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INTRODUCTION

“

A community is the mental and spiritual
condition of knowing that the place is
shared, and that the people who share
the place define and limit the possibilities
of each other's lives. It is the knowledge
that people have of each other, their
concern for each other, their trust in
each other, the freedom with which
they come and go among themselves."
- WENDELL BERRY, Poet and Environmental Activist
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Allegheny County Clean Air Now (ACCAN) came into being
because we were forced to share our community with the
Shenango coke works who negatively defined and limited
the possibilities of our lives through the degradation of our
air and our health. Even though It’s owner DTE Energy said
it was committed to enhancing the quality of life for today’s
society and future generations and was dedicated to the
environment and sustainable development.1 Even though
our regulator, the Allegheny County Health Department
(ACHD), said it was protecting, promoting, and preserving
the health and well-being of all Allegheny County residents,
particularly the most vulnerable.
We began to tell our stories as a way of educating ourselves
and others about our dilemma. We thought this approach
could be a change agent. We believed that the air pollution
was making us sick and slowly killing us. We also believed
that we were part of a morality play in which the profit
motive of a Fortune 500 company trumped the health
concerns of the community. Meanwhile the ACHD
officials told us that industry has rights too (to pollute us?!)
and that the cycle of consent orders/decrees and fines
would continue because that was the way it was.
We learned that we could be heard if we persisted with
our storytelling and were not afraid to stand up in public
forums and provide testimony. This got the attention of the
media and sympathetic organizations who helped us to
expand and to disseminate our stories. Using the Woody
Allen concept that 80% of success is showing up, we
forged ahead.

Dawn Winters.................46
1

Karen Grzywinski...........48
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https://www.newlook.dteenergy.com/wps/wcm/connect/dte-web/home/
community-and-news/common/renewable-energy/introduction

ACCAN members showed up in a myriad of ways.
We organized our first annual community meeting
with the ACHD and invited community members
to tell their stories. We got regular meetings with
the ACHD where we started off each meeting with
a story told by a harmed community member.
We signed up to testify at the Board of Health
meetings to expose the egregious pollution that we
encountered on a daily basis. The Allegheny County
Council heard our stories as did the municipalities
downwind of the coke plant. We bought shares of
DTE Energy stock so we could attend shareholders
meetings and tell our stories to the Chairman/CEO
his staff and the board of directors.

SPECIAL THANKS TO:

 Annie O’Neill
 Lynn Johnston
 Scott Goldstein
 Cassi Steenblok,
Clean Water Action
 Myron Arnowitt,
Clean Water Action
 Sue Seppi,
Group Against Smog
and Pollution

We met with the EPA Region 3 Administrator
and his staff in Philadelphia to tell our stories
resulting in subsequent EPA visits to our area. In
our second annual meeting a mosaic of archived
air pollution incidents were in constant view. The
EPA Air Quality Acting Director stated those were
totally unacceptable. Four weeks later DTE Energy
announced the closure of the Shenango coke works.

 Matt Mehalick and Deb Smit,
Air Quality Collaborative

And now we share our stories with you. Please
read the following stories knowing that they come
from the heart and souls of a wonderful group of
committed friends and citizens.

 Mark Dixon, Blue Lens

 Jessica Pachuta,
Carnegie Mellon University
CREATE Lab
 Other staff and researchers
at Carnegie Mellon University
CREATE Lab

 Rich Fishkin
 Erin Heaney & Glenn Ratajczak,
Clean Air Coalition of Western N.Y

THADDEUS POPOVICH

 Bellevue Library

Cofounder, Allegheny County Clean Air Now

 Community Presbyterian Church
of Ben Avon
 Phoebe Kilgour/Spitfire Strategies
 Community members who took
the time to share their stories

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Photo from the ACCAN camera of pollution from
the Shenango Coke Works during a power outage
on June 11, 2015 which sent raw coke oven gas
into the air.

www.accan.org
www.facebook.com/AghCoCan
www.twitter.com/AghCoCan
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I moved to Ben Avon eight years ago after returning to Western Pennsylvania from
upstate New York. I lived near Avon Park and everybody would be out there walking
their dogs and pushing their kids in baby buggies. There were sidewalks and a small
downtown area. It was just a pleasant place to be. But Ben Avon is also 1/2-mile
directly across the Ohio River from Neville Island and the Shenango Coke Works.
I knew there was air pollution because the air stank
when I walked outside in the morning. It smelled
like tar. One of the coke plant’s byproducts was
indeed tar, used for making asphalt and resealing
driveways. Sometimes it smelled like rotten eggs.
On occasion, I would notice a slight granular
feeling all over the kitchen counters. It was soot
from the coke plant.
It took me a while to realize that air pollution was
going to be a serious issue for me and my health.
After returning to the Pittsburgh area, I developed
a gravelly voice which I have now. I went to my
doctor who tested me for allergies and said I was
allergic to mold and many other things in the environment. I never had allergies before.
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June 12th, 2012 was a memorable day. I had bypass
surgery to replace five clogged arteries feeding my
heart. Surgery does not eliminate heart disease.
I still needed to worry about my arteries clogging
up again. I did some research on nutrition, talked
to doctors, and found I could do a lot to help my
heart by changing my diet. I’m a vegan now.
Later I attended a lecture sponsored by Carnegie
Mellon University and realized that I had a bad ‘air diet’
as well. Dr. Arden Pope presented a study he had done
when a Utah steel mill shut down for six months. He
said hospital admissions, heart attacks, and respiratory
health problems decreased due to reduced air
pollution. I asked him if air pollution contributed to
my heart disease and he said, “absolutely.”

