
 



Principles of Environmental Justice
The First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit

October 24-27, 1991

Washington, D.C.

Preamble

WE, THE PEOPLE OF COLOR, gathered together at this multinational People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, to begin
to build a national and international movement of all peoples of color to fight the destruction and taking of our lands and communi-
ties, do hereby re-establish our spiritual inter-dependence to the sacredness of our Mother Earth; to respect and celebrate each of our
cultures, languages and beliefs about the natural world and our roles in healing ourselves; to ensure environmental justice; to promote
economic alternatives which would contribute to the development of environmentally safe livelihoods; and, to secure our political, eco-
nomic, and cultural liberation that has been denied for over 500 years of colonization and oppression, resulting in the poisoning of our
communities and land and the genocide of our peoples, do affirm and adopt these Principles of Environmental Justice.

Environmental justice affirms the sacredness of Mother Earth, ecological unity and the interdependence of all species and the right to
be free from ecological destruction.

Environmental justice demands that public policy be based on mutual respect and justice for all peoples, free from any form of dis-
crimination or bias.

Environmental justice mandates the right to ethical, balanced and responsible uses of land and renewable resources in the interest of
a sustainable planet for humans and other living things.

Environmental justice calls for universal protection from nuclear testing, extraction, production and disposal of toxic/hazardous wastes
and poisons and nuclear testing that threaten the fundamental right to clean air, land, water, and food.

Environmental justice affirms the fundamental right to political, economic, cultural and environmental self-determination of all peoples.

Environmental justice demands the cessation of the production of all toxins, hazardous wastes, and radioactive materials, and that all
past and current producers be held strictly accountable to the people for detoxification and containment at the point of production.

Environmental justice demands the right to participate as equal partners at every level of decision-making including needs assessment,
planning, implementation, enforcement and evaluation.

Environmental justice affirms the right of all workers to a safe and healthy work environment, without being forced to choose between
an unsafe livelihood and unemployment. It also affirms the right of those who work at home to be free from environmental hazards.

Environmental justice protects the right of victims of environmental injustice to receive full compensation and reparations for dam-
ages as well as quality health care.

Environmental justice considers governmental acts of environmental injustice a violation of international law, the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, and the United Nations Convention on Genocide.

Environmental justice must recognize a special legal and natural relationship of Native Peoples to the U.S. government through treaties,
agreements, compacts, and covenants affirming sovereignty and self-determination.

Environmental justice affirms the need for urban and rural ecological policies to clean up and rebuild our cities and rural areas in bal-
ance with nature, honoring the cultural integrity of all our communities, and providing fair access for all to the full range of resources.

Environmental justice calls for the strict enforcement of principles of informed consent and a halt to the testing of experimental repro-
ductive and medical procedures and vaccinations on people of color.

Environmental justice opposes the destructive operations of multi-national corporations.

Environmental justice opposes military occupation, repression and exploitation of lands, people and cultures, and other life forms.

Environmental justice calls for the education of present and future generations, which emphasizes social and environmental issues,
based on our experiences and on appreciation of our diverse cultural perspectives.

Environmental justice requires that we, as individuals, make personal and consumer choices to consume as little of Mother Earth’s
resources and to produce as little waste as possible; and make the conscious decision to challenge and reprioritize our lifestyles to insure
the health of the natural world for present and future generations.

Adopted October 27, 1991
The First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit

Washington, D.C.
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Fighting Fire with Fire

Laotian Organizing Project

The Laotian Organizing Project (LOP) is a grassroots organizing

effort to bring together the diverse Laotian ethnic groups of West

Contra Costa County, California, to organize, develop indigenous leader-

ship, and build the community’s capacity to create systemic social

change through environmental justice. The concept of environmental

justice comes from a grassroots movement recognizing the dispropor-

tionate impact that pollution and toxins have on communities of color,

indigenous peoples, and poor people, which is a phenomenon known as

environmental racism. Environmental justice asserts the right of all peo-

ple to live, work, learn, play, and thrive in a clean and healthy environ-

ment. We believe that environmental justice is achieved by building a

powerful social movement led by grassroots organizations comprised of

people of color and indigenous constituencies. 

LOP’s vision is to build a grassroots democratic organization that develops

proactive solutions to problems in the community and involves all sectors

of the Laotian population in changing the relations of power between the

community and established decision-makers. Members are involved in

many ways, including: identifying problems that impact the quality of life

in Contra Costa County; participating in campaigns that bring justice to

the community; mobilizing and participating in meetings to confront key

decision-makers and hold them accountable to community concerns; and

getting people involved in building the power of the community.
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Laotian Organizing Project

Launched in 1995, LOP is the first direct
organizing project of the Asian Pacific
Environmental Network (APEN). We
define direct organizing as a process of
organizing individuals most impacted by
the problems and conditions and who are
identified as necessary leaders in the fight
for systemic social change. APEN was
founded in 1993 to build a united network
of grassroots organizations in Asian and
Pacific Islander (API) communities to
focus on environmental justice issues.
Two years earlier, some 30 API organizers
and activists participated in the historic
First National People of Color
Environmental Leadership Summit, where
over 600 activists of color and native peo-
ples from around the United States gath-
ered to address the pattern of environmen-

tal racism in communities of color and
native lands. Recognizing the need to
continue building the environmental jus-
tice movement “from the ground up,” two
key mandates, among others, came out of
the Summit: the need to continue building
strong regional grassroots networks, and
the need to build a strong network of
grassroots Asian and Pacific Islander
organizations. This latter mandate aimed
to address the lack of participation by
APIs in the environmental justice move-
ment, which informed and inspired a
group of API activists from the movement
to form APEN.

APEN strives to form a powerful and
united voice among diverse API commu-
nities. To do so, APEN focuses on direct

organizing—building grassroots organized

power in low-income API immigrant and

refugee communities with the capacity to

drive campaigns that institute progressive

solutions to environmental and social

problems. Recognizing that no one orga-

nization can amass the power necessary to

win broad-sweeping change, APEN’s

strategy combines work on three levels—

building new models of grassroots com-

munity organizing within the most mar-

ginalized API communities, linking orga-

nizations in order to build a cohesive net-

work of API groups, and collaborating

with the other environmental justice net-

works—as part of building a broad move-

ment for environmental and social justice.

LOP youth map toxic sites in their community
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Executive Summary 
Fighting Fire with Fire highlights the Laotian Organizing Project’s

first significant grassroots campaign. A major chemical explosion in

March 1999 at the Chevron oil refinery in Richmond, California, fol-

lowed by two more leaks in June and July, revealed Contra Costa

County’s inadequate emergency response system and the daily health

risks faced by residents living in this industrial zone. Many of the area’s

residents were poorly informed of emergency safety procedures including

the “shelter-in-place” information, and among those most impacted were

limited English-speaking residents and children. In response to this, the

Laotian Organizing Project launched a campaign targeting Contra Costa

County’s Health Services and the Internal Operations Committee of

Contra Costa County’s Board of Supervisors to implement a multilingual

emergency phone-alert system. After a lengthy campaign, the County

committed to establishing such a system, and LOP won an historic victo-

ry. LOP continues to work with members to monitor the implementation

of the warning system.
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Fighting Fire with Fire

View of Chevron’s “tank farm” on the hill above Peres Elementary School, Richmond, CA

Ph
o

to
 b

y 
Pa

m
el

a 
C

h
ia

n
g



Main points of this document are derived
from a shared reflection and evaluation of
the Warning System Campaign during
recent LOP staff discussions. We share this
with our environmental justice and move-
ment allies. By writing about the lessons
learned from the campaign, LOP hopes to
underscore the importance of evaluating,
analyzing, and assessing our organizing
practices towards developing more strate-
gic approaches to our campaigns and orga-
nizing work. Through this document, we
also assert that grassroots organizations
can and need to articulate social change
theories based on the practice.
Documentation of environmental justice
organizing is critical in archiving a rich
history of social justice struggles in com-
munities of color. We also believe strongly
that our story of organizing in the Laotian
refugee community fills a significant void
in environmental justice studies literature
on API and Laotian communities.

Although we recognize the considerable
work that still needs to be done to create
systemic social change in West County’s
Laotian community, LOP celebrates the

successes we made in: encouraging the
involvement of grassroots women, men,
youth, and diverse tribal groups as key
leaders and active participants in chang-
ing conditions in their community; pro-
jecting the principle that there is never
just one leader in the face of media and in
confronting campaign targets; asserting
that the entire community must work
together to create systemic social change;
insisting that the government had a
responsibility for the community’s well-
being and health protection; confronting
government figures on inadequate health
protection; empowering people to speak
in front of government officials and set-
ting the precedent that the community can
stand up to the government and hold it
accountable; challenging the current
“English-only” emergency warning sys-
tem, and breaking stereotypes of API
refugees as passive and silent through
grassroots organizing.

In our organizing we faced many chal-
lenges and barriers to effectively engaging
Laotian residents in the Warning System
Campaign. Fighting Fire with Fire dis-

cusses these barriers and how we over-
came them in greater detail. The follow-
ing are some key lessons we learned
about how to work effectively with the
Laotian community and build a member-
ship base during our campaign.
Underlying the accomplishments are key
organizing lessons, summarized below,
gained from LOP’s Warning System
Campaign.

We need to develop multiple and effec-
tive methods for participatory learning
and culturally-appropriate organizing.
Working with diverse, preliterate ethnic
communities required complex interpreta-
tion in and between multiple languages
during campaign meetings and threatened
to impede collective discussion, equal
participation, and democratic decision-
making processes. To address this, LOP
staff organized ethnic- and language-spe-
cific house meetings for full participation
and designed the larger campaign meet-
ings to be short, dynamic, and interactive
with contextual visuals to sustain mem-
bers’ interest and focus. Developing more
participatory and creative organizing

5
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State fish consumption warning sign at a popular fishing site in Richmond, CA. The Vietnamese language translation is useless to a predominantly Laotian population
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approaches is key to engaging and active-
ly involving our members in democratic
decision-making processes. 

We must support and cultivate multilin-
gual organizers. Through the Warning
System Campaign, LOP realized the
immense importance of multilingual orga-
nizers in our work in the Laotian commu-
nity. But language proficiency alone did
not adequately characterize the qualities
required of these organizers. We learned
that they must have a fundamental under-
standing of the campaign’s principles and
direction, and a solid knowledge of orga-
nizing concepts. The campaign became a
hands-on opportunity to deepen the skills
of our organizers. LOP must continue to
grow our own organizers drawn from the
community and to cultivate indigenous
leadership.

We must assert the importance of
developing new grassroots leaders.
LOP prioritized leadership goals as an
essential part of the Warning System
Campaign and attempted to raise the
voices of grassroots seniors and women
along with adults and men from multiple
tribal groups. In response, a few leaders
in the larger Laotian community dispar-
aged the viability of LOP’s campaign. We

continue to develop ways to both assert
our vision of grassroots leadership while
maintaining working relationships with
established community leaders.   

We need to create a multiethnic Laotian
membership. LOP sought to break down
historical divisions and bridge the various
multiethnic Laotian communities. To exer-
cise and win power necessitates this. As a
result, LOP framed the problem of a lack of
health protection as having an impact on
anyone who does not speak English.
Through this, campaign members made
connections to the importance of working
together with all of the Laotian ethnic
groups and with other communities of color.

We must ensure the empowerment of

women organizers and members.

Women are a critical constituency for LOP.

