscplinary connection and description. This effort involves using a systematic 

approach to documenting and describing community responses to VI risk and VI 

mitigation. Ethnography, in this way, can be viewed as an interventionist practice 

revealing the multiple lines of evidence that make up the social environment conditioning 

the environment of vapor intrusion exposure and risk. And second, ethnography of vapor 

intrusion is about turning VI science and policy into a subject of study itself, its own 

“object domain” (Rabinow 2009) within the field of environmental anthropology and 

political ecology. An ethnography of VI calls for critical engagement with the 

anthropology of emerging sciences and technologies (Fischer 2003; Downey and Dumit 

1997; see also Marcus 1995), not because this is the ultimate direction all anthropology 

needs to take, but simply because of the very fact that VI is emerging, under 

development, and so is the decision-making structure informing VI policy at the state and 

federal levels.    

 Ethnography can assist VI policy and decision-making in a number of ways. As 

with its application in program development and interventions (Natasi and Berg 1999), 

ethnography can be used to involve all stakeholders in providing input into VI decisions, 

thus promoting greater trust and ownership of the decision-making process and its 

possible outcome (e.g., mitigation). As noted in chapter 6, renters are a growing 

population in the IBM-Endicott plum and their involvement or attendance at meetings is 

low, which calls on social science methods like ethnography to make these renters’ 

voices and concerns audible and a part of the pool of “community stakeholders.” 

Ethnography may also be a critical method to draw on to better describe and monitor the 

process of social change invoked by VI risk and mitigation. In this way, ethnography can 
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help describe the evolution of the VI mitigation process and its effect on individual, 

community, and environmental factors. As an environmental anthropologist of the 

political ecological vein, I am confronted by the difficult task of navigating and 

describing a complex network conflated by intersecting subjectivities, environments, and 

epistemologies. My exposure to these networks is still in-the-making, as is my identity as 

both an anthropologist and a “stakeholder.”      

 

Doing Applied Anthropology, Being a “Stakeholder” 

When I was invited to attend the EPA’s National Forum on Vapor Intrusion in January of 

2009, I had no idea how my message, my interpretation of my research findings, would 

be received and interpreted. Here is a snapshot of what can be found in the EPA’s 

proceedings document (EPA 2009:4) following the forum regarding my attempt to 

“represent” Endicott and communicate the import of social science in vapor intrusion 

debates, alongside other “community stakeholders,” including Lenny Siegel with the 

Center for Public Environmental Oversight, Debra Hall who founded the Hopewell 

Junction Citizens For Clean Water grassroots organization, and Teddie Lopez from the 

Chillum TCE site in Maryland. 
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Community Case Studies Session. EPA National Forum on Vapor Intrusion, January 12, 2009. 

From left to right: Peter Little, Debra Hall, and Teddie Lopez.  

 

What follows is the interpretation of my presentation, which I titled “Vapor Intrusion and 

Social Science: The Case of TCE Contamination in Endicott, NY,” as it appeared in the 

conference proceedings:  

Mr. Peter Little described Endicott, NY, as a “poster child for VI and TCE 
remediation.” 
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Endicott was the location of IBM’s first plant, which was sold in 2002, leaving 
behind a TCE contamination problem. There are currently 480 vapor mitigation 
systems in the community. Mr. Little, a Ph.D. student in applied anthropology, 
has studied the human dimensions and social impact of VI on the Endicott 
community, and the application of this information to policy and regulation.  
  

 Mr. Little described some emerging themes of his research, based on 35 
 completed interviews out of 60 to 100 planned. The community is not 
 homogenous, he said; there is variation in community members’ feelings about 
 and involvement with the issue. Community members are concerned about health 
 risk and property devaluation, and also that the community of Endicott is 
 “dissolving” since IBM left the community. 
 
 The interviews revealed multiple lines of evidence of concern and frustration 
 among  community members. These included: contesting science and/or expertise; 
 uncertainty (about the health risk and about the community’s future); criticism of 
 industry and government; and property devaluation. Mr. Little said that the tools 
 of social science can be used to answer questions about issues such as local 
 understanding of the social impact, the perspective of residents who do not take 
 action, and the causes of community frustration and concern. 
 
 Mr. Little called the Forum a positive step in VI governance. Risk assessment and 
 risk communication should be considered in the context of the actors, rules, 
 mechanisms, and processes affecting the understanding of both risk analysis and 
 how actions are taken. Mr. Little noted that public involvement is needed in the 
 development of policy leading to pluralism and collective decision-making, as is a 
 synthesis of the technical and social sciences. 
 

There are a number of issues that could be discussed here, but I wish to focus in on the VI 

governance bit because it raises an issue that I think weighs heavily on the focus here. In 

my presentation I drew on the recent work of the environmental sociologist Ortwin Renn 

(2008). I contended that his notion of “risk governance” (Renn 2008) was appropriate in 

VI site. He states that “Risk governance looks at the complex web of actors, rules, 

conventions, processes and mechanisms concerned with how relevant risk information is 

collected, analyzed and communicated, and how management decisions are taken” (Renn 
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2008:9). Aside from my drawn out social science cheerleading attempt at the forum, I did 

not offer much of an alternative “risk governance” solution, nor any of my current ideas 

about mitigation governance. I consider this chapter an appropriate place to do this. What 

follows is my attempt to draw on a recent environmental health decision-making model 

that could help inform VI mitigation policy and decision-making.  

 

From HEADLAMP to MADLAMP: An Alternative Decision-M aking Approach 

A recent approach in environmental health decision-making called the Health and 

Environmental Analysis for Decision-Making Project (or HEADLAMP), attempts to 

bridge the chasm between evidence and action (Corvalan and Kjellstrom 1995; Corvalan, 

Barten, and Zielhuis 2000; Corvalan, Briggs, and Zielhuis 2000).  It attempts to achieve 

this goal by implementing several core elements believed to result in more effective 

decision-making in environmental health policy. These elements include, but are not 

limited to: 

• The need for information (or evidence). 

• A focus on determinants rather than on health outcomes. 

• The collaboration of different sectors involved in the particular problem. 
• The involvement of all relevant stakeholders in society. 

• The creation of a supportive environment.   

While not the approach that was explicitly taken in Endicott, steps of this sort were 

followed and a “blanket mitigation” decision was made at the IBM-Endicott Superfund 

Site. However, my question is: Should the HEADLAMP be turned off or dimmed once 

mitigation occurs? Drawing on the elements of the HEADLAMP model, I wish to offer a 

“next step” approach that could augment the mitigation decisions in VI debates. What I 

will call the Mitigation Analysis for Decision-Making Project (or MADLAMP). 
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MADLAMP is a reaction to and based on a simple fact: VI mitigation is not the endpoint 

of a socially responsible environmental health decision. People, impacted citizens and 

mitigated citizens, matter in mitigation and post-mitigation decision-making. This is not 

to say that VI sites can’t be effectively mitigated. Recent evidence shows that volatile 

organic compound or VOC VI mitigation can be very effective and relatively inexpensive 

to control (Folkes 2009; Folkes et al 2009). Assuming risk is mitigated, on the other 

hand, is a social debate anchored by local socio-politics and politics of expertise, which 

are major thematic currents investigated in this dissertation.  

 MADLAMP is intended to inform VI mitigation decisions by following several 

key principles. First, MADLAMP is based on scientific evidence (both social and 

environmental science data) supporting the relationship between vapor intrusion risk and 

mitigation technologies. Second, MADLAMP makes use of vapor intrusion indicators to 

assess and monitor the mitigation context and situation, to help define the actions which 

need to be taken and to inform concerned stakeholders. Third, to the best of its ability, 

MADLAMP uses routinely collected data. Since data collection is expensive, it is 

important to obtain the maximum value from data through their repeated and effective 

use. To measure the relevant mitigation indictors, it may also be necessary to collect 

additional data (e.g., follow-up indoor air sampling). In these situations, MADLAMP 

encourages the use of appropriate, low-cost techniques (e.g., low-level VOC passive 

samplers). Lastly, and most important, MADLAMP takes a community-based 

participatory research (CBPR) approach. It does so to attend to the public participation 

model encouraged by the U.S. National Research Council, which stresses five objectives 

for creating better public participation: 
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• Getting the science right 
• Getting the right science  
• Getting the right participation 
• Getting the participation right 
• Developing an accurate, balanced, and informative synthesis 

 

Committing to both the “right” science and “right” public participation is a good start, a 

nod to bringing the so-called “rights to the good life” into officialdom, but what kind of 

science and what kind of participation? My answer to this comes in the form of a 

proposal for future research that directly involves residents living with VI risk and 

mitigation. In my view, meeting these NRC goals is best met by doing good science via 

good democratic practice. The MADLAMP model is but one approach that might help 

augment the democratization of VI science and policy.  

Community-Based Participatory Air Monitoring for VI  Mitigated Citizens: A 
Proposal for Future Research  
 
In an interview with a NYDEC official working on the IBM-Endicott site, he shared with 

me his ideas about finding a way to help residents at VI sites inform their own 

understanding of risk and therefore provide them with the evidence to make their own 

mitigation decision: 

I would like to distribute passive sampling devices, like the ones that are used for 
radon, so the homeowner can have them in the basement for 30 days and then 
have them send it back to the lab and then we would know if there is 
contamination there or not. It would give them a little bit more control over what 
happens in terms of mitigating or not mitigating. That is where, personally, I 
would like to see us go in the next five years or so. I think right now, you know, 
people get a letter from us or from the health department that says you are 
potentially being exposed and we want to mitigate your house and it puts people 
in a position of being concerned about their health and about their property 
values. In many cases it is more preemptive than it is necessary at that point in 
time.  
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My research in the plume certainly highlighted the strong presence of ambiguity and 

confusion about whether living in a mitigated in fact meant living in a home with reduced 

levels of TCE (see Chapter 6). What follows is my idea for a study that could involve 

“mitigated” residents in their own air monitoring, and the idea was influenced by this 

DEC officials’ suggestion and could help showcase what an applied and community-

based environmental anthropology project focusing on VI might look like. 

 The proposed research project described below is, I think, much needed in 

Endicott, and any other VI site that has been mitigated. This community-based 

participatory project would have three primary goals. The first goal would be to actively 

involve mitigated residents of the IBM-Endicott plume in the monitoring of the indoor air 

impact of TCE vapor intrusion. A second goal would be to collect and analyze indoor 

TCE concentrations in homes that have been mitigated using passive low-level VOC 

samplers to help residents better understand their post-mitigation risk situation and 

increase public understanding of vapor intrusion mitigation science. Finally, the proposed 

project aims to bring an interdisciplinary perspective into vapor intrusion decision-

making and policy.  

The first goal will be carried out via the use of a community-based participatory 

research methodology and assessed for efficacy using a follow-up survey of and focus 

group with community researchers, and the data generated from the project’s second goal 

will be sent to a laboratory and evaluated using thermal desorption and gas 

chromatography analysis. Collaborating with a groundwater contamination and vapor 
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intrusion specialist, I conceive of the proposed study to be a pilot interdisciplinary 

research project that meshes environmental and social science methods.      

I would randomly sample homes in the IBM-Endicott site that have vapor 

mitigation systems to recruit community researchers. Each mitigated resident sampled 

will be provided with a brief report of the survey results from the dissertation fieldwork 

and a recruitment form for participation in the community-based air monitoring project. 

Recruiting will carry on until the final pool of community researchers is determined. 

Residents volunteering to participate in the study will complete a one-day training—co-

organized by the PI and the Co-PI—and given a passive sampler (e.g., SKC’s ULTRA 

passive sampler) used for detecting low-level VOCs and detailed instructions on how use 

them to achieve the collection of quality indoor air data. The sampling will occur 

between December and February, because research shows (Folkes et al 2009) that VOC 

migration is most active during cold months when homes are being heated. The PI will 

collect the passive samplers from community researchers after air data collection is 

complete and the samples will be sent to a lab for thermal desorption and gas 

chromatography analysis. Once the lab results are received by the PI and co-PI, a focus 

group will be held with the community researchers to interpret the results and decide on 

how best to report the findings to mitigated residents not involved in the research project. 

The following conceptual model shows the possible outcomes of the proposed research: 
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Like other contamination conflicts, VI problems and mitigation measures cause 

heightened community concerns and there are a number of reasons for this. First, living 

in TCE plume like the one in Endicott leads to fears anchored by many unknowns and the 

problem of having to live in a home with a substance like TCE that is not visible. The 
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mass mitigation of TCE vapors in Endicott and the popularization of this contentious 

issue has, for the most part, heightened awareness of the general public. I say for the most 

part, of course, because renters continue to be unaware of the fact that they live in a 

Superfund Site despite the passage of the tenant notification bill mentioned in previous 

chapters (see Chapter 5 and 6). Also, a source of frustration or concern for citizens is 

often conditioned by the relatively complicated nature of the vapor intrusion exposure, 

when compared to more direct contaminant exposure routes (e.g., the physical exposure 

or ingestion of chemicals in contaminated soil or groundwater).  

 If the outcomes of the proposed study are met, it could help empower residents 

living in VI sites and help them make their own mitigation decisions. Of course, 

mitigation is a protective measure that should always be considered in sites where VI risk 

is evident, but community-based air monitoring might help increase citizen knowledge, a 

much needed step in any VI decision-making process. In Endicott, it appears that 

“blanket mitigation” has done little to mitigate residents’ risk perception, because they 

have no or little knowledge of their post-mitigation indoor air concentrations. The 

proposed study could be folded into the long-term management at VI sites and could 

build ties between social scientists and impacted residents living in VI sites.  