My heart problems persisted. In October, 2013,
I woke up in the middle of the night. The
windows were open and it smelled like
Shenango was in my room. I moved to a closed
window bedroom and laid down but my heart
went into atrial fibrillation for an hour. My
cardiologist believes this was due to air pollution.
I’ve told this story at Allegheny County Board of
Health meetings and other public gatherings.
The Shenango coke plant created so much
pollution that I was forced to move 10 miles
north to Franklin Park where the air quality is
pristine in comparison. There I could breathe
more easily, no longer needing to keep the windows
closed because of bad smells and dirty air.
I believe that DTE Energy, the company that owns
Shenango, doesn’t care. There is no return on investment when they spend money on maintenance
or air pollution control. All they care about is the
bottom line. There is no incentive to make changes,
unless the regulators require it. DTE’s mission is to
make money for their stockholders. Period. I
understand that. That’s why I’m a DTE stockholder.
I, along with others, bought one share of stock so
that we could go to their stockholders’ meetings
and make a fuss. I have this kind of “why not” way of
doing things in dealing with the company.
It was announced in December of 2015 that the
Shenango Coke Plant was shutting down. My
first reaction was disbelief and I said, “Wow! It’s
Christmas come early!” and “Pinch me, I think I’m
dreaming!” My friends and I had always hoped that
it would close by 2017 or so, but we thought that
was a long shot.
Since the plant has closed, my friends tell me that
the air has improved a lot in Ben Avon, and we
can prove it. The Allegheny County Health Department’s air quality monitor in Avalon has shown a
decrease in particulate matter and other pollutants.

“

I asked him if air pollution
contributed to my heart disease
and he said, “absolutely.”

I strongly believe that our grassroots organization Allegheny County Clean Air Now contributed greatly to the close of Shenango. We put
in hours of work to show that the plant was
seriously hazardous. We went to multiple borough
councils meetings to let them know what was going
on. We put forward resolutions approved by those
councils to the Allegheny County Department of
Health. We even went to the Allegheny County
Council meetings, just to put ourselves out there.
And it worked! We were so relentless that we even
got media coverage. I remember one particular
Board of Health meeting at which the director asked
me, “Ted, when are you going to give it up?” I was
convinced that the Board of Health couldn’t be bothered by our concerns, so we had to keep fighting.
According to the American Lung Association, the
Pittsburgh region has the most polluted air east of
California. That’s not good for attracting businesses
or young people into the region. In my opinion
“America’s most livable city” is not very livable.
Now that the plant is shut down, I get the feeling
that people think that all the work is done. However,
there is still a lot to do. We need to make sure that
a green, nonpolluting facility replaces Shenango.
That would be so uplifting.
Throughout this whole experience, I learned
that you cannot do things on your own. I
counted all of the organizations that fought for
this cause in some way, and there were more
than forty! Our goal now is to keep developing a
network of people and organizations that can help
us, because the fight for good air quality never ends.
There are still three major polluters on Neville Island.

But I believe that someday that could change, if we continue to fight for clean air!
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VIOLATIONS

I have lived in Bellevue for seven years now. When we were moving here we looked
at a ton of houses. It was just a matter of the right price at the right time, the right
house. It just happened to be a cute little house here in Bellevue. I love looking at
my neighbor’s garden. He’s got a beautiful perennial garden, so every week it’s a
different flower. I love seeing that. I love seeing all the dogs in the community.
I love that our dog, Lucy, enjoyed the first backyard that she ever had.
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I can only speak personally about what the
community was like when Shenango was operating. I had run two marathons, and I couldn’t
get up and down the stairs without my inhaler
here, and I would have a few asthma attacks a
week. I didn’t know why, until my husband learned
about the plant and the air quality in our neighborhood, and then went to a town meeting. It wasn’t
until I was at the meeting with other members of
the community that it became pretty obvious that
there was something wrong with the air quality.

point, a representative from the health department
complained about how he had been asked to put
letter grades on every restaurant, like they have in
every major city. He talked about how much of a
burden it was for him. I was thinking in my head,
“You are the health department. Just do your
job! You are our advocate for our health.” It was
very discouraging to know that he felt like his hands
were tied with the air quality, much like he felt like
his hands were tied when dealing with the restaurant industry in Pittsburgh.