We learned that they generally had less

experience working in organizations and

also had greater limitations that prevented

them from continuing their campaign

involvement. We struggled with organizing

a critical mass of people to push the cam-

paign forward while consciously trying to

recruit more women. Although it has taken

time, LOP has recently seen a transforma-

tion in the gender makeup of its member-

ship and leadership base. We need to con-

tinue refining and tailoring our organizing

methods to fully support and equip our

women members and organizers in order to

break down gender barriers in the commu-

nity and dominant society.

We must counter fear of government in
immigrant and refugee communities.
LOP found that by projecting the Warning
System Campaign as an effort to combat
institutional racism and demand govern-
ment accountability, residents had their
first introduction to civic participation and
participatory democracy. This motivated
people to take action, helped to break
down their existing fear of government
authorities, and encouraged them to exer-
cise their rights as residents.  

The campaign also helped LOP to clarify
our long-term goals and reflect on the
larger movement we are a part of.
Through the evaluation and analysis of
our work it became clear that our long-
term goals require that we practice delib-
erate and proactive organizing that pro-
motes systemic social change, builds
politically conscious organized power,
and contributes to a larger environmental
justice movement.
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Fighting Fire with Fire

Staff help LOP leaders get hands on experience with bulk mailing. Left to right: Mouang Sio Saeliew, Loun
Saechao, Khamphay Phahongchanh, Khamfoy Sisombath, Nouth Senenoi, Khamsao Vournvilaipahn
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Introduction
Numerous articles and studies have characterized the city of

Richmond in West Contra Costa County, California as a

“toxic hot spot” community. Over 350 industrial facilities encircle

Richmond, including hazardous waste incinerators, oil refineries

(such as the Chevron plant, one of the major polluters in the San

Francisco Bay Area1), dry cleaners, pesticide, fertilizer, and other

petroleum-based chemical manufacturers. Many of these industries

closely neighbor schools and homes. According to a 1989 report by

Communities for a Better Environment, at least 210 different haz-

ardous chemicals are stored and/or released into the Richmond

environment.2 In a pattern consistent with established findings

about the disproportionate impact of environmental hazards on

communities of color, it is mostly low-income African Americans,

Latinos, and a growing but hidden population of Asians and Pacific

Islanders who live in the heart of this toxic area. Among the most

vulnerable are Laotians, who are further economically and politi-

cally marginalized due to their linguistic and cultural isolation and

lack of access to information, services, and decision-makers as a

refugee community.
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Chevron’s oil refinery, Richmond, CA
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Fighting Fire with Fire highlights the
Laotian Organizing Project’s first signifi-
cant grassroots campaign. A major chemi-
cal explosion in March 1999 at the
Chevron oil refinery in Richmond,
California, followed by two more leaks in
June and July, revealed Contra Costa
County’s inadequate emergency response
system and the daily health risks faced by
residents living in this industrial zone.
Many of the area’s residents were poorly
informed of emergency safety procedures
including the “shelter-in-place” informa-
tion, and among those most impacted were
limited English-speaking residents and
children. In response to this, the Laotian
Organizing Project launched a campaign
targeting Contra Costa County’s Health
Services and the Internal Operations
Committee of Contra Costa County’s
Board of Supervisors to implement a mul-
tilingual emergency phone-alert system.
After a lengthy campaign, the County
committed to establishing such a system,
and LOP won an historic victory. LOP con-
tinues to work with members to monitor
the implementation of the warning system.

Although we recognize the considerable
work that still needs to be done to create
systemic social change in West County’s
Laotian community, LOP celebrates the
successes we made in: encouraging the
involvement of grassroots women, men,
youth, and diverse tribal groups as key
leaders and active participants in changing
conditions in their community; projecting
the principle that there is never just one
leader in the face of media and in con-
fronting campaign targets; asserting that
the entire community must work together
to create systemic social change; insisting
that the government had a responsibility
for the community’s well-being and health
protection; confronting government fig-
ures on inadequate health protection;
empowering people to speak in front of
government officials and setting the prece-
dent that the community can stand up to
the government and hold it accountable;
challenging the current “English-only”
emergency warning system, and through
grassroots organizing, breaking stereo-

types of API refugees as passive and silent
through grassroots organizing.

Rationale for this 
document
A victory in LOP’s first campaign has
allowed us to “practice what we preach”
about organizing—building a membership
base, consciously developing grassroots
leadership, exercising power, and shifting
power relations to community people.

LOP believes it is critical to document
this first campaign and to share it with
our environmental justice and movement
allies with the hope of sparking more dis-
cussion within each of our organizations
of the need to be more strategic, proac-
tive, and intentional in our organizing.

In the same vein as the environmental jus-
tice principle “we speak for ourselves,”
there is a critical need for grassroots com-
munity organizations to write about them-
selves without the interpretation or transla-
tion by those outside the community
including lobbyists, politicians, or acade-
micians. Although the various writings on
environmental justice efforts by those indi-
rectly connected to grassroots organizing
in communities are resources of important
value, a problem lies in the very limited
capacity of community organizations to
write about their own work and struggles.
Documentation of this organizing, particu-
larly the nuts and bolts aspects, is greatly

needed. Through defining Warning System
Campaign successes and challenges our-
selves, LOP wishes to encourage further
dialogue with our allies about today’s
approaches to community organizing and
how to build power among diverse com-
munities. We also publish and circulate this
document with the hope that other organi-
zations will archive the rich history of
environmental justice organizing taking
place in communities of color today.

Documenting the LOP Warning System
Campaign, we believe, is also an opportuni-
ty to provide new perspective to environ-
mental justice studies where a large void
exists in the literature on organizing in
Laotian and Asian and Pacific Islander com-
munities. The specific concerns of APIs and
the challenges they pose to environmental
justice organizing are not always obvious
within the movement.  API experiences in
the United States are similar to those of
other communities of color in terms of
social, economic, and environmental dis-
crimination. Yet this is often overshadowed
by the ethnic and class diversity of the API
community and by the “model minority”
myth—the notion that APIs have overcome
past discrimination to be successful and
highly-educated nonwhites through hard
work and strong family ethics. Asian and
Pacific Islander ethnic groups are lumped
into one broad racial category, despite the
lack of a common language, tremendous
differentiations in class, unique ethnicities
and cultures, varied motives for migration,
and different patterns of settlement and
adaptation in the United States. Highlight in
layout. U.S. immigration policy informs the
diversity of the community, and APIs living
in the United States are refugees, recent
immigrants, native-born persons, low-wage
workers, scholars, and highly-skilled profes-
sionals. For LOP, an understanding of
Laotians’ history of settling in the United
States as political refugees and how it
shapes the community’s political ideologies,
is integrated into our organizing approach.
Some of the challenges that the diversity of
the Laotian community poses to environ-
mental justice organizing are highlighted in
this document. 
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Through defining Warning 

System Campaign successes 

and challenges ourselves, LOP 

wishes to encourage further 

dialogue with our allies about

today’s approaches to 

community organizing and 

how to build power among 

diverse communities



LOP is all too conscious of the way in
which the model-minority myth effective-
ly pits Asians and Pacific Islanders
against other groups of color and hinders
collective organizing among diverse com-
munities. Sending a distinct political mes-
sage, the model minority image contrasts
supposedly hard-working, successful APIs
with other people of color who are
alleged by this myth to be lazy and cultur-
ally inferior.  Deflating the demands and
claims of injustice by people of color, this
in turn blames them for failing through
their own fault to “make it” in society.
Furthermore, the model-minority image
does not reflect the severe social class
disadvantages and conditions of the
Laotian community and other working-
class API groups. Through our work and
this document, LOP projects the experi-
ences of working-class APIs and an alter-
native agenda that promotes systemic
social change.

We recognize that the Warning System
Campaign is LOP’s first step on a long
road to wage campaigns and build a
strong, broad base to fight and improve
the many environmental and social prob-
lems that impact the community.
Although the multilingual emergency
warning system is a significant victory for
Laotians and other immigrant families in
West Contra Costa County, as well as for
the broader environmental justice move-
ment, we realize that the problem of
exposure to toxic emissions is still a daily
reality. Our recent victory is at best a lib-

eral band-aid to the bigger problem—the
production of chemicals that are harmful
to all life forms and the ecosystems
dependent on them. This document, then,
draws lessons from LOP’s 1999-2000
Warning System Campaign and assesses

what needs to change in how we do our
organizing so that we can be much more
proactive in our campaigns and come
closer to reaching our long-term sys-
temic social change goals.3

Definitions of key organizing terms, such
as systemic social change, base building,
leadership development, and the theory
of social change framework, are drawn
from the Environmental and Economic
Justice Project’s Strategic Training and
Education for Power (STEP) training ses-
sions. APEN has participated in STEP
trainings since 1996. The STEP project

provides a process where base-building
organizations can jointly deepen their
understanding of the challenges facing
them and develop effective strategies for
addressing these challenges. Participating
organizations utilize a process of collabo-
rative analysis and strategic problem-
solving to develop a set of tools that they
can use both in their strategic planning
and day-to-day work. Through this, STEP
aims to build a more coordinated and
powerful movement for systemic social
and economic change.    

This document puts into writing the
shared reflection and evaluation of the
Warning System Campaign as discussed
during recent LOP staff discussions. In
this document, we define West County,
where most of LOP’s constituent base
resides, as the cities of Richmond and San
Pablo. Chapter One highlights the politi-
cal history of Laotians as refugees to the
United States as well as general back-
ground on this community in Richmond
and in the United States. Chapter Two
gives a context of LOP’s past community
projects in Richmond and a more detailed
description of Warning System Campaign
events. Chapter Three provides back-
ground on the elements of organizing that
informed our work during the campaign
process, and the challenges these elements
presented. Chapter Four concludes the
document and suggests the need for a
clear long-term vision of social change
with a dedicated focus on more direct
organizing in impacted communities.
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LOP is all too conscious of 

the way in which the model-

minority myth effectively 

pits Asians and Pacific 

Islanders against other 

groups of color and hinders 

collective organizing among 

diverse communities

Vegetable oils manufacturing facility, Richmond, CA
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Fighting Fire with Fire

The Laotian population in the United States is a legacy of the

Vietnam War. In support of South Vietnamese forces to eradicate

communism in Southeast Asia, the U.S. government bombed,

deployed troops, and sent millions of dollars in aid and resources to

the region. Some Laotian ethnic minorities, most notably the

Hmong, were recruited to fight on the side of the U.S. government.

During the war, Laotians suffered years of chemical exposure from

the toxic defoliant Agent Orange. In addition, as a result of 2 million

tons of bombs dropped on Laos by the U.S. government, much of

the agricultural land and forest area was destroyed, and water

sources were poisoned.1 By the early 1970s, after 30 years of war-

fare, millions of Laotians, Cambodians, and Vietnamese fled the

environmental disasters and political repression in their home coun-

tries to live in crowded and unsanitary refugee camps in neighboring

countries such as Thailand. 