 Lenny Seigel, a vapor intrusion expert and co-founder and president of the Center 

for Public Environmental Oversight (CPEO), has been a technical advisor to communities 

facing VI risk and has pointed out that “Depressurization systems are an effective form of 

vapor intrusion mitigation, and other technologies may be applicable as well. However, 

they only work as long as they work. To ensure that building occupants are protected, 

mitigation should be anchored in long-term management, which includes operation and 
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maintenance, monitoring and inspection, contingency planning, notification, institutional 

controls, and periodic review” (Siegel 2009:8, emphasis in original). In addition to 

following up on VMS operations and maintenance (e.g., making sure the 90 watt fan 

works and the pressure gauge is working), Siegel has also argued, and I think rightly so, 

that  

 those responsible for mitigation should periodically inspect slabs, seals, and other  
 visible  barriers. While in many case this may be done infrequently, in some 
 buildings—such as schools—it can be integrated into the daily routine of 
 maintenance personnel—if they are properly trained. After initial tests show that 
 depressurization systems are working, some  agencies assume that installed 
 systems continue to operate as designed. Others require periodic performance 
 measures, such as subslab pressure tests. However, building occupants usually 
 prefer indoor air testing, the best measure that the air is safe. The details may 
 vary, but each site should be governed by a monitoring plan developed in 
 consultation with building owners and occupants (Siegel 2009:8). 
 
I am a firm believer that post-mitigation monitoring of this kind is a critical step in the 

right direction. On the other hand, I think actively engaging occupants of mitigated 

buildings in post-mitigation indoor air monitoring is another critical step, especially if the 

goals of environmental health decision-making is to empower citizens by informing their 

understandings of their exposure and risk situation.  

 Federal and state regulators are generally opposed to testing indoor air post-

mitigation, and so I realize that the proposed alternative I have laid out here might receive 

heavy criticism from VI regulators. On the other hand, as Peter Strauss with the CPEO 

has recently put it:  

 It is interesting there is opposition to indoor air testing. Acknowledging that there 
 are chemicals in a residence that can give false positives is only a reason to do a 
 careful survey of those chemicals and remove them from the house. If this can't 
 be done (e.g., perhaps the carpet cement is off-gassing), then the next best method 
 is sub-slab soil gas sampling. This would involve drilling through a floor. It is 
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 interesting to note that EPA has done some research and it seems as though 
 concentrations in soil gas drop off dramatically at some sites as you move away 
 from the slab. The hypothesis is that gas may be collecting underneath the slab 
 just waiting for someone to puncture the balloon (i.e., the slab) or that changes in 
 barometric pressure allow soil gas to more readily vent to the atmosphere. Either 
 way, in my opinion, sub slab or indoor testing is preferred over estimations from 
 how far you are from a plume, what the attenuation factor is, etc.  This is not to 
 say that every home in America needs to have its air tested, but those close 
 enough to a source that has probable chemical mobilization should go through a 
 step by step process…to determine whether it should be tested (Strauss 2010). 
    

 I have outlined in this chapter the ways in which VI science and regulation is 

currently under construction and some possible inroads for social science. A major step 

toward participating in VI discourse and decision-making will require collaborating with 

citizens and scientists engaged in VI debates. As an applied environmental anthropologist 

and political ecologist, there are a number of reasons why I think this effort is both 

critical and timely.  

 First, employing ethnography is one way to provide an evidence-base for the 

evaluation of alternative research projects that could result in beneficial VI institutional 

and research program changes. One such change, as I have argued in this chapter, is the 

need for community-based air monitoring in communities that have been mitigated for 

VI. This effort, of course, is based on the assumption that to carry out such an alternative 

VI research project might require learning how to position oneself inside the emergent VI 

controversy. This process of doing applied or “engaged” anthropology95 in VI debates is, 

for now, an experimentation of which this dissertation is just one example. While the 

anthropologist and science and technology studies scholar David Hess (1997:162) is right 

                                                           
95 The anthropologist Roy Rappaport, known for his influence in the development of the field of cultural 
ecology, called “engaged” anthropology what we today call “applied” anthropology (Rappaport 1994). 
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when he contends that “I am better off positioning myself rather than letting someone 

else do it for me,” this tends to be challenging when embarking on community-based 

participatory research or participatory action research (Cameron and Gibson 2005; 

Lassiter 2005; Krimerman 2001).  

As a problem-oriented ethnography with policy relevance, this dissertation 

research is timely, as is the proposed research project and decision-making model set out 

in this chapter. I say this because my research findings can help change the way the 

public thinks about vapor intrusion and mitigation and can create opportunities for new 

discussions and policies. VI debates are elusive and saturated with ambiguity which calls 

for better public engagement and citizen-science collaboration, especially because, as it 

has been argued, “Public demands for information and involvement in decision making 

are often loudest where there is most conflict and where ambiguity, both political and 

scientific, is greatest” (Tait and Bruce 2004:413). VI policy is in its infancy and citizen 

involvement, as the ITRC team explains, has played a small role in the decision-making 

process. VI experts talk about how each VI site is unique, yet this diversity in site 

characterization is not investigated. Understanding this diversity and especially the 

diversity in community responses to VI risk and mitigation is critical, and using the 

MADLAMP approach in combination with community-based air monitoring in VI sites 

might lead to more laudable decisions dedicated to the conflation of science, citizens, and 

policy.   
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CHAPTER NINE 

Conclusion 

 

There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make themselves manifest. 
They are what is mystical. 

--Wittgenstein (2001[1921]:6.522) 
 

As we explained to plaintiffs' lawyers before they filed this case, these suits have no basis 
in science or law, and IBM will defend itself vigorously. 

--IBM Spokesman, Michael Maloney 
 

Ultimately, fieldwork, as Clifford Geertz put it, “is an educational experience all around. 

What is difficult is to decide what has been learned” (2000[1968]:37). It is easy to say 

that I have learned many things and deciding what to expose and attend to was a 

challenge from the very start of writing this dissertation. The journey from fieldwork to 

write up is a winding road with unexpected curves and occasional dense fog. Several 

research questions served as my guide on this winding and uneven terrain: 

• How do Endicott residents understand and talk about the IBM groundwater 
contamination? 
 

• What factors condition diverging and converging perspectives on the issue? 

• How do residents living in “mitigated” homes situated over the IBM toxic plume 
feel about vapor intrusion risk and the mitigation effort? 
 

• Is mitigation mitigating citizen concern or escalating local perception of risk?   

• What prompts citizens to take action and become vocal community stakeholders, 
and how does or doesn’t environmental justice figure in local activism?  

 

 Certainly, the enduring ambiguities of the TCE plume lurk and the plume’s 

extralinguistic material reality persists. But, as this dissertation has aimed to show, 
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residents in the plume talk about things, they vocalize matters of concern, reminding us 

that local discourse and especially “the salience of personal experience” (Farmer 

1999:xli) matters. After several interviews with residents living at the IBM-Endicott 

Superfund site, it became clear to me that residents spoke freely about their intersecting 

experiences with IBM deindustrialization and the consequences of both TCE 

contamination and mitigation. The activists I spoke with openly discussed their advocacy 

and shared with me the personal experience of being a vocal community stakeholder. My 

informants all helped me think through the problems in focus: IBM deindustrialization 

and community change, and TCE risk and mitigation.  

 In many ways, “What I tried to do from the beginning was to analyze the process 

of ‘problematization’—which means: how and why certain things (behavior, phenomena, 

processes) became a problem…I have tried to show that it was precisely some real 

existent in the world which was the target of social regulation at a given moment” 

(Foucault 2001 [1983]:171). Vapor intrusion was that “real existent,” that target of 

regulation and intervention that led to a “blanket mitigation” decision in post-IBM 

Endicott. Local discourses on the vapor intrusion problem and critiques of the efficacy of 

TCE vapor mitigation became a strong focus of my research as I learned that these 

problems were a real source of agitation and frustration. Deindustrialization and 

uncertainty endure amid cleanup efforts, leaving IBM’s claim that they have “fixed” the 

problem a serious matter of debate.   

 Ethnographic practice (doing on-the-ground interviews with residents) taught me 

that the mitigation of TCE contamination has not necessarily mitigated plume residents’ 

environmental health risk perception. In Chapter 5, I looked at how intersubjective 
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experience informs plume residents’ understandings of TCE risk, and attended to the 

dynamics and contradictions of plume residents’ risk perceptions to highlight the local 

environmental health politics of TCE vapor intrusion. I engaged tough questions: What is 

the experience of residents living with/in IBM’s toxic plume? Amid IBM’s boom and 

bust and over thirty years of remedial work, what do Endicott’s plume residents feel 

certain about? What remains elusive? Do differences in age, gender, education, length of 

residence, and renter/owner status influence plume residents’ perceptions of risk and their 

perceptions of the quality of life in a postindustrial, post-IBM Endicott?  Guided by these 

questions, the chapter elucidated plume residents’ experiences with and perceptions of 

TCE risk and IBM deindustrialization and its side effects. It aimed to document what I 

see as the “one-two punch”—IBM deindustrialization and TCE contamination—

experienced by many of Endicott’s post-IBM citizens. Paralleling this “one-two punch” 

scenario is an effort to soften the blow of TCE contamination with state-led technocratic 

solutions. The remediation of the IBM-Endicott plume and the mitigation of TCE risk has 

been the focus of a long-term multi-government agency effort. The IBM Superfund Site 

in Endicott has been termed a site of successful “blanket mitigation” whereby homes in 

the 300 acre plume have been retrofitted with mitigation systems to divert intruding TCE 

vapors.  

 How this mitigation effort is understood and experienced by the “mitigated” was 

the focus of Chapter 6. I showed that these “mitigated” residents don’t feel that IBM has 

fixed the TCE plume. They contest IBM’s claim that vapor mitigation systems were a 

“gift” to residents and that mitigation is a “Magic Bullet” remedy. This was a strong 

“fact” that I hope the dissertation communicated and this finding has helped me better 
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understand why we need to afford vapor intrusion risk and mitigation some degree of 

subjectivity. Ethnographic work attends to this subjectivity and takes lived experience 

and narrative seriously, especially when people are discussing serious matters, like TCE 

contamination and living in a TCE plume.     

 In Chapter 7, I took as my focus the role of grassroots action amid this 

contamination conflict. When I returned to Endicott in the summer of 2008, I wanted to 

learn more about the members of the Western Broome Environmental Stakeholders 

Coalition (WBESC). I wanted to know 1) why members of this coalition got involved in 

the IBM-Endicott contamination debate, and 2) to what extent these activists framed their 

struggle in terms of environmental justice. The second focus was critical to my research 

because I was curious to know how WBESC activists reacted to the National 

Environmental Justice For All tour, which stopped off in Endicott in October of 2006. I 

found that these activists were somewhat perplexed when asked to talk about the tour and 

the idea of environmental justice. Some insisted that environmental justice had nothing to 

do with the contamination conflict, while others felt it did because there was a growing 

minority population and a surging Welfare population that was changing the 

demographics and the “feel,” as one informant put it, of the community. This chapter, in 

this sense, highlighted the ways in which environmental justice politics are being locally 

digested and understood to shed light on the dynamics of environmental justice 

movement more broadly.    

 In Chapter 8, I discussed the ways in which I see anthropology contributing to and 

informing vapor intrusion debates and decisionmaking. I also engaged my own attempts 

to be an advocate and “community stakeholder” for Endicott. The real active ingredient 
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of the chapter was to think about anthropology in vapor intrusion debates and its 

application in a field dominated by engineering and environmental science. Throughout 

this effort, I remained cognizant of a very real challenge for anthropologies of 

environmental public health problems, which is that these problems are indeed complex 

and ambiguous. More often than not, environmental health risks are “trans-scientific” 

(Weinberg 1972), problems beyond the capacity of science to fully answer. Plume 

residents understand that cancer is a complex illness with a complex etiology. Experts 

with the ATSDR and the NYDOH understand that cancer—unrestricted cell growth in 

any organ tissue of the body—is a multifactorial disease, yet from an epidemiological 

standpoint, it, like all other diseases, does not occur randomly. Both impacted residents 

and epidemiologists agree that cancer is not random, begging insight into challenging 

questions: why do I have non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma? Why does my neighborhood seem 

to have a lot of cancer? A health statistics review or even a well funded epidemiological 

study will likely determine that the cause-effect relation is hard to pin down, that all 

studies have built in bias and that all scientific studies can be re-studied with a different 

research design and possibly find different results.  

 This is the confluence of scenarios and points of contingency that contribute to 

the often unstable foundations of both social science and environmental health 

epistemology because both cope with comparable handicaps (e.g., dose-response 

relations and culture-intentionality relations). Whitehead (1978) was right to say that both 

social and natural scientists share the goal of intelligibility. We “frame a coherent, 

logical, necessary system of general ideas in terms of which every element of our 

experience can be interpreted” (Whitehead 1978:3). I think this is a good way to think 
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about the hybridization of anthropology and vapor intrusion science. Plume residents 

live-with-the-plume and live-with-mitigation and they live the ambiguity that attracts and 

fuels scientific interests. To inform vapor mitigation decionsmaking and make these 

decisions more sensitive to community concerns and lived-experience, I proposed a post-

mitigation approach that would involve “mitigated” residents in indoor air sampling to 

better inform them about the efficacy of mitigation and possibly change their perceptions 

and understandings of vapor intrusion risk. I argued that vapor intrusion debates are 

elusive and saturated with ambiguity which calls for better public engagement and 

citizen-science collaborations, and offered some suggestions for how environmental 

anthropology figures in this emerging environmental public health debate.  

