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My name is Edward Selig. I am the President of the Center for Responsible Environmental Strategies (CRES), an Austin, Texas-based environmental policy think tank.

CRES was founded in 2000 as a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization to bring a greater awareness of environmental issues to the public and to provide unprecedented opportunities for a network of scientists to seek innovative strategies that result in a cleaner state and a healthier population.

When it was conceived, CRES established the following goals:

· provide a forum to propose strategies that could result in the overall improvement of the environment while maintaining responsible economic health; 
· facilitate the dissemination of such information to a broad audience; and, 
· educate the public about its role and responsibility in how individuals might become better stewards of the environment.
CRES was asked by this Texas House of Representatives Committee on Environmental Regulation to assist in the fulfillment of its interim charge: “Identify and prioritize environmental issues on the Texas/Mexico border, including air quality and solid waste.”

With funding from the US Department of Energy, National Border Technology Partnership Program and the US EPA, Regional Geographical Initiative/U.S. Mexico Border Program, CRES commissioned Orchard Communications, an Austin-based research firm, to conduct qualitative research among citizens and key stakeholders in the El Paso area.  El Paso was chosen because it is the 4th largest city in Texas, bordering the 4th largest city in Mexico, therefore, able to reflect the unique concerns facing many border communities.  El Paso, as you know, has also been designated as a non-attainment area.

Researchers interviewed a total of 82 individuals.  Among them were 20 knowledgeable stakeholders, that is, people who have a high level of knowledge of some particular aspect of the air quality issue.  Another 12 community activists and volunteers, who may or may not have special knowledge of the issue, participated in two focus groups in El Paso.  In addition, 50 voters were recruited by political party proportionate to the way El Paso voted in the last presidential election.  These 50 citizens were chosen because they have no special knowledge of air quality other than what they live day by day. Voters were sub-segmented by age.  Two focus groups were held with parents of school children, and 2 groups were conducted with older citizens, ages 55-70.  Two voter groups each were conducted in English and Spanish.  Community activist groups were conducted in English.

As I describe our key findings, it is important to bear one important fact in mind and that is: There was a notable inconsistency between what knowledgeable stakeholders know to be true, and what average citizens perceive to be true.  

With that in mind, the key findings are as follows:

Number 1.  Knowledgeable stakeholders know--because EPA and TNRCC have told them-- that air quality has improved.  They are quick to point that out, even as they admit “we still have a ways to go.”  However.  Citizen respondents do not perceive that air quality has improved.  Why? Because in their families and among their friends, the incidence of asthma, allergies and other upper respiratory disease has increased.  Bad days keep their children from playing outside; the cost of medicine is expensive.  Therefore, they tend to agree with the American Lung Association’s recent grade for El Paso air quality: F

Number 2:  When Juarez sneezes, El Paso catches a cold.  Sixteen miles separate the most notable comparison--San Diego and Tijuana.  All that separates El Paso from Juarez is the Rio Grande, and the bridge on top of it.  Our census people may look at El Paso and say 700,000.  El Pasoans look at El Paso and know that the population of the area is that, plus 1.1 million neighbors who shop, work, and visit family.  The close proximity of the two cities means that Juarez’s problems (and they are many), are El Paso’s problems.

Number 3:  This is a very complex issue.  El Paso has what they call thermal inversions, which means that air gets trapped inside the Franklin Mountains.  El Paso is in the desert, which means that it is dry and windy.  These acts of God contribute daily to the status of air quality.  Likewise, there are numerous sources:  dust (or particulate matter), emissions by mobile sources (such as cars and trucks), and industrial sources from  maquiladoras and brick kilns in Mexico.  

How does this affect El Pasoans?

Number 1:  Citizens with no special knowledge lack focus about specific causes and effects of air pollution.  They have little or no awareness of what has been done by their government to improve air quality.  Only ONE OF FIFTY CITIZENS HAD EVER HEARD OF TNRCC.  Few believed that EPA had done enough to help solve their problems.

Number 2:  Citizens generally perceive that the biggest contributor to poor air quality is mobile.  Their cars and trucks are their best friends and their worst enemies.  They perceive enforcement to be weak, and are frustrated by that.  Knowledgeable stakeholders likewise are frustrated by what they believe to be inadequate monitoring.

Number 3:  El Pasoans deride the lack of mass transit options for their transportation needs.  Older citizens recall with nostalgia the days when there was a downtown electric trolley, which made more sense that their bus fleet today.  Overall, they do not believe the state transportation dollars have been fairly distributed their way to help mitigate traffic control problems.

Number 4: In the past, many El Pasoans blamed companies like ASARCO for their air quality problems.  But the shutdown of that plant did not improve air quality like they thought it would, and the resulting loss of jobs presents a dilemma. Most respondents acknowledged that they are strongly aware of the interconnectedness of economic opportunity and development and air quality concerns.  They are very aware and sympathetic to the poverty in Mexico, and cite it as the biggest barrier to solving their air quality problems.