From Refugee Camps 
to a Toxic Hot Spot

Chapter One

Feuy Pou Saechao
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The influx of refugees to the United
States was thought to be only a short-term
consequence of the communist takeover
of Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam in 1975.
Various political upheavals and natural
disasters in Southeast Asia, however,
spurred a massive increase of refugees
and constituted subsequent waves of
migration. Between 1975 and 1991, just
over 1 million Southeast Asians had been
resettled in the United States.2

The U.S. Immigration and Naturalization
Service required early refugees entering
the country to register with one of the
voluntary agencies. Contracted by the fed-
eral government to resettle the refugees
and to find sponsors for them, these nine
agencies were the United States Catholic
Conference, Lutheran Immigration and
Refugee Service, International Rescue
Committee, United Hebrew Immigrant
Aid Society, World Church Service,
Tolstoy Foundation, American Fund for
Czechoslovak Refugees, American
Council for Nationalities Services, and
Travelers’ Aid—International Social
Services. Refugees could enter the United
States once they found sponsors. Sponsors
provided basic living necessities—food,
clothing, and shelter—until refugees
could support themselves and helped
them in various ways to ease their entry
into American society. Of these sponsors,
60 percent were families, 25 percent were
churches and other organized groups, and
the rest were individuals.3 The second

wave of refugees relied heavily on family
relatives already in the United States who
could serve as sponsors.

Over 40 percent of all Laotians in the
United States now reside in California.
Other states with sizeable Laotian com-
munities include Texas, Washington,
Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, Illinois,
Pennsylvania, New York, and
Massachusetts. Thrity seven percent of
the Hmong community are located in the
contiguous states of Minnesota and
Wisconsin and represent the largest Asian
ethnic group in the region.4 Within
California, Laotian ethnic groups have
resettled in metropolitan areas such as
Fresno, Long Beach, Los Angeles, San
Francisco/Oakland, Sacramento, San
Diego, and San Jose. 

Laotians residing in West County included
only a few in the late 1970s but has grown
to several thousand today. In 1979, nine
families living in West Contra Costa
County were comprised of Mien, Lao,
Khmu and Hmong ethnic groups. The
small number of families necessitated that
tribal groups work together, and they sub-
sequently formed Tribal Unity, an organi-
zation to provide resettlement support ser-
vices to other Laotians who would later
settle in the area.5 Arriving in 1975, LOP
staff organizer Torm Nompraseurt was
among the first Laotians to settle in West
County. He asserts that resettlement agen-
cies relocated refugees in cities such as

Richmond and San Pablo, because they
had the most affordable housing in a par-
ticular region. According to the 1990 U.S.
Census, 3,321 Laotians lived in Contra
Costa County in 1989. Community leaders
argue that the census of Laotian families in
the County is a severe undercount and esti-
mate that the community numbers around
10,000 individuals today. According to
Nompraseurt and other community leaders,
the Mien community is the largest of the
six ethnic groups in the County, followed
by Lao, Khmu, Thaidam, Lue, and Hmong.

One third of all Laotians in the United
States live in poverty and receive public
assistance income, two to four times high-
er than rates for the general U.S. popula-
tion.6 Compared to any other Asian immi-
grant group, Southeast Asian refugees
including Laotians have far larger propor-
tions of people from agrarian back-
grounds with lower educational levels. In
West County, of the adult Laotian popula-
tion ages 25 years and over, 40 percent
live below the poverty level, and 46 per-
cent have less than a fifth grade educa-
tion. Nationally, only one third of the
refugees from Laos were high school
graduates and about the same number had
less than a fifth-grade education.
Consequently, in the United States,
Laotians frequently work in hazardous,
low-income jobs, and 44 percent of the
working population is employed in the
low-skilled jobs sector as operators, fabri-
cators, and laborers.7
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Chevron oil refinery, Richmond, CA
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Laotian youth in West County attend pub-
lic schools with increasing problems of
gang activity and a chronic lack of
resources for essential items such as
updated textbooks, computers, clean and
functioning bathrooms, and after-school
programs. School expulsion and dropout
patterns of Laotian students suggest that
schools are failing to meet the needs of
API immigrant students. Many of these

students face a number of pressures such
as dealing with urban poverty, violence,
and environmental injustice in their com-
munity, being undervalued and marginal-
ized as young people of color, and balanc-
ing obligations to supplement their fami-
ly’s income by working while going to
school. In many ways, they are aban-
doned by the schools and in some cases
turn instead to youth gangs and criminal

activities that lead them to become
entrenched in the juvenile and criminal
justice system.  

The U.S. government now refuses to
acknowledge full responsibility for the
needs of this community and has exacer-
bated their plight by eliminating welfare,
affirmative action, and bilingual educa-
tion. Forced to leave an agricultural soci-
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Laotians settled in Richmond for affordable housing
unaware that the neighborhood was contaminated.

Drew Scrap Metals, a metal dumping company, dis-
posed old car batteries and other car parts in a mixed
industrial and residential neighborhood of North
Richmond until 1976. Heavy metals such as lead and
cadmium so severely contaminated the soil that the
site was placed on the Environmental Protection
Agency’s Superfund cleanup list.  

A house was situated adjacent to Drew Scrap Metals,
and its residents had no knowledge of the potential haz-
ards of the neighboring toxic site. An African American
family who lived in the house experienced many health
problems, and some family members developed cancer
and died. It was likely that the family had been poi-
soned by lead from the contaminated dump. 

Lead is a neurotoxin that can harm the brain, bones,
and internal organs. Lead poisoning in children is
often associated with learning disabilities, and adults
can experience damage to their nervous system, repro-
ductive system, digestive system, and kidneys.

When the African American family moved out, a few
Laotian families moved in and cultivated a vegetable 

garden as a means to supplement their diet and to
sustain a cultural tradition of communal gardening.
Later, the children and adults developed extremely
elevated levels of lead in their bloodstreams. The pri-
mary source of lead poisoning for the children and
women was the contaminated soil from which they
harvested food. Other sources of lead exposure
included the lead-based paint chips and dust from the
dilapidated house. Additionally, the men of the
household worked at a radiator repair shop where
they performed lead soldering. Herein lies a classic
example of how poor people of color are exposed to
environmental hazards in multiple ways—where they
live, work, and play. 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) placed
the house and the Drew Scrap Metal site on the
Superfund cleanup list, and the families were relocat-
ed. It took the EPA twelve years to clean the contami-
nated site, but they merely mixed in “clean” soil with
the contaminated soil, cemented over it, and put a
chain-link fence around the site. The house was also
condemned. North Richmond community residents
have not been satisfied with the clean up, because they
believe toxic chemicals are still present and the land is
not safe for community use.

Contaminated Dirt Will Hurt! 
Case example: Drew Scrap Metals 



ety, where the majority have little formal
education, and to live in an urban indus-
trial environment, the Laotian community
is left particularly vulnerable to the traps
of urban poverty: sub-standard housing,
dangerous workplaces, and unhealthy
neighborhoods. 

Due to their status as poor, racial minori-
ties, Laotians and other people of color in
West County are disproportionately
impacted by petroleum-based industries.
The 1990 U.S. Census figures for
Richmond and San Pablo, two cities heavi-
ly impacted by the industrial facilities in
Contra Costa County, indicate that people
of color make up the majority, 68.0 per-
cent, of the total population. Asians and
Pacific Islanders comprise 12.6 percent of
the total population, African Americans
38.2 percent, Whites 31.6 percent, Latinos
16.5 percent, American Indians 0.7, and
other 0.4 percent. In the state of California,
Contra Costa County has the highest
amount of hazardous materials per capita.8

The Laotian community in West County
faces a multitude of toxic exposure. The
community attempts to live a sustainable
lifestyle in a very unsustainable environ-
ment. Laotian families often practice sub-
sistence fishing from the local piers and

may be consuming fish at a higher rate
than the recommended amount of no
more than twice a month. Health officials
warn that fish from the San Francisco Bay
are contaminated with PCBs, mercury,
dioxins, and pesticides, but their efforts to
notify the immigrant population are inef-
fective for the Laotian community since
few are literate in their own language or
in English.9

Another source of exposure unique to this
community is contaminants in the soil
where they grow vegetables. As Laotians
move into low-cost housing areas, they
also bring with them their agrarian her-
itage from Laos. Many revitalize dilapi-
dated public housing and unmanaged
backyards with their communal gardens.
Unfortunately, West County is also the
site of many old industries and a number
of Laotians may be gardening on top of
sites where there are high levels of lead,
other metals, and toxic chemicals.  

This toxic exposure is exacerbated by lin-
guistic and cultural isolation and a lack of
access to information, services, and deci-
sion-makers. Effectively cut off from
most major forms of mass communica-
tion, approximately 52 percent of
Laotians in the United States live in “lin-

guistically-isolated households,” meaning
that no person age fourteen or over in a
household speaks English only or very
well.10 Laotians have over 62 dialects.
Most are from preliterate cultures. In
Laos, except for the lowland Lao, who
were the most urbanized Laotians, the
other tribes did not have functioning writ-
ten languages until the Vietnam War.
Chapter Three discusses in more detail
LOP’s challenges in organizing in multi-
ple languages and with a primarily prelit-
erate community. 

Politically and economically marginal-
ized, the Laotian community in West
County is largely segregated from the
larger population. Despite this, Laotian
residents maintain strong ethnic and com-
munity networks and persevere through
forming ethnic and clan associations,
other service organizations, and religious
churches and temples. These associations
are essential and hold the community
together in a foreign and oftentimes hos-
tile setting. LOP is one vehicle where
Laotians in West County can engage in
activities that address the root causes of
social, economic, and environmental
problems by leading campaigns that shift
power relations and work towards sys-
temic social change.
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North Richmond residential area accross the street from former Drew Scrap Metal site and near the Chevron oil refinery
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During the 1980s and 1990s, under very conservative presidential leader-

ship, the United States experienced a reversal of progressive social poli-

cies won from gains during the civil rights movement, environmental move-

ment, women’s movement, and labor movement. In the 1970s, there was an

expectation on the part of the people that government should assume respon-

sibility for the well being of citizens. Shifting from this notion to “serve the

people,” the conservative right has successfully dominated and implemented

the idea that government is permanently incompetent and government inter-

ference in the form of social program expenditures threatens economic effi-

ciency. In California, statewide ballot initiatives, namely the Three-Strikes

Laws and juvenile injustice Proposition 21, the anti-immigrant Propositions

187 and 227, anti-gay Proposition 22, anti-worker Proposition 226, anti-affir-

mative action Proposition 209, and the so-called welfare “reform” have

attempted to strip the basic rights of youth, immigrants, gays and lesbians,

workers, and people of color. Because of these assaults, progressive organi-

zations are forced to involve themselves in these defensive battles. The fact

remains that large sectors of communities of color, and Asian and Pacific

Islander communities in particular, need to be organized and engaged in pro-

gressive, proactive campaigns. In general, more grassroots organizing is

needed in every part of the country, including the Bay Area, a perceived hot

bed of social justice activism, and West County is no exception.
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Lighting Resistance:
An Overview of the Conditions, Early Work, and

Campaign of the Laotian Organizing Project

Chapter Two

LOP’s youth group, Asian Youth Advocates, plant flowers in LOP’s community garden
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Geographically and politically isolated
from San Francisco, Oakland, and other
Bay Area power centers, West County has
very few vehicles to organize the African
American, Asian and Pacific Islander,
Latino, and White populations and to bring
people together to raise issues in the broad-
er community. There are a variety of social
service agencies that attempt to meet the
wide breadth of needs of this diverse com-
munity, and some faith-based organizations
focus on organizing around various social
justice issues. But much more needs to be
done. Laotian ethnic organizations exist as
well, but most of these are limited to pro-
viding resettlement and much needed sup-
port services to the Laotian population.
The majority of all these groups do not
focus on direct organizing or environmen-
tal justice work. 