   In addition to being a problem-oriented ethnography, this dissertation has been 

anchored by a strong “local” focus, despite occasional moments of contact and 

connection with scientists and regulators at the state and federal levels. While the study 

was guided by a political ecological theory favoring micro-macro processes and 

contextualization, as well as the lively interconnections between people, place, 

institutions, expertise, and power, it was ultimately an ethnography of the local. It was 

multi-sited, but not comparative. The later is no doubt a much needed direction for future 

environmental anthropologies of vapor intrusion, but for the purposes of this dissertation, 

the IBM-Endicott site had no shortage of issues and people to talk to, no shortage of 

discourses and practices to attend to and pay attention to. Carrier (2004) is right when he 

says that “[o]ur attention to local contexts…needs to be complemented by an awareness 

of their relationship with larger contexts, and hence indirectly with other local contexts” 

(Carrier 2004:14), but it also needs to be explicit about theory and the relationship 
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between theory development and locality. That said, this dissertation had a two-pronged 

mission: 1) to listen to residents of the IBM-Endicott Superfund site and make their 

understandings audible and their struggle describable, and 2) to draw on these discourses 

to rethink political ecology, environmental social movement, risk society, and develop a 

political ecology of mitigation perspective.   

 

Theoretical Contributions 

Scholarship within political ecology is important for understanding human-environment 

interactions, science-citizen interactions, community-institutional relations. Political 

ecology has been especially attractive for researchers wishing to articulate the ways in 

which citizens and communities engage with (and often resist) state organization and 

control of both the environment and economy. This dissertation has attempted to 

contribute to this stream of scholarship by meshing political ecology with social theories 

of risk, environmental social movement, and, most significantly, toxics mitigation. The 

later informed what I call the “political ecology of mitigation” (PEM).  

 I found this concept useful because I felt that in order to better understand human-

environment interactions in a historic high-tech company town like Endicott, elements of 

political ecology needed to be linked with combination of literature critically addressing 

topics such as risk society, risk perception, environmental social movements and 

advocacy. Without drawing on these areas of theory and inserting a particular focus on 

mitigation, my political ecology perspective would not be able to speak to the decision-

making bodies—IBM, NYDEC, NYDOH, ATSDR—responsible for mitigating residents 

threatened by TCE vapor intrusion in Endicott. Using PEM as a point of departure, as 
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well as something to fall back on, I also find it an especially appropriate framework for 

exposing the volatile nature of vapor intrusion debates and their mitigation. State 

scientists and regulators know that mitigation is one step in addressing vapor intrusion 

risk. What they spend less time focusing on is how mitigation is experienced at the local 

level and by those who are mitigated.  

 Following political ecology’s nondualist approach, mitigation is not just an 

environmental or public health decision; it is socioenvironmental decision. The PEM 

perspective tries to keep this alive and above ground in the vapor intrusion debates. 

Mitigation is a socioenvironmental decision. These debates, in my view, need theoretical 

intrusion of a discursive political ecological flavor, and a political ecology theory that is 

ethnographically grounded. Few environmental social science theories attend as explicitly 

to the state/science-society/public friction zone, as political ecology does. As Biersack 

(2006:28-29) has pointed out, the fate of political ecology is determined by how it’s 

practitioners navigate what the anthropologist Michael Herzfeld calls the “ ‘militant 

middle ground’” (Herzfeld 2001:x) or that space in sociocultural theory nestled between 

postmodernism and positivism. Occupying a “militant middle ground” is tantamount to 

having the ability to establish a “skeptical distance from [these] solipsistic 

extremes…[and being] strongly resistant to closure and…truly grounded in an open-

ended appreciation of the empirical” (ibid). My political ecology of mitigation approach, 

in this way, aimed to take proper account of vapor intrusion risk and local discourses on 

the efficacy of mitigation decisions.      

Drawing on qualitative and quantitative data, this dissertation also attempted to 

provide a framework for understanding the experience of deindustrialization, risk, 
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mitigation, advocacy, and vapor intrusion governance and policy. While this mixed-

method approach was my goal, it became clear to me throughout the writing of this 

dissertation that the stories and narratives of my informants provided much more 

description and insight into the lived experience and “processes” unfolding in this 

contaminated community. This is not to say that the latter did not excite me. In fact, I 

think what excited me most about this research was how residents ranked their risk 

perception and perception of the efficacy of mitigation. These findings seem to have 

direct policy implications and call for further research and action, as I explained in 

Chapter 8. I tried to give equal attention to the quantitative and qualitative findings, but 

perfect symmetry is difficult to come by. My greatest hope is that the dissertation makes 

sense to Endicott’s residents living in the plume and comes close to reflecting what they 

feel and how they want to be understood.   

In addition to concerns about health risk and property devaluation, I found that 

much frustration and contention at the local level was a response to IBM 

deindustrialization and the fact that not only was IBM turning its’ back on its’ birthplace, 

but also fighting residents in court. The latter really agitated one of my informants: “By 

the time this is settled and if this is even going to be settled, we will all be dead. This 

whole lawsuit will save IBM millions.” There is a sense among the plaintiffs I 

interviewed that nothing can or will restore what was lost in Endicott as a result of IBM 

deindustrialization and the IBM contamination. Many plaintiffs are especially frustrated 

because IBM is defending itself against residents who spent their working lives in the 

IBM plant assembling electronics and engaging in research and development to help 

make IBM a Fortune 500 company. Many feel they are being dragged into the narrative 
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of decay that goes with the narrative of deindustrialization or neoliberal creative 

destruction (Harvey 2007) and that the TCE plume and the class action are not going 

away or going anywhere anytime soon. Plume residents are stuck with what Ricoeur 

(2004) would call “difficult forgiveness,” despite the efforts of IBM and the state to clean 

up and “mitigate” problems in the plume. “If forgiveness is difficult to give and receive, 

it is just as difficult to conceive of” (Ricoeur 2004:457). This rings especially true in a 

deindustrialized and contaminated community like Endicott, where IBM began, where 

IBM busted, and where IBM left behind a “clash of community” (Nash 1989) and risk 

situation that is not easily, if ever, forgivable.   

 As a final word, I am left, like many residents of the IBM-Endicott plume, with 

enduring questions and durable ambiguities. The plume that “lurks,” as one informant put 

it, is mysterious, no matter how many studies or surveys are fielded. The IBM-Endicott 

plume is rich with uncertainty, and as Amartya Sen points out, “A rich phenomenon with 

inherent ambiguities calls for a characterization that preserves those shady edges, rather 

than being drowned in the pretense that there is a formulaic and sharp delineation waiting 

to be unearthed that will exactly separate out all the sheep from all the goats” (Sen 

2003:xiv). It is my hope that this dissertation has reflected such a characterization and has 

provided an ethnographic pathway into the lives of Endicott’s mitigated citizens, 

highlighted the import of a political ecology of mitigation approach, and offered some 

suggestions for environmental anthropology’s meaningful contribution to emerging vapor 

intrusion debates.  
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APPENDIX A 

IBM-Endicott Plume Community Survey Results 

 

Do you own or rent this home? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid own 50 61.0 61.0 61.0 

rent 32 39.0 39.0 100.0 

Total 82 100.0 100.0  

 
Homeowner Questions: 
 

When you bought this property, was a VMS already on the building? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 9 11.0 18.4 18.4 

no 36 43.9 73.5 91.8 

don't know 4 4.9 8.2 100.0 

Total 49 59.8 100.0  

Missing System 33 40.2   

Total 82 100.0   

 

 

What did you pay for this home/property? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid less than $35,000 12 14.6 25.0 25.0 

$35,001-$55,000 11 13.4 22.9 47.9 

$55,001-$75,000 11 13.4 22.9 70.8 

$75,001-$95,000 7 8.5 14.6 85.4 

$95,001-$115,000 3 3.7 6.3 91.7 

$115,001-$135,000 1 1.2 2.1 93.8 
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$135,001-$155,00 1 1.2 2.1 95.8 

More than $175,000 2 2.4 4.2 100.0 

Total 48 58.5 100.0  

Missing System 34 41.5   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

How concerned, if at all, are you about property devaluation in your area? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid very concerned 31 37.8 62.0 62.0 

concerned 11 13.4 22.0 84.0 

somewhat concerned 5 6.1 10.0 94.0 

slightly concerned 3 3.7 6.0 100.0 

Total 50 61.0 100.0  

Missing System 32 39.0   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

Have you ever tried to sell this home? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 6 7.3 12.0 12.0 

no 44 53.7 88.0 100.0 

Total 50 61.0 100.0  

Missing System 32 39.0   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

How would you rate your concern about your property's resale value? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid very concerned 29 35.4 58.0 58.0 
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concerned 13 15.9 26.0 84.0 

somewhat concerned 5 6.1 10.0 94.0 

slightly concerned 3 3.7 6.0 100.0 

Total 50 61.0 100.0  

Missing System 32 39.0   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

Do you think you could sell this home right now for what you paid for it? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 27 32.9 58.7 58.7 

no 19 23.2 41.3 100.0 

Total 46 56.1 100.0  

Missing System 36 43.9   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

Are you a listed plaintiff in the class action lawsuit? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 24 29.3 52.2 52.2 

no 22 26.8 47.8 100.0 

Total 46 56.1 100.0  

Missing System 36 43.9   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

Did you accept IBM's $10,000 offer? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 14 17.1 36.8 36.8 

no 24 29.3 63.2 100.0 
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Total 38 46.3 100.0  

Missing System 44 53.7   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 
Questions asked of homeowners involved in the Class Action: 

 

Do you think the pending lawsuit will fairly compensate affected residents if the decision 

is in favor of the plaintiffs? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 11 13.4 32.4 32.4 

no 23 28.0 67.6 100.0 

Total 34 41.5 100.0  

Missing System 48 58.5   

Total 82 100.0   

 
                          
 Why did you get involved in the lawsuit? Open-ended responses: 

 

 

 

• Because of my wife's illnesses--she had cancer--and property devaluation 

              because the property value has been lowered 

• Devaluation of property 

• I didn't feel comfortable taking the IBM settlement. Felt IBM was taking advantage. 

• Didn't know there was a lawsuit when we bought the house. This was not disclosed to us. 

• Health and property value concerns, present and future. 

• Health concerns, property devaluation, IBM should be responsible and liable for its actions 

• I feel IBM has caused us to lose money on our property if we sell. We are 78 and 81 years old. 

Our time is limited. 

• If we decide sell, the money from the lawsuit would make up for lower property resale value 

• Living in the main area of the plume 

• loss of property value 

• Loss of rental property, health, and property value 
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• Loss of value of my home 

• Not knowing our future health and that they covered up the spill of the chemicals all over the 

town. 

• I own a home in the plume. 

• Property devaluation 

• property value and illnesses 

• Property value damage 

• To be compensated for a loss in the value of the home 

• To ensure lifetime health monitoring of my family. To try to recoup some of the property 

devaluation. To identify IBM, my employer, as negligent. 

• to gain compensation for loss of property value 

• To get a fair sale price. 

• We feel that IBM needs to be held responsible for the damage caused by "the spill". $10,000 

doesn't come close to our loss in the value of our home. 

 

 

Was this home tested for TCE levels before the VMS was installed? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 20 24.4 41.7 41.7 

no 11 13.4 22.9 64.6 

don't know 17 20.7 35.4 100.0 

Total 48 58.5 100.0  

Missing System 34 41.5   

Total 82 100.0   

 

Have you requested that IBM test your property for TCE levels? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 8 9.8 21.6 21.6 

no 29 35.4 78.4 100.0 

Total 37 45.1 100.0  
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Missing System 45 54.9   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

How many times did you request a test? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1 3 3.7 60.0 60.0 

2 1 1.2 20.0 80.0 

4 1 1.2 20.0 100.0 

Total 5 6.1 100.0  

Missing System 77 93.9   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 
Questions asked of Renters only: 
 

Did your landlord ever inform you about the VMS on your rental property?  

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 21 25.6 44.7 44.7 

no 26 31.7 55.3 100.0 

Total 47 57.3 100.0  

Missing System 35 42.7   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 
 

Are you familiar with the tenant notification bill?  