Number 5:  As previously stated, El Pasoans have great concerns about the health of their children, their aging parents, themselves and even their pets.  The denigration of health and quality of life is attributed in large part to poor air quality.  In citizen focus groups, over half of parents of school children said their kids had asthma.

Number 6:  Concern about international bridges cannot be overstated enough.  NAFTA brought 400-500% increase in diesel truck traffic to El Paso.  However, since the terrorist attacks in September, time spent waiting to cross has increased to as long as 3-4 hours.  One El Paso representative said, “NAFTA was supposed to make us a doorway.  Instead, we have become a doormat.” Above all, El Pasoans want the Environmental Regulation Committee to hear their concern about this.  

Number 7:  While DEA, INS, Customs, and DPS all have to inspect cars and trucks at the border, the competition among those agencies has prevented them from agreeing to a one-stop inspection station that would decrease waiting time at the border.  Yes, they have a job to do when it comes to halting drug traffic, illegal immigration, or unsafe trucks.  But El Pasoans want dirty trucks turned back:  air quality, in their minds, needs to join that list.  Senator Eliot Shapleigh’s proposal for one-stop inspections and high-tech x-ray equipment is strongly supported because it means expedited border crossing, which means less idling cars.

Number 8:  It is widely known that Mexico does not enforce environmental protections like the United States, and that brick kilns and maquiladoras are not monitored as they would be in the United States.  This is a serious barrier to improvement.

Number 9:  The border is unique and complex.  In El Paso in particular, binational and tri-state solutions must be pursued.  The uniqueness of the area, and its distance from Austin, caused almost every single El Pasoan interviewed to issue to the members of the  Environmental Regulation Committee, an invitation to come to El Paso and walk a mile in their shoes.

The problems are well understood.  El Pasoans also offer solutions.

Number 1: Multifaceted interdisciplinary approaches are demanded.

They want the Environmental Regulation Committee to understand that the complex and interwoven nature of these issues makes the traditional approach of each governmental agency marching to the beat of its own drum inefficient and ineffective. 

Number 2:  They want funding to conduct a comprehensive health effects study.  Chronic disease data needs to be gathered to compare with environmental data to see what is causing people to be sick with asthma, allergies and upper respiratory diseases.  In addition, they want more air quality monitors.

Number 3:  When funding is considered, the border’s unique situation must be considered. 

Number 4: The majority express the opinion that when the City of El Paso, State of Texas and United States help Juarez, they are helping El Paso. Find innovative approaches to helping Juarez.

Number 5:  Knowledgeable stakeholders agree that the greatest progress made has been by non-governmental non-profit citizen groups.  In particular, the binational, tri-state collaborative efforts of the Paso del Norte Joint Advisory Committee on Air Quality and the Clean Cities Coalition are favorably viewed by the observers and participants in these efforts.

El Paso citizens and stakeholders offer these recommendations.

1) In the area of public education, increase funding for TNRCC and non-governmental agencies to sponsor public education campaigns to raise awareness among El Pasoans about what they can do to enhance air quality in their hometown.

2) In the area of environmental protection, add monitoring stations in El Paso, including around the international bridges.  Fund research to refine the definitions of toxic emissions.  And continue to explore innovative approaches with the private sector, like the new emissions currency trading. Enforce emissions testing more strictly and add commissioned inspectors who can ticket offenders. Enhance enforcement capability compliance for local vehicle owners who register vehicles in surrounding counties by funding a centralized state automated system.  And finally, assist Mexico in establishing a parallel emissions standard for diesel trucks and implement a cooperative automated system to ensure that trucks entering Texas meet emissions standards.  When they don’t meet our standards, TURN THEM BACK.

3)  In the area of transportation, improved traffic controls (like synchronized lights; better mass transit options, and additional thoroughfares) would help mitigate traffic problems.  Furthermore, if these changes are to take place in a timely fashion, the Texas Department of Transportation needs additional staff of transportation professionals to expedite the modeling required by federal transportation standards.

4) In the area of health: A comprehensive health effects study is needed to show what is making people sick.

5) On the bridges: Crossings need to be expedited with more efficient one-stop stations and express lanes for those who cross frequently. 

6) With Mexico: Continue innovative programming such as the emissions currency trading program. Encourage equal emissions standards for industry on both sides of the border.  Help pave roads in the colonias and in Juarez to curb pollution from dust.  And assist Juarez in finding proper means to provide heat for its citizens instead of burning tires and trash.
7) Finally, the Texas House of Representatives should establish a Border Affairs Committee to parallel that of the Texas Senate so that information can be compiled in a comprehensive fashion to enhance those interdisciplinary efforts requested by the citizens of El Paso.  When considering solutions, it is critical to remember that El Paso is a neighborhood of 700,000 in an area of 2 million people. 

In conclusion, on behalf of the board of directors of CRES and the 82 citizens and stakeholders of El Paso who gave their time so that their voices might be heard today, I thank you for your time and your commitment to understanding this complex issue.  I am happy to answer any questions you may have.
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