It’s very upsetting to know that this plant was
operating with so many violations, and nobody
seemed to do anything about it. I remember at one

We also attended a city council meeting where we
really tried to have them change some procedures
at the plant. We told them that we thought the air

quality wasn’t good, and it was the first time that
the city council had even claimed to really hear
that it was an issue. That was very eye-opening
that the elected officials in Bellevue seemed to
really not care, or for the most part were really not
aware of the issue that this plant across the river
was to this community.
When I got an email saying that the Shenango
Coke Plant was closing down I immediately sent a
text to my husband. He believed I was punking him.
He thought I was making it up, a joke, it was that
unbelievable. It was stunning to know it was going
to be shut down. I didn’t actually think it would
happen. They closed down when we were out on
vacation. So, we never actually got to see the lights
go out, so to speak.
It’s a really funny thing because now that the
plant is closed it’s more what you don’t notice.
Before, you noticed the air. Now you don’t
notice the air. You shouldn’t notice the air. Water
shouldn’t have a taste, air shouldn’t have a smell. It’s
really the absence of anything that you notice. You
just walk outside and it smells like outside, which is a
tremendous difference from when the wind would
shift and you would smell it. There was also a haze
before. That seems to have dissipated as well.
I’m also definitely using my inhaler less. You just
don’t notice the stress on your lungs running up
and down the stairs when the windows are open.
When you have asthma, you always expect that
you’ll have an asthma attack because of exercise
or humidity or allergies. You don’t expect to have it
in your house because of a plant down the street.
That’s now been removed from the equation. I
think my lungs feel better.
But the air problems won’t be solved if that site
becomes a refuge for anything else. Pittsburgh
is a funny place in terms of its topography. The
air quality is always going to suffer more because
of the hills and mountains and the ravines, which
makes it even more important to have clean energy

“

We sort of get lost sometimes in
business and our schedules, but
the bottom line: our basic needs
are pretty simple. You can’t take
away clean air and clean water
from people and think it’s not
going to have an impact.

here so we’re not polluting anything. If it’s particularly humid and the wind current’s not moving, the
stuff is just going to sit here. I do believe it would
be nice if it became a green energy facility. It
would bring in some new, good quality jobs for
the community. It would be an example, to not
only Pittsburgh but to the country, on what green
businesses can do for the environment, and for
the community.
I think people need to be aware of what happened
here, and the before and the after, if we can get the
word out to other communities that have similar
coke works plants. Maybe it would help them
with their cause. I think we have a case study here
where we can hopefully show, even on a national
level, a before and after of what the quality of life
can be like after one of these plants closes.
We have to keep talking about clean air and clean
water. Our bodies are made up of air and water,
I mean who are we kidding? We sort of get lost
sometimes in business and our schedules, but the
bottom line: our basic needs are pretty simple. You
can’t take away clean air and clean water from
people and think it’s not going to have an impact.
We have a responsibility to the people and the
community to leave the world in better shape than
when it was handed to us.

Maybe the generations before us didn’t have the know-how or the knowledge to
realize how they were damaging it. But we do, so we can make some changes.
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I’ve been a resident of Bellevue for almost seven years now. My wife and I had never
lived here before, but Allegheny County kept getting great scores in the media as
one of the best places to live. We liked Bellevue because it was affordable with
good public transportation. The people here are also nice and hard-working.
But we didn’t know about the Shenango Coke Plant when we bought our home.
I’m a freelance writer and I work from home so
I’m exposed to this air 24/7. I’ve heard the smell
described as rotten eggs but it also smells sort of
like charcoal or garbage. And then you’d see this
thin film of soot everywhere. I initially didn’t
know what caused it. I’d just look at the houses
and they seemed dingier than where I am from.
We would go jogging and you would just feel it in
your lungs. It created this ironic situation where you
felt bad about exercising.
I overheard people talking about the Shenango
plant at the barbershop when I was getting my hair
cut, and I decided to join Allegheny County Clean
Air Now (ACCAN). I became much more interested
in air problems because a year after we moved
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here, my brother developed pancreatic cancer.
The situation really put things into perspective for
me. My wife’s asthma also got a lot worse after
we moved here. She became winded after only
walking up the stairs, and I had to invest a lot of
money in air purifiers.
I did some research and found out that asthma,
along with heart and lung disease, were much more
prevalent here. That’s when it all began to click:
Shenango was the cause for major health problems
in this community. But when you own a home
it’s not a liquid asset. We had the feeling that
“Oh, I have this piece of property and I’m kind of
trapped.” I can’t afford to move but there is an
actual, physical cost to our health living here.

As I began to canvass the neighborhood, I realized
that the people were as aware of the situation as I
was. I discovered that Shenango was not only an
environmental but a class issue. Clean air should
not be something that only rich people can have.
It should be a basic human right. The owners of
Shenango expect the working class to bear all of
the negative health effects from the plant, while
they collect a dividend check. They don’t live here,
so they don’t care if we get sick.
I wrote two editorials that were published in the
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette on the need for something
to be done about Shenango. My area of expertise
is financial journalism and I happened to know that
there were some big asset managers that owned
large stakes in DTE Energy which owns Shenango.
They could potentially influence how DTE behaves
so I became very interested in writing about that. I
figured what little I could do, I would try.
After my second editorial came out, I got a call
from a woman who said her husband used to own
Shenango. She’d read the article and was very
unhappy with what had been done with the facility
and wanted to help. The thing that impressed me
about her concern was it seemed like a very Pittsburgh thing. If I had written that article in New York,
there’s no way that the wife of the former owner of
the facility would call me afterwards.
When I first heard the plant was closing, I was
overjoyed. I also felt sad people would be losing
their jobs, but you have to think of the greater
good. There are about seventy thousand people
who are downwind from this facility, and there were
173 people who lost their jobs. It seems like such a
paradox that I am so torn between the two sides.
These companies try to divide us, when really
the workers had to breathe the pollutants in too,
and it was probably far worse for them.

“

I discovered that Shenango was
not only an environmental but a
class issue. Clean air should not
be something that only rich
people can have.