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 8 9.8 26.7 26.7 

no 22 26.8 73.3 100.0 

Total 30 36.6 100.0  
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Missing System 52 63.4   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

Tenants like yourself should be notified of known or suspected environmental contamination. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 30 36.6 100.0 100.0 

Missing System 52 63.4   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

In the event that air quality test results at this rental indicated levels of TCE above state 

guidelines, would you move? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 27 32.9 93.1 93.1 

no 2 2.4 6.9 100.0 

Total 29 35.4 100.0  

Missing System 53 64.6   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

 

 

 

Questions asked of all survey respondents (both renters and owners): 

 

Environmental contamination is a problem in Endicott. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 60 73.2 74.1 74.1 
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somewhat agree 17 20.7 21.0 95.1 

neither agree nor disagree 1 1.2 1.2 96.3 

somewhat disagree 2 2.4 2.5 98.8 

don't know 1 1.2 1.2 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

In Endicott, the IBM pollution affects local public health. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 51 62.2 63.0 63.0 

somewhat agree 20 24.4 24.7 87.7 

neither agree nor disagree 6 7.3 7.4 95.1 

somewhat disagree 1 1.2 1.2 96.3 

strongly disagree 1 1.2 1.2 97.5 

don't know 2 2.4 2.5 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   

 

 

 

 

The IBM pollution has impacted the quality of life in Endicott. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 48 58.5 59.3 59.3 

somewhat agree 21 25.6 25.9 85.2 

neither agree nor disagree 6 7.3 7.4 92.6 
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somewhat disagree 1 1.2 1.2 93.8 

strongly disagree 3 3.7 3.7 97.5 

don't know 2 2.4 2.5 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

The TCE vapors found in Endicott impact local public health. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 51 62.2 63.0 63.0 

somewhat agree 21 25.6 25.9 88.9 

neither agree nor disagree 4 4.9 4.9 93.8 

somewhat disagree 2 2.4 2.5 96.3 

don't know 3 3.7 3.7 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   
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The government agencies working on the IBM pollution have been effective. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 2 2.4 2.5 2.5 

somewhat agree 25 30.5 31.6 34.2 

neither agree nor disagree 26 31.7 32.9 67.1 

somewhat disagree 11 13.4 13.9 81.0 

strongly disagree 4 4.9 5.1 86.1 

don't know 11 13.4 13.9 100.0 

Total 79 96.3 100.0  

Missing System 3 3.7   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

IBM has done a good job of taking responsibility for the cleanup. 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 16 19.5 19.8 19.8 

somewhat agree 30 36.6 37.0 56.8 

neither agree nor disagree 16 19.5 19.8 76.5 

somewhat disagree 12 14.6 14.8 91.4 

strongly disagree 5 6.1 6.2 97.5 

don't know 2 2.4 2.5 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   
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No matter what they do, neither IBM nor the responding government agencies will be able to fully clean up 

the pollution. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 32 39.0 40.0 40.0 

somewhat agree 30 36.6 37.5 77.5 

neither agree nor disagree 6 7.3 7.5 85.0 

somewhat disagree 3 3.7 3.8 88.8 

strongly disagree 2 2.4 2.5 91.3 

don't know 7 8.5 8.8 100.0 

Total 80 97.6 100.0  

Missing System 2 2.4   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

Local industrial pollution has made Endicott a less desirable place to live. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 38 46.3 47.5 47.5 

somewhat agree 34 41.5 42.5 90.0 

neither agree nor disagree 4 4.9 5.0 95.0 

somewhat disagree 2 2.4 2.5 97.5 

don't know 2 2.4 2.5 100.0 

Total 80 97.6 100.0  

Missing System 2 2.4   

Total 82 100.0   
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The decline of local industry has made Endicott a less desirable place to live. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 42 51.2 52.5 52.5 

somewhat agree 27 32.9 33.8 86.3 

neither agree nor disagree 6 7.3 7.5 93.8 

somewhat disagree 3 3.7 3.8 97.5 

don't know 2 2.4 2.5 100.0 

Total 80 97.6 100.0  

Missing System 2 2.4   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

The VMS has reduced the TCE levels in my home. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 9 11.0 11.3 11.3 

somewhat agree 8 9.8 10.0 21.3 

neither agree nor disagree 8 9.8 10.0 31.3 

don't know 55 67.1 68.8 100.0 

Total 80 97.6 100.0  

Missing System 2 2.4   

Total 82 100.0   
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The presence of VMSs contributes to local property devaluation in Endicott. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 43 52.4 53.1 53.1 

somewhat agree 21 25.6 25.9 79.0 

neither agree nor disagree 8 9.8 9.9 88.9 

somewhat disagree 3 3.7 3.7 92.6 

strongly disagree 1 1.2 1.2 93.8 

don't know 5 6.1 6.2 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   

 

Homes in Endicott with VMS are safe to occupy. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 14 17.1 17.3 17.3 

somewhat agree 18 22.0 22.2 39.5 

neither agree nor disagree 12 14.6 14.8 54.3 

somewhat disagree 2 2.4 2.5 56.8 

strongly disagree 1 1.2 1.2 58.0 

don't know 34 41.5 42.0 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   
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Homes in Endicott without VMSs are safe to occupy. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 5 6.1 6.2 6.2 

somewhat agree 6 7.3 7.4 13.6 

neither agree nor disagree 15 18.3 18.5 32.1 

somewhat disagree 7 8.5 8.6 40.7 

strongly disagree 15 18.3 18.5 59.3 

don't know 33 40.2 40.7 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   

 

 

Have you had any personal health problems that you believe are related to TCE or other 

toxic substances resulting from the IBM spill? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 10 12.2 14.3 14.3 

no 60 73.2 85.7 100.0 

Total 70 85.4 100.0  

Missing System 12 14.6   

Total 82 100.0   
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I understand the Vapor Intrusion process 
 

Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 12 14.6 14.8 14.8 

somewhat agree 32 39.0 39.5 54.3 

neither agree nor disagree 6 7.3 7.4 61.7 

somewhat disagree 11 13.4 13.6 75.3 

strongly disagree 6 7.3 7.4 82.7 

don't know 14 17.1 17.3 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

I understand how the vapor mitigation system works. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 11 13.4 13.6 13.6 

somewhat agree 37 45.1 45.7 59.3 

neither agree nor disagree 4 4.9 4.9 64.2 

somewhat disagree 10 12.2 12.3 76.5 

strongly disagree 7 8.5 8.6 85.2 

don't know 12 14.6 14.8 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   
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IBM is sharing all that they know about the chemical spill. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 4 4.9 4.9 4.9 

somewhat agree 9 11.0 11.1 16.0 

neither agree nor disagree 9 11.0 11.1 27.2 

somewhat disagree 15 18.3 18.5 45.7 

strongly disagree 30 36.6 37.0 82.7 

don't know 14 17.1 17.3 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

The responding government agencies are sharing all that they know about the chemical spill. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 3 3.7 3.7 3.7 

somewhat agree 19 23.2 23.5 27.2 

neither agree nor disagree 10 12.2 12.3 39.5 

somewhat disagree 14 17.1 17.3 56.8 

strongly disagree 21 25.6 25.9 82.7 

don't know 14 17.1 17.3 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   
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Public meetings are a useful way to share information and learn about community issues. 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid strongly agree 23 28.0 28.4 28.4 

somewhat agree 41 50.0 50.6 79.0 

neither agree nor disagree 7 8.5 8.6 87.7 

somewhat disagree 7 8.5 8.6 96.3 

strongly disagree 1 1.2 1.2 97.5 

don't kow 2 2.4 2.5 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

Have you ever attended a public meeting on the IBM-Endicott spill? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 42 51.2 51.9 51.9 

no 39 47.6 48.1 100.0 

Total 81 98.8 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.2   

Total 82 100.0   
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If yes, how many public meetings have you attended? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1-2 meetings 18 22.0 43.9 43.9 

3-4 meetings 14 17.1 34.1 78.0 

5-6 meetings 7 8.5 17.1 95.1 

7-8 meetings 1 1.2 2.4 97.6 

More than 8 meetings 1 1.2 2.4 100.0 

Total 41 50.0 100.0  

Missing System 41 50.0   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

How informative, if at all, were the meetings that you attended? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid very informative 5 6.1 11.9 11.9 

somewhat informative 32 39.0 76.2 88.1 

not at all informative 5 6.1 11.9 100.0 

Total 42 51.2 100.0  

Missing System 40 48.8   

Total 82 100.0   
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Have you ever searched the IBM chemical spill archive at the George F. Johnson Library 

in Endicott to learn more about the issue? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 2 2.4 2.5 2.5 

no 77 93.9 97.5 100.0 

Total 79 96.3 100.0  

Missing System 3 3.7   

Total 82 100.0   

 

 

Demographics/Personal Information  

 

Have you ever worked for IBM at any location? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 29 35.4 36.3 36.3 

no 51 62.2 63.8 100.0 

Total 80 97.6 100.0  

Missing System 2 2.4   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

Did any of your relatives ever work for IBM at any location? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 51 62.2 63.8 63.8 

no 29 35.4 36.3 100.0 

Total 80 97.6 100.0  

Missing System 2 2.4   

Total 82 100.0   
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Are you male or female? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid male 29 35.4 36.7 36.7 

female 50 61.0 63.3 100.0 

Total 79 96.3 100.0  

Missing System 3 3.7   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 
 

What race/ethnicity best describes you? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid White 76 92.7 96.2 96.2 

Black 3 3.7 3.8 100.0 

Total 79 96.3 100.0  

Missing System 3 3.7   

Total 82 100.0   

 

Are you currently employed for pay? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 42 51.2 52.5 52.5 

no 38 46.3 47.5 100.0 

Total 80 97.6 100.0  

Missing System 2 2.4   

Total 82 100.0   
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If no, are you retired? 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 27 32.9 79.4 79.4 

no 7 8.5 20.6 100.0 

Total 34 41.5 100.0  

Missing System 48 58.5   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 

What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Doctorate (PhD,EdD) or 

Professional 

(MD,JD,DVM,DDS) 

1 1.2 1.3 1.3 

Masters degree 

(MA,MS,MBA,MEd) 

8 9.8 10.4 11.7 

Bachelors degree (BA,BS) 12 14.6 15.6 27.3 

Associates degree (2 year 

degree) 

17 20.7 22.1 49.4 

Vocational/technical school 5 6.1 6.5 55.8 

Some college, no degree 14 17.1 18.2 74.0 

High school diploma or GED 16 19.5 20.8 94.8 

9th-12th grade, no diploma 4 4.9 5.2 100.0 

Total 77 93.9 100.0  

Missing System 5 6.1   

Total 82 100.0   
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What was your gross income for 2008 including all sources (e.g., wages, alimony, dividends, interest, 

welfare, social security, disability and retirement payments, etc)? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid under $15,000 14 17.1 21.5 21.5 

$15,001-$25,000 13 15.9 20.0 41.5 

$25,001-$35,000 7 8.5 10.8 52.3 

$35,001-$45,000 9 11.0 13.8 66.2 

$45,001-$55,000 7 8.5 10.8 76.9 

$55,001-$75,000 8 9.8 12.3 89.2 

$75,001-$115,000 5 6.1 7.7 96.9 

$115,001 or more 1 1.2 1.5 98.5 

Don't know 1 1.2 1.5 100.0 

Total 65 79.3 100.0  

Missing System 17 20.7   

Total 82 100.0   

*Note that income is a very tricky demographic to collect given respondent sensitivities and 

tendencies to manipulate (usually under-report) earned income for tax purposes. 

 

 Have any children under the age of 18 lived in this household within the last 20 years? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 38 46.3 50.0 50.0 

no 38 46.3 50.0 100.0 

Total 76 92.7 100.0  

Missing System 6 7.3   

Total 82 100.0   
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If yes, do any children under the age of 18 live in this household? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid yes 19 23.2 48.7 48.7 

no 20 24.4 51.3 100.0 

Total 39 47.6 100.0  

Missing System 43 52.4   

Total 82 100.0   

 
 
Do you have any other comments you wish to share regarding the IBM pollution in 
Endicott? 
 
Open-ended responses: 
 

• IBM has severely impacted Endicott twice. The first time in reducing the Endicott 
workforce (IBMers) to a mere amount and impacting the community financially. 
The second time it impacted the community double: health and financially. 
Industry has caused so many health and environmental issues. It seems to suck the 
life out of a community and then leaves it barren and to clean up a mess. 
 

• I admittedly have not kept myself informed because I lived in a rural setting on a 
hill in Johnson City during the discovery of the contamination. The air and water 
there was clean so it didn't directly concern me. I never knew I would be buying a 
house in the affected area. 
 

• I believe IBM is draggin its feet. It has caused a loss of faith from the community. 
They have made token gestures to give the impression that they care, but in reality 
I believe they will prolong this lawsuit as long as they can. Instead of doing the 
right thing and compensating households, they will spend millions of dollars to 
obstruct a settlement. 
 

• I wish for once corporate America would do the right thing. This was the home 
and backbone of IBM and now they want to sweep it under the rug. 
 

• I do not like one thing about this. They put these plume things on our houses and 
these things run all the time and they say they give NYSEG credit, but nobody 
knows when it goes in and how much. Nobody knows. A lot of people don't 
understand this. 
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• IBM did a good job of clean up. They knew about it long before the public was 
informed. 
 

• This spill should have been reported as soon as it happened to assure the fastest 
cleanup. 
 

• System uses electricity, runs 24 hours a day. IBM is not paying their fare share of 
this cost. Our tax paid government is not doing enough to hold IBM accountable 
for this negligence. I purchased this home under false pretenses. In doing so, I 
have learned that coruption exists and the community are victims of this fraud and 
coruption. Taxes should not exist in this area and IBM should be forced to 
purchase every home at full market value that is affected. 
 

• It was not all caused by IBM. 
 

• FIX IT 
 

• Please just make sure we are safe. I love living in Endicott. I am young and I don't 
want to get sick by any of this kind of pollution. 
 

• I hope they're doing everything in their power to clean this up properly. I'm 
mainly worried about it causing health problems. 
 