Direct social services, both publicly and
privately run, are a significant part of
the infrastructure needed in West
County. They help to facilitate LOP’s

organizing, because they can offer direct
support to meet basic needs of individu-
als, often our current and potential mem-
bers. With that said, West County needs
more youth programs including gang
prevention, teen pregnancy services, and
tutoring; medical services for low-
income and limited-English-speaking
residents including mental-health ser-
vices; adult-education programs for
adults and seniors to learn new voca-
tional or personal advancement skills;
and a variety of other services. All pro-
grams such as these should be provided
in multiple languages. Besides the over-
all limited services from government
agencies, language access and culturally
competent services are key issues for the
Laotian community. Without a strong
presence of advocacy and social service
groups, some Laotian residents have
asked LOP for assistance with various
concerns such as housing evictions,
communicating with the Social Services
Department regarding their social secu-

rity checks, and even dealing with a
child’s suicide.

Two environmental justice organizations,
however, have worked in West County for
over ten years. Communities for a Better
Environment provides organizing skills,
and legal, technical, and scientific
resources to urban communities directly
affected by industrial pollution. Founded
in 1986, West County Toxics Coalition is
a non-profit, multi-racial membership
organization that aims to empower low-
and moderate-income residents to exer-
cise greater control over environmental
problems that impact their quality of life
in West Contra Costa County. While West
County Toxics Coalition has an extended
history of mobilizing the Richmond com-
munity on environmental justice issues
and Communities for a Better
Environment has done considerable
research and has begun organizing in the
past year in Richmond, much more envi-
ronmental justice organizing is needed.  
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LOP organizers recruit a resident into the organization at a Mien house meeting
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Laying the Groundwork for
Direct Organizing

From the conception of LOP, working on
direct organizing campaigns has been a
central goal. Prior to the Warning System
Campaign, LOP spent its first few years
engaged in various community-building
activities to lay the groundwork for orga-
nizing. Two categories of community-
building activities that LOP used as vehi-
cles to catalyze community organizing
included support services to individuals
and families during times of crisis or spe-
cial need, and more programs to develop
politically conscious individuals with
effective tools for civic participation. We
worked with youth and adults and recog-
nized the importance of a separate space
for youth to develop their voice and lead-
ership skills. The primary vehicles for our
community-building efforts have been:

• a leadership development program,
called the Asian Youth Advocates, for
high-school aged Laotian girls and
young women;

• leadership development activities with
adults, seniors, and different tribal
groups; 

• an education project on lead in Asian
ceramic dishware;

• a community-driven survey project on
contaminated seafood consumption in
the Laotian community;

• a community-health and environmental-
justice summer festival;

• managing land available to Laotian
families for communal gardening to
ensure food security, 

• electoral campaign work against the
racist statewide initatives.

In response to the lack of opportunities
for young women in the community, and
in keeping with our overall goal to build
an organization where all sectors of the
community participate equally, LOP
began Asian Youth Advocates (AYA) to
develop the leadership and organizing
capacity of young Laotian women. Our
goals with AYA are to strengthen the
Laotian community in West County
through developing the leadership of girls
and young women and to create a model
for youth organizing in the broader API 

community. Our training program helps

young women develop skills in public
speaking, administering surveys, docu-
menting problems in their neighborhoods,
identifing solutions to problems that
impact their community, and developing
action plans to implement those solutions.  

Through the young women who partici-
pate in AYA, we are able to develop rela-
tionships with their friends, families, and
in particular, their parents. Other LOP
projects, such as a community-driven sur-
vey on seafood consumption and the
communal gardening project, have helped
increase our visibility and develop rela-
tionships with individuals and groups in
the community. While addressing the
need for food resources, LOP identified
toxic-free public land and made it avail-
able to Laotian families to maintain their
tradition of communal gardening.
Working with Californians for Justice, a
statewide grassroots organization that
builds power in low-income communities
and communities of color, LOP organized
Richmond community residents to vote
against anti-affirmative action
Proposition 209 in 1996 and anti-bilin-
gual education Proposition 227 in 1998
by doing door-to-door education and get-
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LOP organizer, Torm Nompraseurt, educates on the hazards of eating fish caught from San Francisco Bay
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out-the-vote work in Richmond.
Although the issues of affirmative action
and bilingual education are not central to
LOP’s work, we felt our involvement in
these campaigns was necessary to pre-
serve the rights of people of color and
immigrants. The precinct-level work
served as a testing ground for conducting
door-to-door outreach tactics in the com-
munity, while also serving as a vehicle to
develop the skills of youth and adults. In
LOP’s political education and leadership
development trainings, various adult and
senior community leaders learned about
diverse issues such as the socio-political
history of West County and the health
impacts and prevalence of environmental
toxics in the community.

Throughout the four years of community-
building and leadership development
activities, LOP struggled to find ways to
create a bridge from community-building
efforts to an explicit focus on direct orga-
nizing.  Through direct organizing, we
seek to consciously recruit and build a
membership base, to intentionally develop
members’ leadership skills and abilities,
and to lead grassroots campaigns where
members collectively exercise their power
and win meaningful institutional changes. 

By engaging in various community-build-
ing efforts we were able to develop rela-
tionships and gain the trust of existing
tribal leadership and associations, and to
acquire a deeper knowledge of the com-

munity power structure and the real issues
in the community. We were able to gain a
fundamental understanding of the
strengths and challenges unique to orga-

nizing in the Laotian community and to
identify strategies to address them. This
initial stage of work also allowed us to
develop staff capacity and the infrastruc-
ture and systems of our office.

By the fall of 1998, LOP was ready to
move on to a new phase and decided to
attempt this conscious progression to
direct organizing by working with the
Asian Youth Advocates on a school-based
campaign issue. We believed that orga-
nizing the community could start by
building on a core group of some 20
young women from our youth program

who would then involve their parents in
the youth-led campaign. However, our
initial plan for this campaign changed
after the unexpected March explosion at
Chevron’s refinery. 

Seizing an Organizing
Opportunity
When the March 25, 1999 explosion at
Chevron occurred, LOP staff called peo-
ple in the Laotian community to assess
the crisis. We found that limited-English-
speaking residents were not effectively
informed on how to protect themselves.
Many were even unaware that an industri-
al explosion had occurred and thought the
black smoke came from a burning house.
Others could not understand the English-
language news announcements notifying
residents of emergency procedures. 

When Chevron’s hydrocracking unit suf-
fered a leak of hydrogen sulfide and
released a toxic cloud of various chemi-
cals, the severity of the explosion mandat-
ed the need for households to receive
calls from the automated phone-alert sys-
tem. The calls were set up to inform resi-
dents to “shelter-in-place,” meaning to
seek shelter, close the doors and windows,
and shut off ventilation systems as a mea-
sure of protection. Several aspects of the
emergency warning system did not work.
Many households never received a call.
Those that did were called several hours
after the explosion and after residents in
the households had already been exposed.
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On July 26, 1993, the worst chemical spill in
Contra Costa County history occurred at the General Chemical
plant, eventually sending 25,000 people to area hospitals. The
huge toxic cloud resulted from a botched attempt to unload
sulfur trioxide (oleum) from a rail tank car, and the cloud
spread 10 miles across the community. The most heavily
impacted were communities of color in Richmond and North
Richmond. After the disaster, in response to intense communi-
ty demands, the company agreed to a $1.2 million financial
settlement that funded the construction of a local health clinic.

On May 2, 2001, General Chemical leaked clouds
of sulfur dioxide and sulfur trioxide into the air for over four
hours. Over a hundred went to local hospitals for treatment.
Residents were instructed to shelter-in-place, though no multi-
lingual phone warnings were disseminated, as the County has
been slow in implementing the promised system. LOP contin-
ues to pressure the County to implement the multilingual
emergency phone-alert system.

General Chemical Explosion

Through direct organizing, we 

seek to consciously recruit and

build a membership base, to 

intentionally develop members’

leadership skills and abilities, and 

to lead grassroots campaigns where

members collectively exercise 

their power and win meaningful

institutional changes 



The few who received the automated
phone calls did not understand the mes-
sage. The automated phone calls went out
in English, which was ineffective in
informing the large immigrant, limited-
English-proficient population in the area.   

In the Laotian community, seniors and
children were most impacted by the
explosion because of language and age
barriers. Elders typically take care of the
young at home during the day. Because
the majority of residents were not
informed of the scale of the Chevron acci-
dent and the associated health risks of the
chemical fire, many suffered health symp-
toms such as skin rashes, nausea,
headaches, and respiratory ailments. 

LOP contacted AYA program youth and
their families as well as participants in the
gardening project, and held a community
meeting shortly after to collectively dis-
cuss and assess these issues. Adults and
seniors in the community were particular-
ly angered about the failure of the exist-
ing emergency warning procedures. They
knew that the Chevron explosion was not
the first accident of this kind in their
neighborhood but rather just one of many
in the last several years. The Warning
System Campaign was born out of this
accumulation of anger and frustration
over exposure to repeated accidents. LOP
made the decision to focus resources on
building a full campaign as an avenue for
achieving government accountability and
organizing residents around an environ-
mental justice issue.  The Warning System
Campaign became a political opportunity
not only to build upon our past work but
also to galvanize limited-English-speak-
ing Laotian adults and seniors on an issue
that directly affected them—the need for
multilingual emergency warning systems.  

The Chevron explosion was not the first
disaster to hit this community, but it came
at a moment when LOP was prepared to
turn it into a focal point for the communi-
ty’s energy. Although we learned a
tremendous amount about what else need-
ed to be developed in the organization and
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March 25, 1999 Chevron oil refinery accident
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in the community during and after the
campaign, had we not done the communi-
ty-building and organization-building
work first, LOP would not have been in a
position to take advantage of the moment.
Having attempted numerous times to
develop campaign issues with different
sectors of the community, the Warning
System Campaign was created out of a
successful confluence of events, only
some of which were within our control,
which is just one of the many lessons we
can learn from for the development of
future campaign and organizing efforts.

Because we were new to dealing with
County-level decision-making processes,
structures, and players, LOP initially antic-
ipated the campaign to be a fairly expedi-
tious process for residents to spark change
in their local government. Instead, LOP
faced entrenched resistance to this change
within the County’s elected leadership,
body of public workers, and conservative
policies, and the Warning System
Campaign became a protracted struggle.
The County was not willing to solve the

problems of their own emergency warning
system, and LOP had to develop solutions
for them. In the process, we wanted to
consciously track and build our member-
ship base. Consequently, after the first
three months of campaign work, LOP
moved away from outreach to and mobi-
lization of community residents, to cam-
paign events and shifted to more intention-
al recruitment and one-on-one and small-
group contact with LOP’s first adult and
senior membership.

As mentioned before, AYA had planned to
launch a school-based campaign in the
upcoming summer, and LOP, not knowing
how long the Warning System Campaign
would continue, believed it was important
to move forward with the AYA campaign
development process. However, all of the
youth felt a connection to the issue of a
lack of health protection, because their
families were directly affected. As youth,
they did not receive proper emergency
safety information from their schools.
Many were released from school as if
under normal conditions and then became

exposed to the toxic fire. In solidarity
with seniors and adults, AYA youth partic-
ipated in many Warning System
Campaign activities including campaign
meetings, accountability sessions, and a
press action.