Now that the plant is closed, I feel like my life is
going back to normal. I walk my dog every day and
I totally notice the difference. Or rather, I really don’t
have to think about it quite as much. I don’t have
to smell that horrible smell anymore and I don’t
have to wonder what horrible thing I’m breathing. I
feel like I can run again. My wife’s asthma has also
improved. All the soot on the buildings isn’t gone
yet though as it’s caked on.
Overall, I think people in the community are happy
about the closure. I’ve talked to a lot who are glad
they don’t have to worry about the air anymore. I
think the business owners are happy, too. They
think it will increase foot traffic. To have a community that is not as polluted may actually help the real
estate prices because people don’t want to bring
their kids to a place that’s polluted.
However, the fight is not finished. There are still
some facilities on Neville Island and throughout the
county that affect our air. Plus we still don’t know
what is going to take place on that site. It’s built for
industrial use so we have to make sure that a good
industry takes its place. I think a solar array would be
a great idea. It would certainly improve community
relations in the Bellevue area.

I think in Allegheny County, DTE Energy has a black stain on its record. They created
a few jobs but polluted us a lot along the way. If they turned that facility into a solar
array it would really boost their corporate image and it would create jobs. That
facility has a long history of polluting the air and causing all of these problems.
To actually turn it into something green would be a nice ending to that story.
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I live in Avalon and I actually own a business in the neighboring community of Bellevue.
Avalon is about a ten minute drive slightly north of downtown Pittsburgh and we
are located up on a hill across from Neville Island. We have lived in Avalon for about
ten years, and two and a half years before that we rented an apartment in Bellevue.
We chose to live in Avalon because of the community.
It’s pretty walkable and convenient. It has a decent
amount of trees. It doesn’t feel like you’re living in
the city, but has the convenience and many of the
amenities of the city. I get to walk my son to elementary school every morning rather than just putting
him on a bus and waving goodbye every morning.
We have a lot of fun conversations on that walk.
When Shenango was open the air quality was definitely lower. There were often odors that we could
smell at our house in Avalon, and certainly when
you’re on Route 65 at certain times of the year or
certain times of the day you could smell them as
well. It absolutely limited our activities. We’ve never
planted a garden at our house. I was worried that
the poor air quality would translate to residue in the

10

rainfall and contaminate the dirt. Since my mother
lived farther north than us, we would just plant
vegetables at her house instead because it felt safer.
And I sometimes would limit my kids’ going out to
play if it was an especially stinky day.
I think for anyone who lives in Allegheny County,
air pollution is an issue to some extent no matter
where you are. But, as somebody who bought a
house just before I was getting married, and didn’t
have kids planned on the immediate horizon at that
point, it wasn’t anything that I thought about when
I was house shopping. I might have chosen to
live in a different area, which would mean that
we would have our store in a different area and
our lives would be completely different.

The biggest problem with the plant was the smell.
Being that my store is in Bellevue, people might
come in and ask, “What’s that smell out there?” I’d
have to explain that it was our air quality. I could
show them the air quality meter that we had in the
store, and that our air inside was good. We carry
the Speck monitor at our store, which is another
neat side effect of getting involved in the fight.
When people knew we were involved in it, I think
that made them a little more prone to talk to us
about it. Anytime there are petitions going around
related to local environmental issues, we always
keep one in the store on the counter and talk to
people about it.
I think we are in a unique position to do that
because we are a “natural parenting store.” A
majority of our customer base is concerned with
the environment. If they’re seeking products that
are natural and organic, obviously they want the air
and water that their kids are breathing and drinking
to be non-toxic and organic too. So, I never felt
like it was potentially detrimental to our business
in any way to be open in support of that. I used to
call, I’m not sure if it was the Health Department
or the plant, on any day that I could smell the
plant. We actually called Shenango directly sometimes. I would say, “Hey, I just wanted to report
that we’re up here in Avalon and I can smell your
stinky plant. You guys should do something about
that.” I was impressed that a few times they called
back and gave feedback on the call. It was more
than I expected from them , given the fact that they
seemed to be this terrible entity down there that
doesn’t follow any regulations.
I learned about Shenango closing from one of the
other activists I know who comes into the store. I
think relief was my first reaction. It came out of
nowhere. And my immediate response: “Yay, they’re

“

Being that my store is in Bellevue,
people might come in and ask,
“What’s that smell out there?”
I’d have to explain that it
was our air quality.

closing, but I feel really horrible for all the people
who work there.” But still, terribly relieved for our
community in general, for the clean air that we can
breathe now, absolutely.
The air just feels cleaner now that they’re not
around. It’s easier to breathe outside. There
aren’t stinky days anymore. It just smells like outside.
I would imagine that this high humidity wave that
we’ve had the past two weeks here probably would
have been a time where the air quality would have
been really horrible and stinky as a result.
Now that Shenango is closed, the air quality problems are improved but not solved. I think there’s
still a lot of work to be done in Allegheny County
for sure. We still have another plant up the river
that could be dealt with, and there’s a place in
Lawrenceville I know is a big deal. I still think that
there’s probably a decent impact on the air quality
from all of the fracking that goes on too. There
are many other areas that we could address. It’s
definitely not solved, but in our immediate neighborhood it’s vastly improved.
It’d be nice if they replaced the plant with something
green and eco friendly, maybe turn it into a solar
plant or something like that. I certainly don’t want to
see some other toxic polluting thing go in there.