• I think they should clean it up. But I don't know if it can be cleaned up. 
 

• They should consider sending out vouchers for residents within the spill zone for 
water filters that can be installed on sinks. I also think they are still hiding other 
information. I know when I worked there for a short period of time that the water 
fountains were taped up and had signs posted "Do Not Drink the Water". Makes 
me wonder, when I only live a few blocks from IBM. 
 

• I believe most feel raped, as they not only polluted our town, but took jobs away 
that affected us greatly. 
 

• The whole town is fucked. 
 

• 1.Why let it happen, 2. who are those people not doing their jobs, and 3. cover up. 
 

• Love Canal repeat! 
 

• By the time, and if this is settled, we will all be dead, saving them millions. 
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• 1. IBM knew it had a problem but did not do anything about it for years. 2. We 
worry about the impact of people leaving the area. 
 

• Endicott is becoming a less desirable place to live, but since many residents in the 
contamination zone cannot sell their houses at fair market value, there is not an 
option to move. The local government has not been a help in this matter. There 
also have not been any answers on longterm health problems which is a concern 
for residents that have children. 
 

• Is this vent system really working? 
 

• Why were these chemicals allowed to be dumped in the ground for so long? Why 
did so many years go by before telling residents of this problem. 
 

• I was disappointed IBM did not disclose chemical spill as soon as it occurred and 
were slow to take responsibility for the spreading of the chemical. 
 

• Both the TCE contamination and the IBM layoffs have turned Endicott into a 
slum. 
 

• I'm very afraid of my future health and my family's health. I've met some people 
with cancers that are young and have went through so much you wonder if by 
living here was the reason they have been sick. It is very scary at any age. They 
need to settle this before it gets to big! 
 

• IBM was the one who was caught. How many former companies left their 
environmental impact on our area and we just haven't found it yet? 
 

• IBM can never clean up this spill so Endicott will always BE A SLUM and 
dumping ground for big business. 
 

• For many years, IBM was the "Messeah" of this region. There are many people, 
including our former mayor, who still strongly believe that IBM could do no 
wrong and have done no wrong. We do not have the support of many people in 
the area. They feel that we haven't been damaged and we are only after $$$ from 
IBM. 
 

• For many years IBM has prospered and profitted from its neighbors in Endicott. 
Sometime around 1978 IBM spilled A LOT more chemicals than they've ever 
owned up to. IBM then hushed the spill a while and starting buying up houses 
over 'the plume'. IBM then closed shop and left town, leaving their good 
neighbors a legacy of properties devalued by the stigma of contamination, serious 
long term health concerns/worries and the inability to feel completely safe or fully 
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enjoy their properties in the aftermath. This was a bustling, happy town. Now its a 
ghettoized ghost of what was. Wish I could afford to leave like they did.   
 

• IBM kept the spill a secret for a long time and did nothing to help local people. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Community Survey Cover Letter 
 
 
Dear Endicott resident, 
 
 You are being invited to take part in a community study sponsored by the 
National Science Foundation investigating residents’ perceptions of environmental 
contamination and its various impacts on the Endicott community. As you may already 
know, government agencies have determined that areas of downtown Endicott are 
contaminated with toxic chemical substances from the former IBM facility and other 
industries. To address this pollution problem, vapor mitigation systems have been 
installed on homes and businesses in affected areas. You have been selected to participate 
in this study because you live in a home with a vapor mitigation system.  

Your opinion on this issue will help shed light on how local residents feel about 
this issue and efforts to mitigate the risks of vapor intrusion. Results of the study will be 
put into a special community report that will be available to the public at the George F. 
Johnson Library in Endicott. In addition, survey results will be published in professional 
journals with the hope that the experience of residents in Endicott will be heard among a 
wide range of scientists, academics, regulators, and other residents in communities 
struggling with similar vapor intrusion issues.  

Your participation in this study is voluntary and no participants’ name will be 
used in any write-up of results. The survey must be filled out by the head of the 
household (e.g., owner and/or renter who is on the lease) and the respondent must be 18 
years of age or older. If you decide to participate in this study, it will only take 10-15 
minutes to complete the enclosed survey. When done filling out the survey, simply place 
the completed survey in the self addressed and stamped envelope and send it out.   
 
Thanks for your attention and participation in this important community survey.  
  
Sincerely, 

Peter C. Little, MA, PhD Candidate     
546 Davis Ave. 
Endicott, NY 13760 
(541) 207-4345 
littlepe@onid.orst.edu 
 

*This study is sponsored by the National Science Foundation’s Decision, Risk, and 
Management Sciences Program. For more information on the research project, please 
contact the co-principal investigator, Peter Little. 
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APPENDIX C  

Community Survey Instrument 

 

A. PROPERTY INFORMATION 

1. How many years, overall, have you lived in Endicott?  ________ YEARS 
 

2. Do you own or rent this home?  __  Own    __ Rent (Skip to Q4) 

Owner questions: 

3. In what year was this home purchased? ___________ 

3a. When you bought this property, was a Vapor Mitigation System already on the building? 
 __ Yes  __  No  __ Don’t know 

 3b. What did you pay for this home/property? 
  __ Less than $35,000 
  __ $35,001-55,000 
  __ $55,001-75,000 
  __ $75,001-95,000 
  __ $95,001-115,000 
  __ $115,001-135,000 
  __ $135,001-155,000 
  __ $155,001-175,000  
  __ More than $175,000 
  
 3c. How concerned, if at all, are you about property devaluation in your area? 

 __ 1.VERY CONCERNED 
 __ 2.CONCERNED 
 __ 3.SOMEWHAT CONCERNED 
 __ 4.SLIGHTLY CONCERNED 
 __ 5.NOT AT ALL CONCERNED 
 
3d. Have you ever tried to sell this home?  __ Yes  __  No 

3e. How would you rate your concern about your property’s resale value?  
 __ 1.VERY CONCERNED 
 __ 2.CONCERNED 
 __ 3.SOMEWHAT CONCERNED 
 __ 4.SLIGHTLY CONCERNED 
 __ 5.NOT AT ALL CONCERNED 
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3f. Do you think you could sell this home right now for what you paid for it? __ Yes __ 
No 

3g. Do you rent out space in this property (apartment space, studio space, etc.)? __ Yes  
__  No 

3h. As you may already know, there is an on-going class action lawsuit against IBM. Are 
you a listed plaintiff in this class action suit? __ Yes (Skip to 3j) __  No 

3i. Did you accept IBM’s $10,000 settlement? ___ Yes  ___ No 
 

3j. Do you think the pending lawsuit will fairly compensate affected residents if the 
decision is in favor of the plaintiffs? __ Yes  __ No   
 
3k. What are the MAIN  reasons you decided to be part of the lawsuit? 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
__________________ 
 
3l. Was this home tested for trichloroethylene (TCE) levels before the vapor mitigation system 
was  
installed? __ Yes  __ No  __ Don’t know 
 
3m. Have you requested that IBM test your property for TCE levels? __ Yes  __ No (Skip to 
Section B, Question 5) 

3n. If yes, how many times did you request a test? ____ 

THE NEXT SECTION IS FOR RENTERS ONLY. IF YOU ARE A HOMEOWNER, 
SKIP TO SECTION B  

Renter questions: 
 

4. Did your landlord ever inform you about the vapor mitigation system on your rental 
property?  
        __ Yes __ No 

4a. Are you familiar with the tenant notification bill (A.10952-B/S.8634) that requires 
landlords to notify tenants of the availability of indoor air contamination results 
indicating levels above state Department of Health guidelines?  __ Yes  __ No 
 
4b. Tenants like yourself should be notified of known or suspected environmental 
contamination. Would you say you: 

  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
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  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 

4c. In the event that air quality test results at this rental indicated levels of toxins above 
state Department of Health guidelines, would you move? __ Yes  __ No  

 
4d. Please explain your 

answer?______________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
____________ 

 
B. HEALTH  AND  ENVIRONMENTAL  RISK  INFORMATION 
This section contains a series of statements. Please indicate whether you agree or disagree with 
each statement by checking the answer that best fits your perspective.   
 

5. Environmental contamination is a problem in Endicott.  
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 

6. In Endicott, the IBM pollution affects local public health.  
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 

7. The IBM pollution has impacted the quality of life in Endicott.  
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 

8. The trichloroethylene (TCE) vapors found in Endicott impact local public 
health.  

  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
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  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
  

9. IBM has done a good job of taking responsibility for the cleanup.  
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 
 

10. The government agencies working on the IBM pollution have been effective.  
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 

11. No matter what they do, neither IBM nor the responding government agencies 
will be able to fully clean up the pollution. 

   __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 

12. Local industrial pollution has made Endicott a less desirable place to live. 
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE  
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 

13. The decline of local industry has made Endicott a less desirable place to live. 
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
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14. The vapor mitigation system has reduced the TCE levels in my home.  
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 

 
15. The presence of vapor mitigation systems contributes to local property devaluation in 

Endicott. 
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 

 
16. Homes in Endicott with vapor mitigation systems are safe to occupy.  

  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 

17. Homes in Endicott without vapor mitigation systems are safe to occupy. 
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 

18. What do you think are the health effects of TCE exposure? 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
___________________________ 

 
19. Have you had any personal health problems that you believe are related to TCE or other 

toxic substances resulting from the IBM-Endicott spill? __ Yes  __ No (Skip to 21) 
 

20. If yes, please explain: 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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________________________________________________________________________
___________________________ 

 
 
C. AWARENESS  AND  KNOWLEDGE  INFORMATION  
This section contains a series of statements. Please indicate whether you agree or disagree with 
each statement by checking the answer that best fits your perspective. 

21. The media has done a good job reporting on the IBM-Endicott chemical spill. 
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 

22. I understand the vapor intrusion process.  
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 
 23. I understand how the vapor mitigation system works. 
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 

24. IBM is sharing all that they know about the chemical spill.  
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 
 

25. The responding government agencies are sharing all that they know about the chemical 
spill.  
  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE  
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  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW 

 
26. Public meetings are a useful way to share information and learn about community issues.  

  __ 1. STRONGLY AGREE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT AGREE 
  __ 3. NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE 
  __ 4. SOMEWHAT DISAGREE 
  __ 5. STRONGLY DISAGREE 
  __ 6. DON’T KNOW  
 

27. Have you ever attended a public meeting on the IBM-Endicott chemical spill pollution?  
__ Yes __ No (Skip to 28) 

   27a.  If yes, how many have you attended? 
  __ 1-2 meetings 
  __ 3-4 meetings 
  __ 5-6 meetings 
  __ 7-8 meetings 
  __ More than 8 meetings.  
 

27b. How informative, if at all, were the meetings that you attended? 
  __ 1. VERY INFORMATIVE 
  __ 2. SOMEWHAT INFORMATIVE 
  __ 3. NOT AT ALL INFORMATIVE 

 
27c. What did you like or not like about the meetings you attended? 
__________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________
___ 
__________________________________________________________________

______ 

28. Have you ever searched the IBM chemical spill archive at the George F. Johnson Library in 
Endicott to learn more about the issue? __ Yes __ No 
 
29. If you had to list the THREE most critical issues that come to mind when thinking about vapor 
intrusion or the TCE pollution in Endicott, what would they be? 
 
 
29a. ___________________________ 29b._________________________ 
29c._______________________ 
 

D. PERSONAL INFORMATION 

 30. Have you ever worked for IBM at any location? __ Yes  __ No (Skip to 32) 
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 31. If yes, approximately how many years have/did you work for IBM? ___ 
 
 32. Did any of your relatives work for IBM at any location? __ Yes  __ No  
 
 33. How old were you on your last birthday: _____YEARS 

 34. Are you male or female?  Male_____ Female_____ 

 35. What race/ethnicity best describes you? 
  __  WHITE 

__  HISPANIC 
__  BLACK 
__  ASIAN 
__  AMERICAN/ALASKA NATIVE 
__  MULTI-RACIAL OR MULTI-ETHNIC 
__  OTHER 
__  DON’T KNOW 

 
 36. Are you currently employed for pay?  __ Yes (Skip to 38)  __ No 

 37. If no, are you retired?  __ Yes   __ No 

 38. What is the highest level of education you have completed? 
___    Doctorate (PhD, EdD) or Professional (MD, JD, DVM, DDS) 
___  Masters degree (MA, MS, MBA, MEd) 
___  Bachelors degree (BA, BS) 
___  Associates degree (2 year degree) 
___  Vocational/technical school 
___  Some college, no degree 
___  High School Diploma or GED 
___  9th - 12th Grade, no diploma 
___  8th Grade or less 
___ Other 

 
39. What was your gross income for 2008 including all sources (e.g., wages, 
alimony, dividends, interest, welfare, social security, disability and retirement 
payments, etc.)? 
 __ Under $15,000 
 __ $15,001-25,000 
 __ $25,001-35,000 
 __ $35,001-45,000 
 __ $45,001-55,000 
 __ $55,001-75,000 
 __ $75,001-115,000 
 __ $115,001 or More 
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 __ Don’t know 
 
40. Have any children under the age of 18 lived in this household within the last 
20 years? 

 __ Yes  __ No (Skip to 41)  
 

40a. If yes, do any children under the age of 18 currently  live in this 
household? 