Choosing Our Targets
LOP would have wanted to hold Chevron
accountable for the environmental and
health threat that they pose to Richmond
neighbors in a campaign. We have contin-
ued to stress a moratorium on new pollut-
ing facilities and for existing ones to have
clean facilities that will protect workers
and residents. While we believe in corpo-
rate accountability to communities, LOP
did not have the capacity or the power to
confront Chevron at the time. Chevron is
an enormously powerful multi-national
corporation with both a refinery and their
corporate headquarters based in the Contra
Costa  and San Francisco Counties,
respectively. Three petrochemical facilities
reside in Contra Costa County with
Chevron as the largest of them in terms of
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LOP member Khamphay Phahongchah debriefs with staff after his first delegation meeting with a county supervisor
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capacity for the manufacturing of crude
oil. Established in 1902, the Chevron
refinery in Richmond is the company’s
oldest and third-largest refinery.1 Within
the San Francisco Bay Area, Chevron is
the fifth largest company (as measured by
net income) and is one of the largest
employers in the County. To this end,
LOP determined we were not prepared to
challenge a major corporation vital to the
economy of Contra Costa County and the
larger Bay Area. Instead, residents identi-
fied the need for improved emergency
notification, and LOP’s campaign targeted
the government as the main body respon-
sible for the protection of the people.

We believe that it is the County’s responsi-
bility to notify residents of emergency
safety procedures in the event of an indus-
trial accident. When accidents occur,
industries must inform the County of any
existing threat or possible threat to public
health so the County can be prepared to
take necessary action and assess the degree
to which the public needs notification.
Within the Contra Costa County Health
Services Department, the Hazardous
Materials Division regulates and monitors
industrial facilities in the County. 

We targeted the highest-ranking County
staff person who oversees the Health
Services Department, because he had the
responsibility of ensuring the accuracy of
the phone-alert system as well as the
authority to change elements of the sys-
tem. As the campaign evolved, we elevat-
ed pressure and shifted our target to deci-
sion-makers with higher authority, the
elected County Supervisors, because the
struggle would ultimately involve a
strong commitment from the highest offi-
cials and a fight for resource allocation. 

The political tone of “rebuffing responsi-
bility” by our local government mirrors
much of what we see around the country.
While communities of color are routinely
exposed to environmental toxics, corpo-
rate and government policymakers are
increasingly unwilling to protect us or to
deal with these injustices. The shrinking
role of the government and a rise in the
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March 25, 1999 a huge explosion at the
Richmond, CA Chevron oil refinery where danger-
ous chemicals are spewed into the air. Nearby resi-
dents were not effectively informed of emergency
procedures by the county, especially limited
English speaking households. People experienced
nausea, rashes and respiratory complications from
exposure to the toxic chemicals. LOP contacts Laotian residents about the emer-
gency procedures; families want to organize to correct the problem of lack of
multi-lingual information.

April 1999 LOP organizes Laotian house meetings and neighborhood meet-
ings to identify a solution to the lack of environmental health protection in the

county. Families join LOP and begin campaigning
for a multi-lingual emergency phone alert system
from Contra Costa County. Accountability meetings
with County staff begin, postcard drive launched,
and media interest in the issue is heightened.

September 27, 1999 LOP VICTORY! 
After months of pressure from Laotian residents,
Supervisors on the Internal Operations Committee com-
mit to change the county’s English-only emergency
phone alert system to include multiple languages.

Early 2000 LOP learns that the county is slow in
implementing the new multi-lingual emergency phone alert system. LOP begins a
second campaign to pressure the county to commit resources to implement the
system. LOP develops a model pilot program for the county to reach the Laotian
community and enroll households into the new emergency phone alert system.
LOP also identifies potential outside funding sources for this work.

July 24, 2000 LOP VICTORY! Members and leaders pack a
Supervisors’ Internal Operations Committee meeting and win new environmental
and health improvements. The Supervisors’ Committee agrees to LOP’s demands
to: (1) secure outside funding sources for the implementation of the Laotian lan-

guages pilot program (with the commitment to set
up other languages after the pilot), (2) investigate
the potential of Chevron penalty money from the
March 1999 explosion towards the set up of the
multi-lingual phone alert system, and (3) launch a
new program to help Laotian families get access to
low-cost health care programs.

Timeline of Key Events

Ph
o

to
:S

am
 D

ea
n

er

Ph
o

to
:E

li 
Re

ed

Ph
o

to
:M

iy
a 

Yo
sh

it
an

i

Ph
o

to
:J

o
rg

e 
R

iv
er

a



privatization of public programs and facil-
ities is a salient trend that has shifted the
burden of service to disadvantaged com-
munities from the government onto non-
profit organizations and the private sector.
Over and over again in our campaign, we
heard from County bureaucrats and elect-
ed officials that they are not set up to
inform diverse populations of emergency
warning procedures, and that community
organizations such as LOP should do the
work of educating the Laotian population.
We were even told by one County
Supervisor “just to use a phone tree” to
contact Laotians when accidents happen.
The apathy of County decision-makers
perpetuated the prevailing neo-liberal and
conservative view that government is
ineffective. LOP believes that it is the
government’s responsibility to uphold
standards and protections for the public
good. Because industrial accidents occur
so frequently, effective warning systems
are necessary and should be standardized
and provided in multiple

languages so all members of the public
can be equally informed and protected. It
is this perspective that was the driving
force behind our one-and-a-half-year

campaign to pressure and influence deci-
sion-makers towards this view.

Building a Base in the
Warning System Campaign
At the beginning of the Warning System
Campaign, LOP did not start with a for-
malized body of members, but by the end
we had a base of 500 campaign activists

and formalized 100 members. The
Campaign involved activating 

residents and identifying those who want-
ed to become members. There were vary-
ing levels of involvement by Laotian resi-
dents, and thus specific terms to describe
peoples’ participation. Community resi-
dents refer to the larger body of Laotians
who have not necessarily worked with
LOP or who have perhaps worked with
LOP in the past but not on the Warning
System Campaign. Campaign activists are
those who felt the campaign issue resonat-
ed with them and were willing to support
it in one concrete way, such as by signing
a campaign postcard, attending a meeting,
or expressing interest in becoming an LOP
member. Campaign members and leaders
signed an LOP membership card and con-
sistently participated in campaign pressure
activities (such as delegations, account-
ability sessions, and media actions) and
organizing activities (such as neighbor-
hood meetings, general member meetings,
and leadership meetings).

To build contacts with community resi-
dents, LOP staff made presentations to
churches, adult education classes, Laotian
ethnic associations, and maintained lists
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LOP believes that it is the 

government’s responsibility 

to uphold standards and 

protections for the public good

LOP youth and seniors rally for a multilingual emergency phone alert system outside an apartment complex hear Chevron’s refinery
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of people who came to our community
meetings. One of the first campaign
actions was a community accountability
meeting with the Contra Costa County’s
Director of Health Services on April 8,
1999 where seniors and youth filled a
church room and demanded that the
County take responsibility for protecting
the public’s health. For many, the
Warning System Campaign was the first
opportunity for Laotian residents to
express their concerns about county poli-
cies and practices that directly impact
their lives. LOP staff helped the senior
and youth speakers prepare for their pub-
lic testimonies by meeting with them indi-
vidually to deepen their understanding of
the activity’s goals and purpose, and to
work with them to shape the points they
wanted to articulate.

LOP developed four initial
demands to the County: 

• the Department
of Health

Services must

commit to including and reaching out to
diverse populations in the County; 

• the County Health Services Department
must conduct a “Language Equity
Analysis” on the County’s capacity to

serve non-English-speaking popula-
tions, particularly Laotians, in the event
of an emergency; 

• the County Health Services Department
must develop a plan that addresses lan-
guage access for limited-English-speak-
ing populations, particularly Laotians;   

• the County must conduct community-
based education activities on emergency
warning procedures for Laotian residents. 

At the accountability meeting, Contra
Costa County’s Health Services agreed to
these recommendations, and it was an ini-
tial victory for LOP. However, LOP felt
that these demands were not explicit
enough and wanted to push for specific
changes. Working with the Environmental
and Economic Justice Project, a national
training program and technical assistance
project, LOP began to think more system-
atically about the campaign work and
developing LOP into a membership organi-
zation. LOP staff initiated a plan to con-
duct ethnic/language-specific house meet-
ings to develop a range of solutions that
addressed the lack of multilingual emer-
gency warning systems. Fully engaged at
house meetings, campaign activists ulti-
mately developed a solution of a multilin-
gual phone-alert system as the primary
demand, as opposed to demands for a mul-
tilingual radio station or community out-
reach by the County. Those people most
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Fully engaged at house

meetings, campaign activists 

ultimately developed a solution 

of a multilingual phone-alert 

system as the primary demand

Local press interview Meuy Kuey Saechao at a LOP rally
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interested and involved attended the larger

community meetings and hosted language-

specific neighborhood meetings and gener-

al membership meetings later on.  

Realizing that even senior-level County

staff did not have the power to struc-

turally change the telephone ring-down
system, LOP shifted attention to the
County’s Board of Supervisors to make a
commitment to add Laotian and other
languages in the system. Neighborhood
meetings were a way for LOP staff to
obtain input from campaign members

and to refine our demands. The
Campaign Planning Committee formed
as the main leadership body to develop
campaign strategy and tactics, to identify
ways to involve the broader Laotian
community, and to prepare for the differ-
ent campaign pressure activities. This
leadership committee was made up of
both women and men from the Mien,
Lao, and Khmu communities. Through
AYA meetings, we also convened sepa-
rate youth discussions. 

Throughout the campaign, LOP organized
several successful campaign activities to
put pressure on key decision-makers.
Early on in April 1999, we organized a
press conference outside an apartment
complex overlooking Chevron’s smoke-
stacks whose residents are mostly Laotian
and African American. The purpose of the
press conference was to highlight the
proximity of housing to the refinery and
to escalate pressure on the County.
Through sustained media attention, we
were able to heighten the importance of
this issue and pressure key County
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Recruit Members

Maintain & Deepen
Involvement of Members

Exercise Power

“Personal Visits” or one-on-
one, individual visits

Language-specific house
meetings and neighborhood
meetings

Presentations at churches,
organizations and adult
education programs

Maintain and Deepen
Involvment of members

Campaign activities: dele-
gations, press activities,
accountability sessions, etc. 

Regular membership &
leadership meetings

Personal visits and phone
contact

Language specific meetings
with members

Political education activi-
ties: public speaking, toxic
tours, solidarity activities,
conferences

Excercise Power

Delegations, accountability
sessions, public
testimony/hearings

Media

Postcards and Letters

Electoral work

Tactics LOP applies in our organizing



Supervisors to respond to LOP’s
demands. 

Other ways we pressured the County
included conducting postcard drives.
Hundreds of concerned campaign activists
signed these postcards asking Contra
Costa County to hold true to their charge
of protecting public health and improving
the inadequate emergency warning sys-
tem. LOP also formed delegations of
campaign members and leaders to meet
with Contra Costa County Supervisors to
voice community concerns, outline our
demands, and generate support from key
decision-makers. 

On September 27, 1999, after six months
of pressure and community organizing,
Contra Costa County Supervisors on the
Internal Operations Committee approved
changing the County’s English-only emer-
gency phone-alert system to include multi-
ple languages. But by the beginning of

2000, the County again was slow in
implementing the new system claiming the
need to secure funding first. LOP began a
second campaign to pressure Supervisors
to allocate resources and develop a model
pilot program for the County to reach the
Laotian community and enroll households
into the new system. 

Finally, on July 24, 2000, members
packed another Internal Operations
Committee meeting, and the Supervisors
committed to LOP’s demands: 

• To secure outside funding sources for
the implementation of the Laotian lan-
guage pilot program;

• To investigate potential Chevron penalty
money that would go towards funding
the telephone ring-down system;

• To launch a new comprehensive health-
access program that would address
Laotian health issues and concerns.