But, if they could come up with something that could actually benefit the environment
that would be wonderful. We obviously need as much renewable energy as we can
get before we run out of fossil fuels. It caused so much harm, it would be nice if in its
next life it would be doing good things for the environment instead.
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I moved to Ben Avon shortly after I got married and have resided in the community
for approximately 55 years. We were looking for a place to rent and my wife’s
friends had a place in Ben Avon available. We rented for nine years before building
the house we live in now.
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We live on Walnut Road, which is named after all
the black walnut trees that it used to have. There
aren’t many left in existence but I salvaged one
that’s in my front yard. This is a really tight-knit
community, it’s a small community and people do
know each other. It’s very nice in that respect.

Shenango is an old company. I remember going
down to Neville Island in 1954 or 1955 to look for
summer jobs and they were active then. I even
applied there. I thought I would definitely get a job
there. But they never hired me and honestly they
did me a favor.

But the most disturbing thing about the community is what comes across the Ohio River from the
Shenango Coke Works. It’s one of those things that
I didn’t realize until later on. Many times you would
see the cloud of smoke and then the particles
on the deck, the roof, and just about everything.
And then there was the smell. I describe it as a
creosote smell and, with having been in a little bit of
chemistry, the rotten egg smell of hydrogen sulfide.
And it’s just something that we lived with.

As it continued, we became more aware of the
environment and some of the physical health
issues, particularly that my wife has. We had lived
here maybe fifteen years when she was diagnosed
with breast cancer. Luckily she had it removed and
hasn’t had any problems since. But in the meantime she began to have problems with asthma and
breathing as well as really bad arthritis. It became
evident that this is a real health problem to us.

But even now the awareness is there but you
don’t hear many folks talking about it. There is
this attitude that I think is an expression of
hopelessness and helplessness. People think
that there’s nothing you can do. I have a PhD in
psychology and am a licensed psychologist and I
have been gathering information and data on the
psychological effects of pollution on people. Here
we live with industry, we live with the steel mills,
the coal, we live with it all and we just have to
suffer and be affected by it.
Before moving here I was pretty used to breathing
what I call fresh air. I lived out in the country and
the air was much better there, especially when
the coal industry subsided. And then coming here
I noticed the change, especially on cloudy days
when everything is suppressed or there is an inversion. The big problem now is the nano particles.
They are so small that you can’t see them in the air.
But you can smell them. Last summer, we had our
windows open, and it was so bad that it woke us up
out of a deep sleep. We had to close the window.
I first learned that the Shenango Coke Plant was
closing when I received a call from a fellow ACCAN
member. Initially, I felt that the air quality could
improve in the borough. And it has! There is less
of a smell in the air. I used to have to keep all of
my windows closed because the smell from
Shenango would wake me up, but now I am free
to get fresh air. It’s a little too soon to see all the
differences, but so far it has been very positive.
I’ve been involved with Allegheny County Clean Air
Now for about five years. In the beginning, it was
just a few people that wanted to fight for air quality
justice. Once we got more people, we became a
group that had a lot of information. We organized
this information in such a way that people had to
take notice of us. We would go to Shenango and
discuss how things could get better, but eventually it became useless. They never listened
to us. All they cared about was making more

“

Now that the plant has closed,
I think people believe that the
work is done. However, it is only
just beginning. We need people
who not only talk the talk,
but people that actually take
action. This is the only way we
can get anything done.

money, and environmental problems were
secondary in their minds. Sadly, that’s the way
most businesses run today.
I personally think that Shenango closed for a lot
of reasons. One big point was that they lost their
client for coke. I think this has a lot to do with the
fact that Shenango has not gone green like most
major companies have. To not use solar, water,
or wind energy is like being a dinosaur in today’s
world. These energy sources are not only environmentally friendly, but continuous as well. I think
they could have stayed in business if they proved
to the community that they were going green, but
they didn’t do that. And for that reason, community
activists had to take them down.
Now that the plant has closed, I think people
believe that the work is done. However, it is only
just beginning. We need people who not only talk
the talk, but people that actually take action. This
is the only way we can get anything done. For
instance, Neville Chemical is a threat to the environment now. That plant produces toxins that
could cause serious health effects. The air quality
is better now, but the problems are definitely not
solved. We need to make sure that people are not
becoming ill because of the environment.

I’ve lived in this community for fifty-five years now, and I’m not planning on going
anywhere. For now, my hope is that more people will get on board and join the
fight for clean air. Then, maybe someday, the feeling of hopelessness can change.
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I have lived in Ross Township for 16 years. My house is three miles as the crow
flies from where the Shenango coke plant used to operate. It’s in a middle class,
suburban neighborhood of small houses with one-car garages. My house has a
nice green area around it; I like to live amidst nature.
I used to live in Friendship, downwind from the LTV
coke plant, and often complained to the Health
Department about those fumes right up until the
plant closed in 1998. Shortly thereafter, as luck would
have it, I ended up downwind from Shenango subject
to the same awful, easily recognizable stench. I
continued calling the Health Department to complain
to pretty much no avail. To me, the air in Pittsburgh
is pretty bad, though better than many people who
grew up here were used to. I grew up near New York
City and have since lived in eight other cities and never
experienced bad smelling air around my residence
until I moved to Pittsburgh in 1992.
Being three miles away from Shenango, the odors
were frequent. It would smell sometimes, several
times a week especially powerful at night when
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there was an inversion. And then when the plant
was having trouble you would smell it often, almost
every day. It was an intense, complex stench, probably dominated by sulfur. I know there are hundreds
of chemicals in there, such as toluene and benzene
but I can’t testify that I could single those out.
My wife and daughter were quite disturbed by it, as
were friends in other areas. One was a woman in
Bellevue. Almost every time I went to her apartment
I smelled it. The daughter of a friend of mine living
in Ben Avon had asthma. She was not exposed
to cigarette smoke. Three of the five women I
know within 3 miles of Shenango had cancer,
including my wife who had breast cancer. Two
friends who lived in Squirrel Hill within 2 miles of
the LTV coke plant both died of lymphoma in their