__ Yes  __ No  
 
40b. If yes, please list the ages of the children.  
____________________________________________________________

______ 
____________________________________________________________

______ 
____________________________________________________________

______ 
  

41. Would you be interested in participating in a follow-up interview to share more information with 
the research team about your experience and/or perspective on the IBM pollution issue? __ Yes  __  
No 

If yes, please include your contact information below: 

Name:     Address:  

Phone number:    

Email:  

 

42. What else would you like to say about the IBM spill and its community impact? 
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________ 
 
 

Thank you for your time and assistance! 
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APPENDIX D 

 Informed Consent Document 

 

Project Title: An Ethnographic Study of Environmental Contamination, Risk Perception, and Advocacy 
in a Post-IBM Community in Upstate New York 

Principal Investigator: Bryan Tilt, Department of Anthropology, Oregon State University 

Co-Investigator(s): Peter Little, Department of Anthropology, Oregon State University 

You are being invited to take part in a research study designed to investigate community perceptions of 
environmental contamination in Endicott, New York. The project seeks to learn from residents about 
their knowledge of and experience with the IBM environmental contamination issue in Endicott and 
wishes to explore the differences in resident’s perceptions of the risks of environmental contamination. 
This project is being conducted by Peter Little, former resident of Endicott and PhD student of applied 
anthropology at Oregon State University, as part of his dissertation research. The information gathered 
for the project will be written up in a dissertation, used for publication in professional peer-reviewed 
journals, and presented at professional scientific meetings and conferences. We are studying this 
because community perceptions of and responses to IBM environmental contamination is critical in a 
time when the environmental and health damages of the high-tech industry are impacting communities 
worldwide. Endicott’s story is a critical one and this project aims to support residents in their efforts to 
make their perspectives and concerns heard.   

This consent form gives you the information you will need to help you decide whether to be in the 
study or not.  Please read the form carefully. You may ask any questions about the research, the 
possible risks and benefits, your rights as a volunteer, and anything else that is not clear.  When all 
of your questions have been answered, you can decide if you want to be in this study or not. 
 

You are being invited to take part in this study because you are a resident of Endicott and live in a home 
with a vapor mitigation system. If you agree to take part in this study, your involvement will last 10-15 
minutes.  

We do not know if you will benefit from being in this study. However, we hope that, in the future, other 
people might benefit from this study because your perspective on these issues is unique. Your knowledge 
and experience as a resident of Endicott is invaluable and other high-tech communities struggling with 
environmental contamination can learn a great deal from your story, perspective, and struggle.  

You will not be paid for being in this research study.  

The information you provide during this research study will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by 
law.  To help protect your confidentiality, we will not use your name on any project documents and will 
instead use identification code numbers only on data forms which will be held under lock and key in a filing 
cabinet in Peter Little’s place of residence. We will also only use password-protected computer files to store 
and analyze data.  
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If the results of this project are published your identity will not be made public. 

If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer.  You will not lose 
any benefits or rights you would normally have if you choose not to volunteer.  You can stop at any time 
during the study and still keep the benefits and rights you had before volunteering.  If you decide not to take 
part in this study, your decision will have no effect on the quality of care, services, etc., you receive. 

You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in the study. If you agree to take part in 
this study, you will also be asked to fill out a short survey. All responses to the survey questionnaire are 
voluntary and you can choose to not answer any questions at any time.  

If you choose to withdraw from this project before it ends, the researchers may keep information 
collected about you and this information may be included in study reports. 

 

WHAT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS?  
 

If you have any questions about this research project, please contact: Bryan Tilt at (541) 737-3896, or Peter 
Little at (541) 207-4345. If you have questions about your rights as a participant, please contact the Oregon 
State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) Human Protections Administrator, at (541) 737-4933 or 
by email at IRB@oregonstate.edu.  
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APPENDIX E  

IBM Spill Inventory on file at the George F. Johnson Memorial Library  

 

Dec. 1 – November 20, 2001 – Vo. 1 – Annual Report on the Status of the Groundwater 
Monitoring Program 
 
January 30, 2001 – IBM: Indoor Air Sampling of the IBM Endicott Facility for EPA 
environmental Indicators Evaluation 
 
November 2002 – Former IBM Facility – Environ Investigations – Government Agencies 
Fact Sheet 
 
November 2002 – Groundwater Vapor Project – Project Information Sheet 
 
September 2002 – Interim Report – Soil Gas sampling & evaluation 
 
December 30, 2002 – Action plan Groundwater Vapor Project 
 
December 18, 2003 - Addendum to the December 30, 2002 Action Plan Groundwater 
Vapor Project 
 
January 31, 2003 – report of findings – Soil Gas Survey 
 
March 14, 2003 – Report of findings core investigative area sampling 
 
June 2003 – Letter Report: findings of Phase III Extended area sampling west of 
Jefferson Ave groundwater vapor project 
 
July 2003 – Analytical laboratory Data – Indoor Air Sampling Jan-May 2003, 
GVP(September 28, 2003 – Newsletter from IBM providing update on the Village of 
Endicott Groundwater Vapor Project 
 
October 7, 2003 – Data Report – Supplemental Foundation Level Soil Gas Survey 
September 1, 2003 – 2003 Semi-Annual data report groundwater monitoring program 
former IBM facility, Endicott, NY. (rec 10/30/03) 
 
March 1, 2003 – Annual Report on the status of the groundwater monitoring program 
former IBM facility, Endicott, NY 12/1/01 – 11/30/02 (rec 10/30/03) per Kevin Whalen 
IBM 607 543-0337 
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March 26, 2003 -- Former IBM Endicott Facility Supplemental Groundwater Assessment 
Work Plan – (rec Nov 2003) 
 
September 19, 2003 - HURON Campus Indoor Air Assessment Report 
 
September 28, 2003 – Project Update Endicott Groundwater Vapor Project Newsletter 
Handouts from July 22, 2003 Open House 
 
Groundwater Vapor Project Summer 2003 Mailings: IBM Newsletter, NYSDEC Fact 
Sheet, NYSDOH Fact Sheet 
 
November 7, 2003 – Report of Findings – Indoor Air Sampling Union-Endicott High 
School, Endicott, NY 
 
December 2, 2003 - Draft Citizen Participation Plan for Endicott-Area Environmental 
Projects, Broome County, New York RCRA Facility Investigation Work Plan Former 
Ideal Cleaners Site, 1900 North Street, Endicott, New York  
 
Supplemental Groundwater Assessment Final Report, Village of Endicott/Town of 
Union, Broome County, New York (2 volumes), December 31, 2003 
 
January 2004 - Report of findings Indoor Air Sampling - BOCES Endicott Learning 
Center, Endicott, N.Y. (Jackson Avenue) 
 
January 13, 2004 - Final report : Huron Real Estate Associates, LLC, Huron Campus 
Indoor Air Assessment, Endicott, New York 13760 
 
January 26, 2004 - Huron comments on Groundwater Supplemental Assessment Report 
 
January 30, 2004 - Project Update: Endicott Groundwater Vapor Project 
 
February 2004 - Progress report post-ventilation testing - Graoundwater Vapor Project, 
Endicott, New York 
 
February 12, 2004 - New York State Dept. of Environmental Conservation response to 
IBM Supplemental Groundwater Assessment Report 
 
February 27, 2004 - RCRA Facility Investigation Work Plan, Former Ideal Cleaners Site 
 
March 3, 2004 - Endicott Community Ambient Air Analysis Action Plan (NYS Dept. of 
Environmental Conservation). 
 
March 18, 2004 - Interim Corrective Measures Work Plan for Test Wells EN-284TD, 
EN-91T, and EN-92T 
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March 18, 2004 - Response to Agencies' Comments, Cover Letter and Enclosure 1, 
Supplemental Groundwater Assessment Final Report 
 
April 20, 2004 - Brownfield Cleanup Program Application - IBM Gun Club Shooting 
Range, C704043 
 
April 30, 2004 - Evaluation of Existing Correctove Measures Systems 
 
May 17, 2004 - Supplemental Groundwater Assessment Final Report (revised & updated) 
 
May 21, 2004 - Huron Real Estate Associates, LLC - Comments on recent construction & 
remediation proposals (1. Evaluation of existing corrective measures systems, April 30, 
2004; and, 2. Ground water conveyance piping work plan dated May 14, 2004). 
 
June 2004 - Operation & Maintenance Work Plan of Structure Ventilation Systems, 
Groundwater Vapor Project, Endicott, NY 
 
June 16, 2004 - Southern Area Supplemental Remedial Investigation Work Plan - Village 
of Endicott/Town of Union Broome County, NY Site #701014 
 
July 14, 2004 - Preliminary Investigation Work Plan, Old Village Dump and Tannery 
Sewer, NY State Dept. of Environmental Conservation Area Wide Study, Endicott, NY 
 
July 2004 - Technical Specifications - IBM - Interim Corrective Measures : Groundwater 
Conveyance Piping Project, Endicott, New York 
 
July 2004 - Vent Sampling and Analysis Protocol - Groundwater Vapor Project 
 
July 14,2004 - Preliminary Investigation Work Plan Old Village Dump and Tannery 
Sewer NYSDEC Area Wide Study Endicott, New York 
 
September 2004 - Revised: Investigation Work Plan, RMJ Realty, LLC, 709 North Street, 
Endicott, New York (Schapiro's Dry Cleaners Investigation Work Plan) 
 
September 2004 - Soil Vapor Monitoring Plan - Comprehensive Operations, Maintenance 
& Monitoring Program, Endicott, New York 
 
September 2004 - Work Plan for Source Area Evaluation, Supplemental Remedial 
Investigation and Focused Feasibility Study, Operable Unit #5 - Building 57 Area, Union 
and Endicott, New York 
 
September 30, 2004 - Extraction Well Inspection and Rehabilitation Report - Village of 
Encicott/Town of Union, Broome County, NY Site #704014 
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October 2004 - Operation & Maintenance Work Plan of Structure Ventilation Systems : 
Groundwater Vapor Project, Endicott, NY 
 
October 6, 2004 - Administrative record - Endicott forging site, Village of Endicott, New 
York 
 
October 7, 2004 - Bedrock Groundwater Supplemental Remedial Investigation Work 
Plan, Village of Endicott/Town of Union, Broome County, New York 
 
October 12, 2004 - Public comment draft - Health Consultation - Public Health 
Implications of Exposures to Low-Level Volatile Organic Compounds in Public Drinking 
Water, Village of Endicott, Broome County, New York 
 
November 12, 2004 - Analytical Summary Report No. 1 Operable Unit #4: Ideal 
Cleaners Area - Village of Endicott/Town of Union, NY Site #704014 
 
November 17, 2004 - Work Authorization No. 45 - Endicott Area Wide Survey - Soil 
Gas Sampling Results Old Village Dump (includes map) 
 
November 23, 2004 - Analytical Summary Report No. 1 Operable Unit #6: Plume 
Control in Bedrock Groundwater - Village of Endicott/Town of Union Broome County, 
NY Site #704014 
 
December 2004 - First Quarterly Report - Soil Vapor Monitoring, Comprehensive 
Operations, Maintenance, and Monitoring Program, Endicott, New York 
 
December 23, 2004 - Endicott Area Wide Study (Map) 
 
December 21, 2004 - Analytical Summary Report for the Third Quarter of 2004 - Village 
of Endicott/Town of Union, Broome County, New York 
 
January 2005 - Ambient Air Dispersion Modeling Report : Groundwater Vapor Project, 
IBM Corporation, Endicott, NY 
 
January 2005 - Ambient Air Dispersion Modeling Report : Groundwater Vapor Project 
 
January 2005 - IBM Endicott Order of Consent - Index # A7-0502-0104 
 
January 2005 - Vent Sampling and Analysis Report, Groundwater Vapor Project 
 
January 2005 - MSDS (Information on related chemicals) 
 
January 2005 - Preliminary Site Assessment Work Plan - Huron Real Estate Associates, 
LLC (former IBM-Endicott Facility) 
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January 5, 2005 - Residential Soil Gas and Indoor Air Monitoring Area Wide Work Plan 
Endicott, New York NYSDEC Site No. 704038 
 
January 10, 2005 - Aquifer Test Work Plan for Extraction Wells EN-91T and EN-92T 
 
January 21, 2005 - EN-CAF Shutdown/Restart Test Plan, Village of Endicott/Town of 
Union, Broome County, New York 
 
January 2005 - Supplemental Remedial Investigation Report Route 26/McKinley Avenue 
Interchange Area. Order on Consent Index #A7-0502-0104 Site #704014, Operable Unit 
#3: Plume Reduction in the Southern Area 
 
February 2005 - Ambient Air Monitoring Plan : Groundwater Vapor Project 
 
February 2, 2005 - Draft Design Report for Permanent Extraction Well EN-428P 
 
March 2005 - Summary of Post Ventilation Testing, Groundwater Vapor Project, 
Endicott, New York 
 
March 1, 2005 - Supplemental Remedial Investigation and Focused Feasibility Study 
Work Plan 
 
March 2, 2005 - Quarterly Report Soil Vapor Monitoring Through January 2005 
596719 
 
March 10, 2005 - Supplemental Remedial Investigation and Focused Feasibility Study 
Work Plan, Order on Consent Index #A7-0502-0104 , Site #704014, Operable Unit #2: 
North Street Area 
 
March 16, 2005 - Analytical Summary Report No. 2 Operable Unit # 4: Ideal Cleaners 
Area 
 
March 17, 2005 - Analytical Summary Report No. 1 Operable Unit # 3: Southern Area 
 