At press time of this document, eleven

months after the County’s commitment to

secure money to implement the pilot mul-

tilingual phone-alert system, County staff

still claim they have no resources to

move forward. After two years of strug-

gling with government bureaucrats, LOP

believes that they are deeply entrenched

in the status quo and unwilling to act on a

baseline measure to mitigate toxic expo-

sure by vulnerable populations. For LOP,

it is a reminder that monitoring the

implementation of our victories is essen-

tial for change to become institutional

reality. The challenge, of course, has been

how to sustain the pressure and not to fall

into actually doing the work for the

County, because they claim they have

exhausted all resources for actualizing the

changes. LOP continues to monitor and

pressure County officials to fulfill the

approved mandate. 
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AYA  member Mouangwa Saeliew testifies at an accountability session with the County director of Health
Services about the impact of the Chevron explosion on students and youth
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There are a range of difficulties that serve as challenges to

LOP’s organizing. Common to many communities, LOP deals

with the fundamental obstacles to members’ participation (e.g.,

physically getting from their homes to the meeting place, having

someone care for their children during the meeting). More diffi-

cult challenges involve promoting self-transformation among

members that support changes in their beliefs and ingrained

worldviews. How can LOP begin to advance the idea that people

can impact institutional decisions that directly affect their lives?

These concerns are relevant to all communities, but some are spe-

cific to API and Laotian communities. This chapter illustrates how

LOP addressed these larger challenges.

Facing the Fire:
Confronting Challenges in LOP’s 

Organizing Campaign

Chapter Three

Nai Sio Saelee at a LOP member meeting
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On a basic level, particularly as poor and
working people and/or as women, cam-
paign activists and members face barriers
that prevent them from participating in
grassroots institutions. To address this,
LOP had available childcare at all events
so parents could attend meetings and
bring their children, offered rides to and
from campaign activities for those with
no access to transportation, and provided
food and snacks when meetings ran into
mealtimes. LOP staff visited the homes of
campaign activists and members to have
one-on-one conversations about the cam-
paign and to encourage them to attend
upcoming meetings. Staff made follow-up
and reminder calls to them in preparation
for a campaign event. Meetings were
mostly in the evenings and on weekends
to accommodate members’ work sched-
ules. Indeed, while worth noting, provid-
ing such things as childcare or transporta-
tion is not enough in developing a mem-
bership base. It was necessary to work
with campaign members in an ongoing,
long-term process that applied the orga-
nizing elements discussed below.

LOP’s agenda begins with an environmen-
tal justice framework. This framework
stresses the principle of people speaking
for themselves, exposes the role of corpo-
rate power in shaping our communities,

and calls for building a grassroots social
movement that identifies the links between
communities nationally and globally that
suffer from environmental racism. In our
organizing work, we inject this perspective

in the community and do bring a set of val-
ues that counters dominant societal views.  

LOP’s main approach to achieving sys-
temic social change is in building grass-
roots power through direct organizing. As
mentioned throughout this document, LOP
asserts the fundamental need to develop a
skilled and politically conscious member-
ship base that exercises its power as a key
strategy in achieving systemic social
change. Base-building is “systematically
developing an increasing number of indi-
viduals who understand and agree with the
organization’s mission/long-term goals,
consistently participate in its activities,
and are committed to action as the organi-
zation’s primary power base.”1 Intentional
base-building of grassroots members is
significant in that LOP believes that those
most impacted by community problems
and environmental injustice must be at the
forefront of creating systemic social
change. To this end, we identify low-
income Asian and Pacific Islander com-
munities as among those directly impacted
and the importance of focusing on these
communities due to the scarcity of groups
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Base-building is “systematically

developing an increasing number 

of individuals who understand 

and agree with the organization’s

mission/long-term goals,

onsistently participate in its 

activities, and are committed 

to action as the organization’s 

primary power base”1

Mien house meeting to discuss campaign strategy
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that see direct organizing as the main
approach to address large institutional
problems facing working-class APIs.

LOP actively sought to apply the above
organizing elements in working with cam-
paign members and leaders as well as in
evaluating our organizing approach
throughout the campaign process. How
these principles were tested through the
campaign and the primary challenges
LOP faced in implementing them are dis-
cussed in this chapter.

It should be clear that what we assert as
challenges internal to the Laotian commu-
nity mirrors that of all communities.
Community problems and tensions related
to individualism, competition, racism,
classism, sexism, patriarchy, ageism, and
homophobia are not just present in new
communities and are in fact reinforced by
the dominant culture. Revealing these
challenges illuminates existing tensions
and is significant in opening discussion
among various organizations. 

BREAKING LANGUAGE AND
CULTURAL BARRIERS 

Only speaking their tribal language with
little knowledge of English or other

Laotian languages, many in the Laotian
community are monolingual. Although
Laotian ethnic groups share a common
written language, an inability to read
written Lao is prevalent. Given LOP’s

staff makeup, organizing all six Laotian
ethnic groups was not possible. LOP had
at least one Khmu organizer who spoke
fluent Khmu and Lao and basic Mien, as
well as one Mien administrative assis-
tant who spoke Mien confidently but
had no prior organizing experience. With

two LOP staff at most who could com-
municate with the base, other LOP orga-
nizers and staff faced considerable lan-
guage barriers during all campaign
activities. It was essential to conduct
campaign activities in such a way so that
people could speak in their first lan-
guage. We wanted campaign participants
to be comfortable and to be able to fully
articulate their thoughts. Because multi-
lingual interpretation between Lao,
Mien, and English was necessary, meet-
ings were long and ultimately affected
our organizing efforts.

LOP focused on organizing the Khmu,
Lao, and Mien communities, because we
did not have staff who spoke other
Laotian languages to effectively organize
residents of other ethnic groups. Since
most of our Khmu members understand
and speak Lao fluently, needs were mini-
mized by conducting meetings in primari-
ly Lao and Mien. Logistically, multiple
interpretation was very difficult. Meetings
were run mostly in English and then inter-
preted separately into Lao and Mien.
English was also the common language
for multilingual staff to communicate with
one another. If a person made a comment
in Mien, it was interpreted into English,
and then interpreted into Lao. While
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Above: LOP organizer Torm Nompraseut translates
into Lao at a member activity

Right: Muang Seng Saelee helps her granddaughter
with translation equipment
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translation equipment helped to expedite
the interpretation of multiple languages
by allowing for simultaneous interpreta-
tion, extensive interpretation still affected
the meeting’s flow and people’s attention
spans. When campaign leaders or mem-
bers participated in running meetings,
written materials such as the agenda and
meeting notes had to be translated from
English to written Lao. Additionally, all
other written materials including flyers,
postcards for the postcard drives, and
membership forms needed to be translat-
ed. Written materials were used, but there
was not a strong reliance on them since
many members had come from a preliter-
ate background. Preparation for these
multilingual events took significantly
more time, and meetings became longer.  

Interpretation alone was also an obstacle.
LOP staff quickly learned that particular
organizing terms and concepts could not
be easily defined in Laotian languages.
Highlight in layout. Some words used in
organizing are not readily interpretable
and multilingual organizers found under-
standing and applying the appropriate ter-
minology a challenge. Explaining the U.S.
governmental system and various struc-
tures through interpretation was complex,
because there are no equivalent words and

ideas in Khmu, Lao, and Mien languages.
Words that are not commonly used in
everyday language were also difficult to
communicate.

For our members, accessing and partici-
pating in LOP events and public processes
such as participating in campaign activi-
ties, confronting decision-makers, work-
ing with allies, and attending conferences

was equally challenging. Most non-LOP
sponsored public events provided neither
interpretation services nor translation of
written materials for our Laotian mem-
bers, so LOP was required at all times to
provide our own interpretation. At one
particular conference, LOP staff and cam-
paign members were met with open hos-
tility and racism from other conference
participants for communicating in other

languages. Indeed, interpretation services
to meet the needs of immigrant and
refugee communities continue to be an
issue that is hidden and diminished within
the larger social justice community.

LOP staff recognized the difficulty of
organizing and simply running meetings
in these multilingual settings. The chal-
lenges of complex and extensive interpre-
tation and the inability of campaign mem-
bers to communicate with one another
and with organizers could profoundly
impede collective discussion, equal partic-
ipation, and democratic decision-making.
LOP fashioned unique ways of organizing
to meet these challenges.

Conducting ethnic- and language-spe-
cific house meetings. In the campaign’s
early phase, house meetings minimized
the need for multilingual interpretation
and allowed for the full participation of
members. They were run in the language
of the ethnic community as well as in
English. In each of these meetings, LOP
organizers and campaign members dis-
cussed the problem of the Chevron explo-
sion. Follow-up meetings deepened com-
munity members’ ongoing involvement
and a collective understanding of the
problem in order to develop a collective
solution. Campaign members produced
seven broad solutions including a commu-
nity outreach program by the County,
simple street signs informing residents of
safety procedures, a multilingual radio
station, and a multilingual emergency
phone-alert system. Campaign members
from all ethnic house meetings came
together at larger community meetings to
discuss the ideas and then to vote alto-
gether on which solution to further pur-
sue. In the end, they chose a multilingual
phone-alert system based on research,
practicality, and winnability.

Crafting multilingual and interactive
community meetings. In working with a
multilingual and pre-literate community,
meetings could not be run in a lecture-
style format with a great amount of writ-
ten materials. LOP organizers designed
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LOP staff quickly learned that

particular organizing terms and

concepts could not be easily

defined in Laotian languages

• Exercising grassroots power and changing relations of power through direct action cam-
paigns;

• Prioritizing leadership development, which means, “supporting the formal development
of the skills, abilities, and political consciousness of grassroots leaders, and their increasing
participation in the development of the entire organization towards achieving its long-term
goals.”1

• Advancing the idea that people should speak for themselves;

• Practicing democratic decision-making processes;

• Identifying the need to intentionally develop our own organizers;

• Modeling behavior that does not reinscribe racism, sexism, classism, homophobia,
ageism, and other forms of oppression;

• Organizing disenfranchised sectors of the community including youth, seniors, and
women, as active participants and the driving force in the fight to win LOP’s campaign
goals and systemic social change goals.

Other elements of organizing that direct LOP’s approach include:



multilingual community meetings to be
short, interactive, and dynamic. Visuals
presenting symbols and graphics were
also emphasized in an attempt to facilitate
and to deepen members’ understanding of
the campaign. Within the context of a ver-
bal discussion, visuals were often used to
concretize an understanding of the focus
of discussion.  

Meetings often highlighted a review of
the campaign to date. A visual timeline
showing the campaign’s progression was
drawn with graphics of the explosion, and
key campaign events such as the account-
ability meeting with the Director of
Health Services and the promises made to
the community, the media action, the
postcard drive, delegation meetings, and
so on. There was a sustained effort to
encourage members to participate and
voice to the rest of the group what they
thought about the problem and the
progress of the campaign.  

Deepening the skills of LOP staff. It was
imperative to have multilingual staff who
could speak in the languages of the com-
munity we were organizing. But in order

to organize effectively, LOP found that
language skills alone were not enough.
Our multilingual organizers needed not
only to speak Khmu, Lao, or Mien but
also to develop and deepen their organiz-
ing language competency and skills. 