forties while the plant was still operating. I’ve always
suspected the plant as the cause.
It was dangerous to sleep with the windows
open at night because you didn’t want to be
awoken by the stench. I would have to go to
a room with no open window. I always hated
breathing that stuff. The injustice of it made me
angry. I jog and when I smelled the coke pollution,
I would have to stop. You don’t want nasty particulates deep in your lungs.
I never dealt with the company, but I felt the
Health Department was not very receptive to our
complaints. My impression was that they felt it was
an odor, but not a health problem. That seemed
incredible given the well-known links between
volatile organic compounds (VOCs), hazardous air
pollutants (HAPs), nitrogen oxides, particulates, and
the many other dangerous compounds in coke
oven emissions, to respiratory and heart diseases
and to cancer. The exposure of the local communities to frequent high concentrations of these
compounds from an old coke plant situated in a
river valley was certainly a health issue. The health
department did take some action but to me, and
many others affected, they never went far enough.
For example, they could have threatened to not
renew the plant’s operating permit unless extensive
investments were made in pollution controls. Instead
they levied small fines and issued consent decrees,
which did some good but not nearly enough.
I started attending meetings with the community
group when they were called the Neville Island
Good Neighbor Committee. I attended them
sporadically starting maybe ten years ago. They
morphed into ACCAN, as far as I know the history,
because the “good” had to be removed. Shenango
wasn’t a good neighbor.
When I had heard that Shenango was closed, it was
great news. I had been considering moving. I’m
sorry about the workers, but tens of thousands
of people should not have to breath stinky,
dangerous air, for the employment of 160 people,

“

The air is noticeably
cleaner now. It’s a joy to
smell nature again without
those nasty interruptions.

and for the profits of a company in Michigan.
The air is noticeably cleaner now. It’s a joy to smell
nature again without those nasty interruptions. My
nose doesn’t run as much, I can go jogging without
fear. I can leave my windows open at night. When I
drive on 279 I can see the Ohio River valley is now
free of haze. The quality of life is much better.
But now that Shenango is closed the problems
aren’t solved. Not in Allegheny County, not in my
neighborhood. As we know, Allegheny County is
still near the top of the worst air list. We have ozone
problems, too much diesel exhaust and other large
industrial sources of toxic particulates. Childhood
asthma rates in Allegheny County are around 50%
higher than the national average. The county is in
the top 2% for cancer risk from air pollution. The
risk is double that of surrounding counties. In the
worst areas of the county the risk is estimated to
be 20 times higher. Air pollution kills. And now we
have the threat of the Shell ethane cracker, which
will be a giant step backwards for ozone in our
region, which already teeters on non-compliance
with Federal standards.
Obviously we don’t want the Shenango site to
become another source of pollution. I know that
ACCAN is trying to press the company to install a
solar array there. That would be good for Pittsburgh
and probably good for DTE. I will take anything other
than a polluting industry. A beautiful park would
be ideal. Pittsburgh has shown that you can have
a thriving economy without having to sacrifice the
quality of your air and water in exchange for jobs.

I hope Pittsburgh keeps progressing towards the great city it is becoming. Cleaner
air and water is a big part of that.
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I’ve lived pretty much all my life around Neville Island, moving back and forth
between Kennedy Township and Bellevue over the years. I went to school in
Kennedy Township. When I got married I moved to Bellevue for three years, and
then moved back to Kennedy.
I also have a business in the area. It’s a family barber
shop called Lincoln Barber Shop. It’s right in the
middle of Bellevue on Lincoln Avenue. We’re going
on 50 years now. I’m a third-generation barber,
same location. Bellevue is a cool little walkable
town. The business district is about a mile in length,
right along Lincoln Avenue. It’s so close to
downtown Pittsburgh. It’s a good location overall.
In Bellevue I noticed the smell from Shenango
more in the mornings. On certain days there was
this stench, mostly in the early morning hours.
I noticed it in Kennedy Township every once in a
while, ever so slightly, but I think you could smell
it more on the Bellevue side of the river. When
you’re outside you like to smell fresh air, and
some days you didn’t have it. As far as effects, I
was more irritated by the odor than health issues.
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I realized that air pollution was a problem because
a lot of people talked about it at my business in
Bellevue. I have one customer in particular who has
COPD, so he has difficulty breathing. He couldn’t
even go out of the house on bad days. That’s how
bad it was for somebody in his condition. I’d ask
him a couple days later, “Hey Joe, where you been
the past couple of days?” and he’d say, “I couldn’t
come out of the house because the fumes, the
smell, the pollution was bad that day.” It really
affects people with breathing problems.
I believe we helped shut Shenango down. There
was a kickoff event at our barber shop. The purpose
of the event was to get the word out—to spread the
word and to gather like-minded folks who wanted
to fight this. We were more than happy to give the
barber shop as a place to meet, to bring awareness