March 17, 2005 - Final Supplemental Remedial Investigation Work Plan, Order on 
Consent Index #A7-0502-0104 Site #704014; Operable Unit #7: Assessment of Sewers in 
the Northwestern Area of the Site 
 
March 21, 2005 - Preliminary Investigation Report NYSDEC - Creative Printing, 
Endicott, New York 
 
March 24, 2005 - Work Plan for Permanent Extraction Wells EN-284P, EN-91P, and EN-
92P 
 
March 30, 2005 - Health and Safety Plan for the Endicott Site 
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March 30, 2005 - Quality Assurance Project Plan for the Former IBM Endicott Site 
 
April 2005 - Progress Report No. 5 RJM Realty Inc, LLC (Shapiro's) Site #V-006677-7, 
709 North St., Endicott, NY 
 
April 14, 2005 - Work Plan Phase II Investigation NYSDEC - South Central Endicott 
Area 1, Endicott, New York 
 
April 18, 2005 - Letter confirming agreement to modify the Supplemental Remedial 
Investigation Work Plan for Operable Unit #4, Order on Consent Index #A7-0502-0104 
(Order), Site #704014 
 
April 20, 2005 - Letter confirming agreement to modify the Supplemental Remedial 
Investigation Work Plan for Operable Unit #6, Order on Consent Index #A7-0502-0104 
(Order), Site #704014 
 
April 27, 2005 - Letter confirming agreement to modify the Supplemental Remedial 
Investigation Work Plan for Operable Unit #2, Order on Consent Index #A7-0502-0104 
(Order), Site #704014 
 
April 29, 2005 - Supplemental Remedial Investigation Report for the Southern Area 
Eastern Boundary, Village of Endicott/Town of Union, Broome County, New York 
 
June 2005 - Analytical Summary Report, Phase I Supplemental Remedial Investigation; 
OU5: Building 57 Area, Union and Endicott, New York 
 
June 2005 - Interim Remedial Measures First Stage Conveyance Piping Operable Unit #3 
(OU3); Plume Reduction in Southern Area 
 
June 10, 2005 - Interim Remedial Measures Work Plan; Order of Consent Index # A7-
0502-0104; Site # 704014; Operable Unit # 3: Plume Reduction in the Southern Area 
 
June 29, 2005 - Final Investigation Report, Old Village Dump, Jennie Snapp School and 
Tannery Sewer; NYSDEC Area Wide Study, Endicott, New York 
 
June 29, 2005 - Appendix E: Final Investigation Report, Old Village Dump, Jennie Snapp 
School and Tannery Sewer; NYSDEC Area Wide Study, Endicott, New York 
 
June 30, 2005 - Non-Confidential Final Residential Soil Gas and Indoor Monitoring Area 
Wide Report, Endicott, New York 
 
July 8, 2005 - Supplemental Remedial Investigation Report for the Verizon Property 
Area; Village of Endicott/Town of Union/Broome County, New York 
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July 19, 2005 - Operable Unit #2 IRM and Miscellaneous Site Activity A: EN-284P 
Design Investigations Memorandum 
 
July 25, 2005 - Supplemental Remedial Investigation Report on Vertical Migration 
Potential in the Northwestern Area 
 
July 26, 2005 - Operable Unit #3 IRM Geochemical Sampling and Analysis Plan 
 
July 29, 2005 - Proposed Design of Extraction Well EN-92P to Replace Extraction Test 
Well EN-92T 
 
August 2005 - Technical Specifications - IBM Corporation - Endicott, New York, OU#3 
Southern Area Interim Remedial Measures -  
 
August 2005 - Construction drawings: IBM-Interim Remedial Measures, OU#3 Southern 
Area 
 
August 11, 2005 - Source Area Evaluation Work Plan for the Remainder of Site/Order on 
Consent Index #A7-0502-0104/Site #704014 
 
September 2005 - Annual Report - Soil Vapor Monitoring; Comprehensive Operations, 
Maintenance, and Monitoring Program, Endicott, New York 
 
September 2005 - Brownfield Cleanup Program: Citizen Participation Plan for IBM Gun 
Club Former Shooting Range Area 
 
September 2005 - Building Sampling Reports - Huron Campus, Endicott, New York 
 
September 2005 - Preliminary Site Assessment Report - Huron Real Estate Associates, 
LLC; Endicott Facility, Village of Endicott, Broome County, New york 
Fact Sheet - Former IBM Endicott Facility On-Site Investigation Update 
 
September 2005 - Source Area Evaluation Report for the Building 57 Area (Operable 
Unit #5) 
 
October 2005 - Brownfield Cleanup Program: Citizen Participation Plan for Former Burn 
Pit Area IBM Gun Club 
 
October 2005 - South Central Endicott Area (Area 1); Phase 1 Assessment, Endicott, 
New York (revision of June 14, 2005 report) 
 
October 2005 - West Corners/West Endicott Area (Area 2) Phase 1 Assessment, Endicott, 
New York (revision of May 23, 2005 report) 
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October 2005 - North Central Endicott Area (Area 3) Phase 1 Assessment, Endicott, New 
York (revision of June 8, 2005 report) 
 
October 2005 - East Endicott Area (Area 4) Phase 1 Assessment, Endicott, New York 
(revision of March 2005 report) 
 
October 2005 - Final Southwest Endwell Area (Area 5) Phase 1 Assessment, Endicott, 
New York (revision of April 2005 report) 
 
October 2005 - Southeast Endwell (Area 6) Phase 1 Assessment, Endicott, New York 
(revision of May 2, 2005 report) 
 
October 2005 - North Endicott/North Endwell Area (Area 7) Phase 1 Assessment, 
Endicott, New York (revision of September 12, 2005 report) 
 
November 2005 - Ambient Air Monitoring Quarterly Report No. 1; IBM Corporation, 
Endicott, NY 
 
November 4, 2005 - Modification # 1 to the Supplemental Remedial Investigation Work 
Plan (Operable Unit # 7: Assessment of Sewers in the Northwestern Area of the Site) 
 
December 2005 - Quarterly Report Soil Vapor Monitoring Through October 2005; 
Comprehensive Operations, Maintenance, and Monitoring Program, Endicott, New York 
 
December 2005 - Summary Report Groundwater Vapor Project, Endicott, New York 
 
December 13, 2005 - Proposed Design and Testing of Test Well EN-451T Memorandum 
 
December 19, 2005 - Bedrock Groundwater Supplemental Remedial Investigation Report 
(Operable Unit #6: Plume Control in Bedrock Groundwater) 
 
December 19, 2005 - Final Interim Remedial Measures Report for Permanent Extraction 
Well EN-428P 
 
December 21, 2005 - NYSDEC - South Central Endicott Area 1 Final Phase II 
Investigation Report, Endicott, New York 
 
January 12, 2006 - Interim Remedial Measures Aquifer Test Plan; Order on Consent 
Index # A7-0502-0104; Site # 704014; Operable Unit #3: Plume Reduction in the 
Southern Area 
 
January 19,2006 - Draft Remedial Investigation Work Plan : IBM Gun Club Former 
Shooting Range Area, Town of Union, Broome County, New York 
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January 30, 2006 - Supplemental Remedial Investigation Report Operable Unit #4: Ideal 
Cleaners Area 
 
February 2006 - Final Work Plan, Endicott Area-Wide Study Site No. 7-04-038, Town of 
Union, New York 
 
February 2006 - Soil Vapor Intrusion Investigation Sub-Slab Vapor Sampling Report - 
Badger Avenue, Endicott Study Site No. 7-04-038; Town of Union, New York 
 
February 2006 - Soil Vapor Intrusion Investigation Sub-Slab Vapor Sampling Report - 
Badger Avenue, Endicott Area-Wide Study Site No. 7-04-038; Town of Union, New 
York (Final, Non-Confidential) 
 
February 2006 - Work Plan Endicott Area-Wide Study Site No. 7-04-038; Town of 
Union, New York 
 
February 2, 2006 - Transmittal of Proposed Design of EN-284P Permanent Extraction 
Well Miscellaneous Site Activity A: Plume Reduction in Off-Site Capture Zone A, Order 
on Consent Index # A7-0502-0104, Site # 704014 
 
March 2006 - Remedial Investigation Work Plan Former Burn Pit Area, IBM Gun Club, 
Union, New York 
 
March 13, 2006 - Remedial Investigation Work Plan : IBM Gun Club Former Shooting 
Range Area, Town of Union, Broome County, New York 
 
March 30, 2006 - Semi-Annual Report - Soil Vapor Monitoring Through February 2006 
 
April 14, 2006 - Annual Groundwater Monitoring Status Report for 2005 
 
April 17, 2006 - Interim Remedial Measures Work Plan; Replacement Extraction Well 
Installation and Testing; Village of Endicott/Town of Union/Broome County, New York 
 
May 11, 2006 - Interim Remedial Measures Temporary Long-Term Operation and 
Monitoring Plan, Village of Endicott/Town of Union, Broome County, New York. Order 
of Consent Index # A7-0502-0104, Site # 704014. Operable Unit # 3: Plume Reduction in 
the Southern Area.  
 
May 30, 2006 - Spring 2006 Newsletter : Endicott Groundwater Remediation Activities 
 
June 2006 - Columbia Analytical Services, Inc. Analytical Data - Exhibit G 
 
June 16, 2006 - Report of Findings Groundwater Extraction and Treatment Testing. 
Supplemental Remediation Investigations Operable Unit #5 (Building 57) 
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June 27, 2006 - Supplemental Remedial Investigation Report on Assessment of Sewers 
 
July 2006 - Investigation Report for the Glycol Release at Grippen Park (final report) 
 
July 2006 - Life Science Laboratories, Inc. Analytical Data - Exhibit F 
 
July 6, 2006 - Site Characterization Work Plan, May 26, 2006, revised July 6, 2006 
Huron Campus Ethylene Glycol Spill # 0512038 
 
July 14, 2006 - Final Pre-Characterization Technical Memorandum, Operable Unit #1: 
Railroad Corridor Source Area and Operable Unit #2: North Street Area 
 
July 17, 2006 - Interim Remedial Measures Work Plan for Vacuum-Assisted Extraction 
Wells in OU#1 and OU#2. Operable Unit #1: Railroad Corridor Source Area. Operable 
Unit #2: North Street Area. 
 
July 20, 2006 - Health Consultation Public Comment Release - IBM - Historical Outdoor 
Air Emissions in the Endicott Area 
 
August 2006 - Clark Street Groundwater Treatment Facility Issued for Construction 
(IFC) Structural and Architectural Drawings 
 
August 2006 - Clark Street Groundwater Treatment Facility Technical Specifications 
 
August 8, 2006 - Revised Petition to Modify the Description of Site Number 704014 
 
September 2006 - Ambient Air Monitoring Quarterly Report No. 4 and Final 12-Month 
Report/IBM Corporation, Endicott, NY 
 
September 6, 2006 - Ranney Well Monitoring - Preliminary Results July 6 and 10, 2006; 
Grippen Park, Endicott, New York 
 
September 6, 2006 - Ranney Well Monitoring - Preliminary Results July 18 and 19, 
2006; Grippen Park, Endicott, New York 
 
September 6, 2006 - Ranney Well Monitoring - Preliminary Results July 19, 2006; 
Grippen Park, Endicott, New York 
 
September 12, 2006 - Ranney Well Monitoring - Preliminary Results August 23, 2006; 
Grippen Park, Endicott New York 
 
September 27, 2006 - Ranney Well Monitoring - Preliminary Results, Grippen Park, 
Endicott, New York 
 
October 11, 2006 - Broome County, Grippen Park Site : QA/QC Tables 
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October 20, 2006 - Letter from Mitchell E. Meyers re. Operable Unit #5 (Building 57 
Area) 
 
October 24, 2006 - Ranney Well Monitoring - Preliminary Results, Grippen Park, 
Endicott, New York 
 
October 26, 2006 - Supplemental Remedial Investigation Work Plan Dye Tracer Testing 
(Operable Unit #6: Plume Control in Bedrock Groundwater 
 
October 27, 2006 - Annual Report Soil Vapor Monitoring through August 2006 : 
Comprehensive Operations, Maintenance, and Monitoring Program Endicott, New York 
 
November 10, 2006 - Addendum to the Groundwater Remediation Systems Operation, 
Maintenance & Monitoring Plan (Second Update) 
 
November 17, 2006 - Health Consultation : Historical Outdoor Air Emissions in the 
Endicott Area. International Business Machines Corporation (IBM) Village of Endicott, 
Broome County, New York 
 
November 28, 2006 - Final Focused Feasibility Study Work Plan Operable Unit #4: Ideal 
Cleaners Area 
 
November 30, 2006 - Health Consultation: Public Health Implications of Exposures to 
Low-Level Volatile Organic Compounds in Public Drinking Water - Endicott Area 
Investigation 
 
December 2006 - Final Inspections, Operations, Maintenance, and Monitoring (IOM&M) 
Plan for Soil Vapor Mitigation Systems, Endicott Area-Wide Study 
 
December 2006 - Soil Vapor Intrusion Sampling Report for the 2005/2006 Heating 
Season, Endicott Area-Wide Study 
 
December 8, 2006 - Design Memorandum - Proposed Design Extraction Well EN-451P 
 
January 2007 - Vapor Intrusion Pathway: a practical guideline 
 
January 3, 2007 - Supplement to the Investigation Report for the Glycol Release at 
Grippen Park (July 2006) 
 