Organizers had to be able to gauge peo-
ple’s interest, know how to facilitate dis-
cussions, and hold a strong concept and
direction of the campaign. As mentioned
before, interpretation of organizing termi-
nology and other concepts unfamiliar in
Laotian languages was difficult for orga-
nizers. In the campaign’s first community
meetings, the lead organizer, who had no

previous knowledge in Laotian languages,

facilitated discussions in English with

multilingual staff mostly interpreting and

observing how to run meetings. After a

few meetings, this shifted to multilingual

organizers running the meetings. In this

way, the Warning System Campaign was

a period of tremendous growth in staff

organizing skills.

Effectively communicating with mem-

bers through multilingual organizers.

With all of the challenges associated with

multilingual interpretation in a direct

organizing campaign setting, hiring out-

side interpreters, then, was even more

challenging. To supplement the minimal

capacity of multilingual staff, LOP

attempted to contract interpreters. But

without any previous knowledge of and

familiarity with organizing concepts and

skills, it was difficult for them to interpret

ideas and campaign principles. LOP’s

conclusion is that there is a great need for

multilingual organizers in contrast to con-

tracted interpreters to communicate effec-

tively with campaign members. 
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Thongsoun Phuthama
LOP campaigned to pressure the County to seek money for the development of
the phone-alert system in different languages. [In the first year of the cam-
paign], we campaigned to get the County to commit to change the system, but
they never put money to make it happen. We had to pressure the County to set
up the emergency phone-alert system, because many immigrants live around
the refineries and many do not understand English. This is the case for Laotian
families, especially for the elderly who take care of their grandchildren at home
everyday. The most important thing about this victory is that both the County
and the community acknowledged LOP’s work on this issue. This is the first
victory for the Laotian community, in this County and possibly in the nation. 

This is the first time that I have seen Laotians represent themselves in this
country and receive a big victory. Furthermore, this environmental justice vic-
tory is important, because it is not only beneficial for Laotians, but for other
immigrant communities as well.

Leader Profile

Photo by Miya Yoshitani



MOVING TOWARDS
INCLUSIVE LEADERSHIP

AND SHARED POWER
Within API communities as in many oth-
ers, men hold positions of authority and
political power. Men in the Laotian com-
munity have historically maintained lead-
ership roles as clan and tribal heads.
Within the Laotian community in West
County, men of status continue in this vein
to be active in leadership roles and as the
official spokespeople on behalf of the larg-
er community. Ethnic and class distinc-
tions also privilege some men as leaders
over others. Some were identified as lead-
ers during the Vietnam War and have con-
tinued to be seen in this way by communi-
ty members and local County officials. 

The Lao ethnic group, in contrast to other
ethnic tribes, also has had strong represen-
tation in community leadership both in
Laos and West County. Various ethnic
groups remain fairly separate due to lan-
guage differences and do not have a history
of actively working together. In light of all
this, LOP’s goals to gain the diverse partici-
pation of women, members of all tribal
groups, youth, seniors, and adults were met
with some uncertainty and reluctance from
existing leadership in the community. We
describe these challenges and the ways in
which LOP dealt with them below.

Focusing on the development of grass-
roots leadership. LOP believes in the
importance and necessity of supporting
and working with other Laotian communi-
ty organizations. Many of these organiza-
tions, including churches, ethnic associa-
tions, and service groups, value and
acknowledge LOP’s organizing principles
and social justice vision. Early on in the
Warning System Campaign, however, a
few recognized leaders in the community
disparaged the viability of LOP’s potential
for grassroots monolingual adults, seniors,
and youth in presenting their concerns to
the County and achieving success through
their demands. Although understanding
the tone set by some leaders, LOP pro-

ceeded to focus energy on working with
grassroots community members. Over
time, some ethnic organizations were will-
ing and able to participate in the campaign
by writing letters of support to County
officials. Once we found ways for estab-

lished leaders to have a role in the cam-
paign, criticism of LOP’s approach sub-
sided. LOP recognizes that every organi-
zation that works with a membership base
faces similar challenges in advancing their
vision for grassroots leadership. Struggles
about who can or should represent the
community mirrors debates and conflicts
within the larger society. Open dialogue
with allies about these common communi-
ty issues can help to create further strate-
gies as part of our organizing work.

Building a multiethnic Laotian member-
ship. The Khmu, Lao, and Mien campaign
members had diverse experience taking on

leadership roles. Lao and, to some extent,
Khmu campaign members and leaders had
a higher level of previous leadership expe-
rience and familiarity participating in an
organizational setting. In sharp contrast,
our Mien membership base was comprised
mostly of women and had little to no
experience working in organizations. 

LOP worked to confront the situation of
diverse Laotian residents living in West
County and to foster collective action. In
our house meetings, as well as in contacts
with individuals, we framed the problem of
a lack of health protection and multilingual
information not only as a Mien problem, or
a Lao problem, for example, but a problem
that affected anyone who does not speak
English. Community members understood
that everyone who has limited English
skills was not fully informed, and this not
only has an impact on them but on diverse
communities of residents. In turn, cam-
paign members and leaders saw the need
for all ethnic Laotian groups and other
communities of color to be involved, and
there was an eagerness to pull together the
diverse Laotian communities to address the
issue. Although members recognized the
importance of working with other people
of color who are also affected by environ-
mental toxics, there was no staff capacity
for LOP to organize a multi-racial as well
as multi-ethnic campaign. LOP staff and
members, however, continually made con-
nections to the importance of working with
other communities of color.

In ethnic-specific house meetings, LOP
staff continually reported ideas from other
ethnic groups. Each group would report
back at the larger community meeting to
vote. The process of people working in
small groups to then share their ideas in a
larger group was demonstrated and instilled
the idea that they were never alone in
developing a solution. LOP attempted to
project the importance of looking beyond
the self-interest of a single group and to
come together for the good of the broader
community. Through this, LOP attempted
to change the historical views on leadership
and attempted to actively involve grassroots
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Example of visual aids used in member meetings
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people in leadership roles and in working
with other ethnic groups. 

Supporting women members and orga-
nizers. The campaign’s evolution, in terms
of gender involvement, went from having
more men in the beginning to increasing
women’s membership in its current stages.
Maintaining consistent participation of
women has been a difficult challenge.
While men had the ability to stay involved,
women as active caretakers of the family
had more limitations that prevented them
from continuing to participate. But the chal-
lenge of making the campaign more acces-
sible to women was more than just the abil-
ity to provide childcare. Historically not
seen by the community as traditional deci-
sion-makers, women campaign members

often did not self-identify as campaign
leaders. Mien women had an added diffi-

culty as members of a more marginalized
ethnic group in the Laotian community.

LOP strove to balance the demand of orga-
nizing a critical mass of people to push the
campaign forward and consciously recruit-
ing women and cultivating diverse partici-
pation. Two years after the beginning of the
campaign, Mien and Khmu women have-
become more involved. Building the mem-
bership of women has taken time, and
everyone has had various comfort and
learning levels. With increased involvement
of both women and men, LOP has seen a
transformation in the makeup of its mem-
bership and leadership base. 

With limited staff capacity of multilingual
organizers, LOP relied heavily on our
Khmu organizer to recruit, interpret, and
lead meetings. The Mien membership base,
comprised mostly of women, was small in
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Nouth Senenoi
I am very happy and very proud to have been involved in the Laotian
Organizing Project’s campaign for multilingual emergency warning systems
where we fought and won a big victory. I have had the opportunity to be
involved in many delegation meetings and negotiations with County
Supervisors and County staff. When I see people such as Supervisor Uilkema,
as a woman sitting on the Internal Operations Committee, I think about myself
also as a powerful woman. I may not be a Supervisor like her, but I am on the
LOP Campaign Planning Committee and proud of what I am doing.

In Laos, mostly the men control everything. In the United States, both men and
women know that women have equal rights, but this does not always work per-
fectly either. Most of our women are interested in the campaign, because we
are the ones that have to raise children and have to be concerned about family
health. I feel women and the elderly have a lot of stake in the Warning System
Campaign. I feel very proud of the Laotian Organizing Project, that we have
taken the lead in helping people feel really strong, passionate, and informed
about how to fight for our own rights. At the same time, I feel very proud and
happy to see many diverse Laotians coming together. As grassroots people, we
come to learn together and work together to solve our community problems.      

The people in the community see that this organization is by the people and for
the people, and that we work on issues that benefit society as a whole. When
more people in the community understand all of what LOP is about, we will
see an increase in the membership, an increase in grassroots community leader-
ship, and bigger campaign victories.

Leader Profile
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the beginning of the campaign, and LOP
recognized the need to be more intentional
about Mien membership recruitment and
consolidation. In regard to this, our Mien
organizer helped significantly. As a woman
and relatively young person, the Mien
organizer, however, faced larger obstacles
to organizing, because in many ways she
directly challenged historical views on who
can represent the community. Perhaps it
was uncommon to see a woman who was
not an established leader in the community
voicing her views on community problems
and organizing residents around these con-
cerns. This affected who and how effec-
tively she was able to organize and called

attention to the necessity for LOP to more
fully support women organizers. Despite
the gender barriers, our female Mien
administrative assistant-turned-organizer
was able to cultivate relationships with
adult and elderly Mien women—a key
constituency we wanted to build because
of the multiple oppression they suffer in
the community as Mien tribal people, as
women, and as low-income adults and
seniors. Also, the Mien community
increasingly became a focus for our orga-
nizing, because they are the largest ethnic
group in West County and have less expe-
rience in organizations than other groups.
We learned the tremendous importance of

having women organizers to reach and
connect with women community residents
and of providing separate spaces for
women campaign members.

COUNTERING FEAR OF
GOVERNMENT AND

ENGAGING CIVIC 
PARTICIPATION

Given the Laotian community’s political
history, LOP encountered specific cultural
challenges to organizing for the first time.
Coming from a country where they expe-
rienced considerable fear of repression
and imprisonment during the years of the
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Khamphay Phahongchanh
My involvement with LOP first started when two LOP staff made a presenta-
tion to my English-as-a-Second-Language class. They talked about the big
explosion at the Chevron refinery and asked us if we experienced health prob-
lems because of the lack of emergency information in our languages. I was
curious and interested to learn more. After that day, I went to the LOP office
for a community meeting.  There, I saw many diverse Laotians in the meeting:
young, old, and all from different Laotian tribes. After the meeting, I thought
about what could be done about this problem, and I became more interested in
LOP. I continued to attend different LOP meetings and asked many questions.  

One day LOP staff asked if I wanted to go to one of the Supervisor delegation
meetings. I was very nervous, because I had never been to any government
office or meeting. However, I thought this might be an opportunity for me to
learn something. After the delegation experience, I realized how much this
issue of multilingual warning systems was something I felt passionate and very
deeply about. That’s when I made my decision to be more involved and pursue
this campaign with LOP and other community members.  

Even though I am elderly, not healthy, and uneducated, my heart lies with my
family, the Laotian community, and other communities. I am concerned about
the issues that affect us all. The challenge and struggle for me is to understand
the system of democracy in this country versus the system I grew up with in
Laos. They are not the same. I was not aware that the democracy in this coun-
try is one where people have to speak for themselves. The more involved I
have been in LOP, the more I have learned about how democracy in this coun-
try works. My passion for justice, patience, and the opportunity to learn some-
thing new after each LOP activity has helped me to overcome this challenge.
This is the first time in my life to be involved in anything like this work.