to the community, to give people an outlet to speak
and hear and learn and get involved. Since then
I’ve basically been about having conversations with
customers, many of whom come from surrounding
areas. That’s my way of spreading the word. Some
of my customers belong to the Allegheny County
Clean Air Now group. I get information from them,
and then I pass it along. A barber shop’s a good
meeting place to spread information.
At the press conference I said something about the
fines, and how it seemed like Shenango had no
problem with just getting fined and paying the
fees instead of changing anything. I also talked
about how in the barber business we have what’s
called barbicide—that bluish liquid in the cylinder
where we put our combs. You have to soak the
combs in there to clean them and keep them
disinfected. When we get inspected we will actually
get shut down if the barbicide is murky, if it’s not
the right color of blue, or if you don’t have the right
amount of barbicide in the container. We can also
be fined for other issues. Simple things like that, it’s
amazing. And then you look at something major like
what Shenango was doing, and it seemed they can
just continue on their merry way. When I compared
those two scenarios, it didn’t make sense.
We’ve been here a long time and I think it’s
important to speak out, especially if you have a
business that’s been around as long as we have.
We live in the community, and many of the people
around here have lived here forever. They should
be listening to both the business owners and the
residents, and taking them seriously. We have all

“

We have all invested here, settled
here, and we’re investing in a
community. Everyone wants a
better way of life. This problem
should have been looked at
and fixed a long time ago.

invested here, settled here, and we’re investing in
a community. Everyone wants a better way of life.
This problem should have been looked at and fixed
a long time ago. It shouldn’t have taken this long.
It’s about time if they finally listen to the people and
the business owners.
I found out the plant was shutting down through
the ACCAN group, through a series of emails they
sent out. I also read it in the paper. It was good
news to hear. You didn’t think it was going to
happen. It just seemed like they continued to get
away with what they’d been doing for all of those
years and that nothing was ever going to change.
People have put a lot of time and effort into this,
and it was good to see that some good came out
of it. Since it shut down, I have not had those
random mornings of weird smells or odors. You
just don’t smell it anymore. It is nice, it’s a good
feeling to have better air quality.

Why can’t we have a cool area over there on Neville Island? It could be condos
or what not. I know that’s a stretch since there’s a lot of industry there with big
warehouses and other facilities. With the line of work that I’m in with my other
business, I’d like to see something really cool, a brewery or something like that.
But the reality of that may be years down the road. If you shut the rest of the places
down, you’ve got a lot of land down there to build on.
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PHOTO CREDITS:  LEAH ANDRASCIK

In February, 2015, nine ACCAN members, took the train to Philadelphia to present the EPA
Administrator for Region III, Shawn Garvin, with a petition asking the agency to step in and require
the Shenango Coke Works to clean up its act.

PHOTO CREDIT:  ANNIE O’NEIL

At a meeting with the Allegheny County Health Department, Thaddeus Popovich and other ACCAN
members demand more action to get the Shenango Coke Works to comply with regulations.
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PHOTO CREDIT:  JULIE ST. JOHN

In 2014, community members, business owners, unions, faith leaders and non-profit groups gather at the
Lincoln Barber Shop in Bellevue, PA to call on the Allegheny County Health Department to impose much
tighter controls on the Shenango Coke Works or shut it down.
PHOTO CREDIT:  CASSI STEENBLOK

Starting in November 2014 at the Ben Avon Community Presbyterian Church, community members from
throughout the area came to a meeting with the Allegheny County Health Department, Environmental
Protection Agency, and other decision makers to speak passionately about the effects that the Shenango
Coke Works had on their health and demanding action against the plant.

"I heard about
a meeting and
stopped by to
see that there was
a new group of
people who were
really passionate
and serious
about change."
- KEN HOLMES
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I have lived in Ben Avon for 49 years in October. Previously in Emsworth and
Bellevue. I have lived in this area almost my whole life. My parent’s built a home
here. We lived in Emsworth but the house was too small and we needed to build
a bigger house. We looked for a couple years and then my grandmother’s second
husband past away and she was going to move in with us and we needed a bigger
house. So we sold two houses and we built one. Ben Avon is definitely a middle
class neighborhood with a lot of old Victorian homes, a lot of big trees, a lot of
leaves that come down in the fall. It’s small. I can walk to church, I can walk to the
coffee shop. And I feel safe here.
But when Shenango was operating the air pollution
was really bad. I mean it’s been bad since I was
a child living in Emsworth. You could feel it in
your breathing. For me breathing was difficult, my
allergies were really really bad. My eyes were bad
enough they itched but then the smell would just
irritate your sinuses and just completely clog you
up. Living in the area, when you go to an allergist,
you find out that you’re allergic to this, this, and this.
And then you say where you live, the doctors look
at you and go ‘oh well then.’
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You could always see a haze around the area, you
never got a crystal blue sky. Occasionally wind
might blow the dust through and you might get a
clear one. The smell was absolutely horrendous.
Nothing worse than the summertime. You didn’t
really need your air conditioning, but you’d
open the windows at night and I can remember
waking up in the middle of the night and almost
gagging and realizing there was this smell in
my room and that’s what woke me up. And I’d
have to shut the windows but by then it was already