January 26, 2007 - Work Plan Addendum, Source Area Investigation, Operable Unit #5 
(Building 57 Area), AOC Index #A7-0502-0104, Site #704014, Endicott, New York 
 
January 30, 2007 - An Assessment of the Feasibility of a Study of Cancer Among Former 
Employees of the IBMK Facility in Endicott, New York, final draft report 
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March 2, 2007 - Interim Remedial Measures Sequencing Plan/Order on Consent Index # 
A7-0502-0104/Site #704014/Operable Unit #3: Plume Reduction in the Southern 
Area/Miscellaneous Activity A: Plume Reduction in Off-Site Capture Zone A 
 
March 26, 2007 - Public Comment Draft: Health Consultation Endicott Area 
Investigation health Statistics Review Follow-Up: Cancer and Birth Outcome Analysis 
 
May 30 2007 - Draft Groundwater Remediation Systems Operation, Maintenance & 
Monitoring Plan, Third Update. Miscellaneous Site Activity C Operation, Maintenance 
and Monitoring Order on Consent Index #A7-0502-0104 Site # 704014 
 
May 2007 - Construction Drawings : Clark Street Groundwater Conveyance Piping 
 
May 2007 - Summary of Glycol Release at Grippen Park 
 
May 2007 - Supplemental Phase II Investigation Data Summary Report - June Street 
Study 
 
June 22 2007 - Clark Street Groundwater Treatment Facility/Process Equipment Cut 
Sheets and Design Information 
 
July 12, 2007 - Interim Remedial Measures Work Plan for Enhanced Flux 
Control/Operable Unit #2: North Street Area 
 
August 16, 2007 - Data Usability Summary Report (DUSR) #5 For Samples from the 
Grippen Park Ice Rink 
 
August 16, 2007 - Data Usability Summary Report (DUSR) #6 For Samples from the 
Grippen Park Ice Rink 
 
August 31, 2007 - Summer 2007 Newsletter/Endicott Groundwater Remediation 
Activities/IBM Corporation 
 
October 11, 2007 - Semiannual Groundwater Data Summary Report (January 1, 2007-
June 30, 2007). 
 
November 2007 - Interim Data Compilation - November 8, 2007: Former Burn Pit Area 
Remedial Investigation IBM Gun Club, Union, New York BCP #C704044 
 
November 2007 - November 2007 Work Plan Addendum Supplemental Source Area 
Investigation. Supplemental Remedial Investigations and Focused Feasibility Study, 
Operable Unit #5: Building 57 Area 
 
November 2007 - Record Drawings Robble Avenue Groundwater Treatment Faciluity, 
IBM Corporation, Endicott, New York 
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November 2007 - Operation & Maintenance Work Plan of Structure Ventilation Systems, 
Revision 2 
 
December 2007 - Semiannual Report: Soil Vapor Monitoring Through October 2007 
 
December 12, 2007 - Interim Remedial Measures Report, EN-D49 Installation & Testing 
 
February 2008 - Final Phase II Data Submittal - Southeast Endwell Area 6 
 
February 2008 - Work Plan Addendum Parking Area Assessment; Supplemental 
Remedial Investigation, Operable Unit #5, Building 57 Area 
 
February 2008 - Final Phase II Investigation Report East Endicott Area (Area 4) Endicott 
Area-Wide Study, Endicott, New York 
 
March 2008 - Final Phase II Data Submittal - North Endicott/North Endwell Area 7 
 
March 2008 - Final Phase II Data Submittal - Southwest Endwell Area 5 
 
April 2008 - Final Preliminary Site Assessment Report : June Street Plume Delineation 
 
April 14, 2008 - Annual Groundwater Monitoring Status Report for 2007 
 
May 23, 2008 - Soil Vapor Intrusion Sampling Report for the 2006/2007 Heating Season 
 
May 28, 2008 - Soil Vapor Intrusion Evaluation, Former Canada Dry Bottling Site 
(Powerpoint printout, CD-ROM titled "January Fact Sheet, May Fact Sheet, May 28 
Presentation" & CD-ROM titled "Soil Vapor Intrusion Structure Sampling Validated 
Results Summary Tables." 
 
May 29, 2008 - Evaluation of Potential Interim Remedial Measures : Operable Unit #4: 
Ideal Cleaners Area 
 
May 29, 2008 - Draft Groundwater Remediation Systems Operations, Maintenance & 
Monitoring Plan, Fourth Update. Miscellaneous Site Activity C; Operation, Maintenance 
& Monitoring Order on Consent Index # A7-0502-0104 Site # 704014 
 
Spring 2008 Newsletter : Endicott Groundwater Remediation Activities 
 
June 4, 2008 - Thermal Treatability Study Report (Operable Unit #4: Former Ideal 
Cleaners) 
 
June 11, 1002 - Site Characterization and Evaluation of Interim Remedial Measures 
Operable  
Unit #4, Former Ideal Cleaners, Endicott New York 
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June 13, 2008 - Annual Report Soil Vapor Monitoring Through April 2008 
 
June 30, 2008 - Comprehensive Operation, Maintenance & Monitoring Plan Modification 
Work Plan for Bedrock Extraction Well EN-D49 
 
June 2008 - Record Drawings : Clark Street Groundwater Conveyance Piping 
 
July 2008 - Thermally Enhanced Redmediation Pilot Test Work Plan (Operable Unit #4: 
Former Ideal Cleaners) 
 
July 2008 - Thermally Enhanced Remediation Pilot Test Operation, Maintenance & 
Monitoring Plan (Operable Unit #4: Former Ideal Cleaners) 
 
July 2008 - Record Drawings: EN-510T Injection Well Piping 
July 23, 2008 - EN-78T and EN-510T Injection Well Testing (Operable Unit #3: Plume 
Reduction in the Southern Area and Miscellaneous Activity A: Plume Reduction in 
Offsite Capture Zone A 
 
August 2008 - Final Phase II & Phase IIB Data Summary Report - West Corners, West 
Endicott (Area 2), Site No. 7-04-038 
 
August 2008 - Fact Sheet: Brownfield Cleanup Program; Former Burn Pit Area Summer 
2008 Update 
 
August 8, 2008 - Proposed Design of EN-107R Extraction Well & EN-428/EN-428P 
Design Modification 
September 2008 - Supplemental Groundwater Monitoring Report June Street Plume 
Delineation Village of Endicott & Town of Union Broome County, New York 
 
September 3, 2008 - September 2008 Work Plan Addendum; Supplemental Parking Area 
Assessment; Supplemental Remedial Investigation - Operable Unit #5 (Building 57 Area) 
 
October 2008 - Interim Report of Findings - Initial Remedial Technology Screening, 
Supplemental Remedial Investigation Operable Unit #5/Building 57 Area 
 
October 14, 2008 - Semiannual Groundwater Data Summary Report (January 1, 2008-
June 30, 2008) 
 
November 25, 2008 - Interim Remedial Measures Report Supplement, EN-D49 
Installation & Testing 
 
December 2008 - Final Pahse II Investigation Report Southeast Endwell (Area 6) 
Endicott Area-Wide Study (Site Number: 7-04-038) 
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December 2008 - Final Pahse II Investigation Report North Endicott/North Endwell 
(Area 7) Endicott Area-Wide Study (Site Number: 7-04-038) 
 
January 1, 2009 - Quality Assurance Project Plan for the Former IBM Endicott Site 
 
January 16, 2009 - Semiannual Report Soil Vapor Monitoring Through October 2008 
 
Februry 2009 - Proposed Remedial Action Plan IBM Corp. - Endicott Facility, Operable 
Unit No. 6 Plume Control in Bedrock Groundwater 
 
February 2009 - Final Report In-Situ Thermal Desorption Pilot Study Operable Unit 4 - 
The Former Ideal Cleaners, Endicott, New York 
 
March 2009 - Record of Decision, Former IBM Endicott Site Operable Unit No. 6, Plume 
Control in Bedrock Groundwater, Site Number 704014 
 
March 6, 2009 - Dual-Phase and Soil Vapor Extraction pilot testing work plan addendum 
 
April 2009 - Building 57A Storm Drain Rehabilitation 
 
April 2009 - Final Phase II Investigation Report Southwest Endwell (Area 5) Endicott 
Area-wide Study 
 
April 3, 2009 - Dye Tracer Testing Supplemental Remedial Investigation Report, 
Operable Unit #2, North Street Area and Operable Unit #6, Plume Control in Bedrock 
Groundwater 
 
April 14, 2009 - Annual Groundwater Monitoring Status Report for 2008 
 
May 2009 - Soil Vapor Intrusion Sampling Report for 2007/2008 Heating Season, 
Endicott Area-wide Study 
 
May 2009 - Interim Remedial Measure Thermally Enhanced Remediation Work 
Plan...Operable Unit #4: Former Ideal Cleaners 
 
May 28, 2009 - Draft Groundwater Remediation Systems Operations, Maintenance & 
Monitoring Plan, Fifth Update 
 
June 2009 - Adams Avenue GTF Building Expansion 
 
June 2009 - Annual Report Soil Vapor Monitoring Through April 2009 
 
August 5, 2009 - Report of Findings, Brownfield Cleanup Program, Remedial 
Investigation; IBM Gun Club - Former Burn Pit Area, Union, New York 
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August 18, 2009 - NYS Dept of Environmental Conservation letter regarding IBM's 
"Technical Memorandum, Preliminary Screening of Candidate Technologies for Source 
Remediation and/or Flux Control, OU No. 1 and OU No. 2" 
 
September 2009 - Dual-Phase And Soil Vapor Extraction Pilot Testing Summary 
Report/Supplemental Remedial Investigation Operable Unit #5/Building 57 Area 
 
October 2009 - Fact Sheet - Brownfield Cleanup Program/IBM Gun Club Former Burn 
Pit Area 
 
October 2009 - Remedial Investigation & Remedial Alternative Report; 312 Maple Street 
Site, Endicott, New York 
 
October 10, 2009 - Revisions to the QAPP Addendum for the Former IBM Endicott Site, 
Operable Unit #4, Former Ideal Cleaners 
 
 
 
State and County Health Department Documents: 
 
July 2003 - Village of Endicott Vapor Migration Project Update  
 
Cancer Occurrence by Common Drinking Water Source, Broome County: 1981 –1990  
 
Childhood Leukemia in the Town of Union: 1993-1994 
 
Childhood Cancer Case Verification Hamlet of Hillcrest, Town of Fenton, Broome 
County 
Investigation of Cancer Incidence Among Children in Hillcrest, Broome County:1980 – 
1998 
 
Cancer Incidence Among Adults in the Hamlet of Hillcrest, BC 1990-1997 
 
October 9, 2003 - Air quality sampling and analysis report : Jennie F. Snapp Middle 
School; Union Endicott High School - Village of Endicott, Broome County, New York 
 
January 5, 2004 - Draft Public Health Rsponse Plan to Prioritize and Evaluate the Public 
Health Impact of Environmental Contamination in the Village of Endicott, Broome 
County, New York 
 
June 2004 - Leukemia Incidence Among Workers in the Boot and Shoe Manufacturing 
Industry, Town of Union, Broome County, NY 
 
June 8, 2004 - Draft Public Health Response Plan to Prioritize and Evaluate the Public 
Health Impact of Environmental Contamination in the Village of Endicott, Broome 
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County, New York 
 
July 2004 - IBM Endicott Site, Health Statistics Review: Cancer and Birth Outcome 
Analysis, Village of Endicott and Endwell, Town of Union, Broome County, NY 
 
September 15, 2004 - Public Health Assessment Addendum - Endicott Village Wellfield 
(Ranny Well), Endicott, NY Cerclis no. NYD980780746 
 
February 2005 - Guidance for Evaluating Soil Vapor Intrusion in the State of New York. 
Public Comment Draft 
 
August 23, 2005 - Public Comment Draft : Public Health Consultation Health Statistics 
Review : Cancer and Birth Outcome Analysis, Endicott Area, Town of Union, Broome 
County, New York 
 
January 24, 2006 - Draft Public Health Response Plan to Prioritize and Evaluate the 
Public Health Impact of Environmental Contamination in the Village of Endicott, 
Broome County, New York 
 
May 11, 2006 - Interim Remedial Measures Temporary Long-Term Operation and 
Monitoring Plan; Village of Endicott/Town of Union, Broome County, New York. Order 
of Consent Index # A7-0502-0104; Site # 704014; Operable Unit # 3: Plume Reduction 
in the Southern Area 
 
May 26, 2006 - Public Health Consultation, Health Statistics Review : Cancer and Birth 
Outcome Analysis, Endicott Area, Town of Union, Broome County, New York 
 
May 30, 2006 - Information Sheet: Public Health Consultation, Health Statistics Review : 
Cancer and Birth Outcome Analysis, Endicott Area, Town of Union, Broome County, 
New York 
 
October 2006 - Guidance for Evaluating Soil Vapor Intrusion in the State of New York, 
Final 
 
October 2006 - Response to Comments received on the New York State Department of 
Health's "Guidance for Evaluating Soil Vapor Intrusion in the State of New York" 
(Public Comment Draft dated February 2005) 
 
May 15, 2008 - Health Consultation : Health Statistics Review Follow-Up, Cancer and 
Birth Outcome Analysis 
 

 

 