Leader Profile

Photo by Miya Yoshitani



war and living in the United States where
they have repeatedly experienced the gov-
ernment’s withdrawal of support for
immigrants and poor people, the Laotian
community is wary of challenging power-
ful government institutions. The commu-
nity’s status as limited-English-speaking
residents and as refugees to the United
States further isolates them from partici-
pation in their community and in democ-
ratic processes, and as a result, Laotians
may have less of a sense of ownership of
U.S. issues. Generally, LOP also finds
that the community is new to an under-
standing of community organizing and
civic participation. As recent arrivals to
the United States, many campaign mem-
bers were unfamiliar with U.S. history,
particularly with the struggles and gains
of the Civil Rights and Power Movements
where people exercised power through
direct-action efforts.  

Most of the grassroots campaign members
had little experience participating in an
organizational campaign or attending meet-
ings of this kind. In most formal settings
other than social ones, people generally
tend to sit in rows, look to one individual
speaker, and do not express their ideas or
concerns. Members had little practice
speaking in front of others in a meeting,
particularly in a setting where everyone is
seated in a circle and encouraged to con-
tribute equally. Women, particularly older
women, had difficulties speaking and lead-
ing during LOP’s formal decision-making.

Some men not usually identified as central
leaders also faced challenges. Members
experienced considerable growth through
participating in the campaign.

Breaking barriers by participating in
the campaign. In LOP’s organizing equal
participation is a fundamental principle
and we worked to challenge notions of

who can lead and speak for the communi-
ty.  LOP also struggled with members’
anxiety and fear of confronting govern-
ment officials and public speaking.
Framing the issue of a lack of health pro-
tection as the government’s responsibility
and error, members were slowly willing to
participate in the campaign. Once they
learned of their exclusion from the exist-
ing English-only emergency phone-alert
system, it was clear to them that they had

to do something about the problem—the
community could not rely on themselves
for health protection, but rather the gov-
ernment needed to be held accountable.
With some reservations, campaign mem-
bers agreed to participate in the first
accountability meeting.  

After attending and speaking at this meet-
ing where LOP won its initial victory, cam-
paign members were less anxious about
their participation in the campaign. LOP
discussed their health protection rights as
residents, and through campaign successes,
they gained confidence in their ability to
exercise power. Having additional delega-
tions and meetings with County
Supervisors as well as organizing press
activities gave legitimacy to the communi-
ty’s concerns and to the campaign work.
After campaign members worked for con-
crete changes and experienced no govern-
ment retaliation, they continued to partici-
pate in LOP activities. However, there was
still fear by some members that if they par-
ticipated in LOP’s political activities, they
would be at risk of having their welfare
and social security checks terminated.
Community members carry recent memo-
ries from Laos of retaliation when express-
ing their views and these images are com-
pounded by the legislative attacks on peo-
ple of color and immigrant and refugee
communities in the United States. Due to
this fear of retaliation, some Mien mem-
bers ended their participation early on in
the Warning System Campaign. 
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The major challenges in this chapter illuminate that the day-to-day work with members is critical to building a lasting

organization and is a necessary and challenging piece of waging a campaign. Empowering members involved not only

supporting the development of their skills and abilities to improve conditions in their community but also instilling an alterna-

tive view of the world that leads to self-transformation and a sense of dignity. In this regard, we learned a great deal about

what it takes to do direct organizing and win a campaign as well as the importance of reflecting upon and evaluating this

work. LOP needs to continue to internally develop additional tools and approaches to meet these challenges. There is not just

one model of organizing, but rather models need to be adaptive to the context and conditions in a particular community. LOP

believes strongly that our evaluation of the Warning System Campaign can contribute to the myriad of approaches to environ-

mental justice organizing and offers a unique piece about refugee communities that is sorely missing.

As recent arrivals to the United

States, many campaign 

members were unfamiliar with 

U.S. history, particularly with the 

struggles and gains of the Civil

Rights and Power Movements

where people exercised power

through direct-action efforts
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We believe that LOP and other environmental justice movement

allies need to step back and reflect on our work and develop more

strategic approaches to our campaign and organizing approaches. As such,

LOP embarked on a series of staff discussions evaluating the Warning

System Campaign. We illuminate some key points that have had impor-

tance for us in order to spark discussion within each of our organizations

about the need to be more proactive and deliberate in our organizing. 

Breathing Fire into the
Environmental Justice

Movement:
Sparking Discussions for 

Strategic Organizing

Chapter Four

AYA leader Gloria Chaleunsy gives an inspiring solidarity speech at a demonstration to demand accountability at IES Medical Waste incinerator in Oakland, CA
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For the past several years, LOP has been
developing and refining a framework for
analyzing and increasing the effectiveness
of our work. The Environmental and
Economic Justice Project, a Los Angeles-
based intermediary organization that has
played a crucial role in supporting LOP to
develop this framework, refers to it as a
“theory of social change.” LOP’s theory
of social change provides a context for

our work and helps us think about how to
be more strategic and intentional in our
organizing. It is a theory grounded both in
the long history of social justice organiz-
ing in the United States and in the prac-
tice of our own organizing work, and one
that evolves dynamically as we become
more experienced in organizing low-
income Asian and Pacific Islander immi-
grant and refugee populations.  

LOP’s Warning System Campaign
allowed us to test and deepen a theory of
social change. Components of this theory
include a worldview analysis, power
analysis, motive forces analysis, social
change goals, arenas of struggle, cam-
paign strategies and tactics, and form of
organization. These different components
influence and inform each other and as a
whole create our theory of social change.
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• In our worldview analysis we realized the need to intentionally develop the political consciousness of our members so
that they could confront and challenge dominant worldviews that promote racism, patriarchy, sexism, and government as an
untouchable authority.

• Throughout our campaign, we constantly updated our analysis of the political landscape in Contra Costa County to
inform the position of key decision-makers and organized forces, as well as assess the power of our organization, con-
stituency and allies to achieve our goals.

• The campaign provided a vehicle to test out part of our initial motive forces analysis, that poor monolingual Laotian
senior and adult women and men are one of the key social sectors who have the potential to move a progressive social
change agenda. 

• Throughout the campaign, members and staff realized that while we fought for a basic mitigating measure of emergency
warnings during accidents, we ultimately want the kind of systemic social change that can fundamentally dismantle the
power of oil-chemical corporations.

• The social arena where we contacted and developed politically conscious organized power was at the neighborhood level
with the Lao, Khmu and Mien tribal con-
stituencies. In this campaign we chose the
arena of government accountability as the
arena of struggle.

• As we evolved our campaign goals, we
seized the opportunity of utilizing campaign
strategies and tactics to both build the politi-
cal consciousness of our members and to
exercise our mass power through direct
accountability of the decision makers. 

• As we continued to work closely with mem-
bers and cultivate their leadership skills
throughout the campaign, we were able to
evolve LOP’s form of organization into the
membership-based entity we had envisioned
it becoming.

LOP’s youth, Asian Youth Advocates, sewed and
embroidered images to tell their story as Laotian

refugees in Richmond.
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LOP’s evolving theory of social change
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Advancing Systemic Social
Change
While LOP’s campaign victory was a sig-
nificant step for the organization and the
Laotian community, we realize that by
itself, it was a band-aid solution to the
larger problem of toxic poisoning and eco-
nomic marginalization. Every day the 350
industrial polluters in West County emit
toxic chemicals into the air and water,
threatening the well being of the residents
and the ecosystem. LOP believes deeply
that no one should be exposed to environ-
mental degradation from industrial pro-
duction. In order to truly change the rules
of the game, our campaigns need to add
up to more than reforming a system that
maintains the rights of polluting industries.
People have a right to a clean and healthy
environment in which they can live, work,
learn, play and thrive.

Defining the long-term social
change goals of an
organization is essen-
tial to building a
plan to achieve

that vision. LOP would like to see sys-
temic social change where fundamental
rules of the game are altered and root
causes of problems are addressed.
Systemic social change can take the form

of policies that shift large-scale public
resources towards eliminating inequities

and injustices, and laws that guarantee
human rights and the protection of

mother earth. Systemic social
change promotes the right of

every person to a decent, safe, affordable
quality of life, the right of every person to
participate in collectively made decisions
that affect our lives, and prioritizes public
good over profit. Systemic social change
seeks not only to change policies but also
to transform worldview and to equalize
power relations. Some examples of
advancing systemic social change relevant
to LOP’s work are: a moratorium on new
polluting facilities, public-directed plan-
ning and development of toxic sites, phas-
ing out of the production of polluting
compounds and transitioning facilities to
clean production, and production that is
locally owned and run where workers and
residents are protected and valued first.

LOP sees direct organizing as a key
strategy that emphasizes developing the
skills, abilities, and political conscious-
ness of a growing mass base in order to
exercise power to achieve systemic
social change. Direct organizing also
embodies the principle of shared power
to create a process where our communi-
ties can speak for ourselves. 

In order to truly change the rules 

of the game, our campaigns need 

to add up to more than reforming 

a system that maintains the rights

of polluting industries. People 

have a right to a clean and healthy

environment in which they can live,

work, learn, play and thrive

Creating posters for LOP’s actions: Khamphaeng Bounkeuth and Torm Nompraseurt
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Buliding Politically
Conscious Organized
Power
LOP’s campaign experience confirms a
lesson some groups already know: devel-
oping a politically conscious mass base
committed to developing and exercising
the power of the organization is essential
to both winning our immediate campaigns
and to building infrastructure for a social
movement. People who enter our organi-
zations do not automatically come with
all the necessary skills, abilities, or expe-
rience to formulate an informed opinion
or develop an action plan on an issue. It is
our responsibility as organizing institu-
tions to develop methods and processes
that both value the experiences members
bring, but also engage them in critical
thinking, analysis, and planning. 

Leadership activities do not happen in a
vacuum, but in the context of our cam-
paigns. Through campaigns we push
proactive solutions to institutional prob-
lems and challenge the dominant world-
view that exists in our own communities
that promotes individualism, competition,
racism, classism, sexism, patriarchy,
ageism, homophobia, and corporate power
and government privatization. The devel-
opment of mass-based democratic leader-
ship requires systematic and ongoing
recruitment and programs, because there
are no shortcuts in the daily, direct work
with people to build grassroots power. 

Building a Movement for
Environmental Justice
During this campaign it became clear to
us that the only way LOP can build the
scope and scale necessary to achieve sys-
temic social change is through building
alliances with other grassroots organiza-

tions and progressive institutions. The
movement as a whole needs both strong
organizations and strong multiracial and
multi-issue alliances, because alliances
are only as strong as the grassroots orga-
nizations that comprise them. LOP
believes that multiracial and multi-issue
alliances, led by people of
color, poor

people, women, and young people, can
achieve systemic social change goals, and
we organize and develop the leadership of
low-income APIs within this framework.

LOP recognizes that no one organization
can bring about the possibility of large-
scale structural change. While this cam-
paign victory represents an important shift
in the power relations between local gov-
ernment and the Laotian community, if
LOP were able to organize every man,
woman, and child in the Laotian commu-
nity of West County, we still would not be
able to win the level of systemic social
change that would significantly improve
the day-to-day quality of life of the com-
munity. To achieve systemic social
change we need a movement with infra-
structure. We need permanent organiza-
tions and networks of organizations that
build strong, organized, and politicized
power bases in all poor, working class,
people of color, and Native communities.
The environmental justice movement is
one vital social movement in the United
States that has effectively brought togeth-
er these sectors. In writing and sharing
this document, LOP hopes to contribute
our experiences and lessons to the grow-
ing fire of the environmental justice
movement.

The development of 

mass-based democratic 

leadership requires systematic 

and ongoing recruitment 

and programs, because there 

are no shortcuts in the daily,

direct work with people 

to build grassroots power
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