in the bedroom and you’d have to hope it would
dissipate so you could go back to sleep.
I once found, this was a couple decades ago, a
pollution number in the phone book and I was
frustrated one morning by not being able to sleep
and I called this number. They gave me another
number to let them know just what was going on.
And I called it right after that and someone, they
said to me “how did you get this number, no one’s
ever supposed to get this number,” and I went “well
someone gave it to me just now to call you and let
you know how bad your air is.” They were shocked
someone could get that far to complain.
I found out that Shenango was closing on television, on the 11 o’clock news. In December, I was up
at my sister’s home in Butler somewhere up there
and we were just discussing this happening and I
was just getting ready for bed and she was yelling
full tilt out in the living room, “Come out here!
Come out here! Shenango’s shutting down! At last!”
And that’s how I found out about it with great joy.
I think they started to shut down a little bit in
December because they had to close down by
January because I went for a walk on Christmas
Eve before all my company arrived. It was during
the day and the sky was as blue as I’ve ever seen it
before. And I went, “Well you are in a partial shutdown at this point” and thought “Wow!” And it was
just amazing the difference I felt. I was just ecstatic
going “This was going to be so much better.”
You can leave your windows open at night now,
and get fresh air in and not have to worry about
closing them down or the smell waking you up.
My sinuses are better. My allergies are a little bit
better even though it’s allergy time right now. The
one that’s amazing is my neighbor. When I ran
into her, and I said “Hey what do you think?” I said

“

Living in the area, when you go
to an allergist, you find out that
you’re allergic to this, this, and
this. And then you say where
you live, the doctors look at
you and go ‘oh well then.’

“Shenango’s gone. I don’t know about you but the
skies are bluer.” They had just moved in a couple
of years ago, and she goes “there was this haze
around here,” and she says “It’s gone. Not only that
I don’t have to take my asthma medicine as much
anymore.” She said “I am actually feeling better
since they’re gone.”
Now that Shenango is closed I still think we need
to protect ourselves from anymore pollution that
comes along. Today’s world is all corporate greed;
let’s make money, we’ll give them jobs they’ll lose
their health, but they’ll have jobs. And I think they
put the dollar sign before everything else first. And
that bothers me. I think the site should become
something environmentally friendly. I don’t know
if we can make it residential, because it might be
too dangerous unless they have some kind of
way of going in to protect everyone. But I know
we’ve talked about putting in the new windmills for
energy production, or solar panels. You know, that
could eventually reduce energy costs, the use of
energy, and produce more energy. Well, if anything
can help reduce our pollution or protect the
environment, I’m all for that right now, I really am.
You know, that could eventually reduce energy
costs, the use of energy, and produce more energy.

With solar panels you say “well we won’t have to use as much energy requiring this
or that.” That’s a benefit. I think that might work. You know, I think that it should be
something that benefits the community and not put us in danger again.
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I’ve lived in Avalon, Pennsylvania, slightly north of Pittsburgh for eleven years. We
chose to live here because it has public transportation and is close to downtown.
My husband and I were both in school when we moved. The home was a good
price, and we like the walkable community.
When Shenango was operating there was always
soot on our porch. There would be days where the
odors were really bad and you would see smoke
and haze in the sky. We actually used to make
a joke of it and say, “Oh it stinks again, the mill
must be letting out.” At the time we didn’t really
put much thought into it. Then I read an article in
the Post-Gazette about the health issues. It talked
about the violations Shenango had and a Health
Department meeting for residents. I attended the
meeting and that was how we learned that it was
much worse than “it smells bad” or “there’s stuff in
the air.” It made me worried. It made me angry.
Even before that, when I was pregnant, I was in a
coffee shop in Bellevue and overheard two guys
talking about air concerns. I turned around and said
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“we can’t even hang clothes on the line because
when you do they become full of all this fine black
dust.” They gave me the name of someone and
I got on their email list. After my son was born
prematurely and I began to learn more about the
health effects, I contacted her to ask what I could
do to help from home.
I started to read more about what the chemicals
do, that benzene and coke oven gas are known
carcinogens. It became very worrisome. There
was always the question in the back of my mind
of, “Would my son had been premature if we
had lived somewhere else?” It has impacted our
activities, any outdoor exercises for example. You
would go outside and it was hazy and smelled. You
don’t want your kids playing outside in that.

My grandfather worked in a steel mill on Neville
Island and had a lot of health issues with his heart
and lungs, so he wasn’t really able to enjoy his
retirement. It’s hard to say what caused my grandfather’s health issues, but I would imagine it was
Particulate matter (PM2.5) and volatile organic
compounds (VOCs). He spent his whole career at
the mill and I don’t know what sort of safety equipment or filtration masks they had back then.
I worried about the workers at Shenango who
were right on top of it, breathing in toxic emissions. When you have a company that profits in the
billions, it’s egregious for them not to protect their
workers. That’s why we just wanted them to follow
the laws, because you don’t want to put people
out of work. But at the same time it’s at what cost?
I can’t put my children at risk in exchange for a job.
What wins out, health or jobs? It’s unfortunate that
we don’t have more clean industries that are not
putting people at risk, and can provide a family-sustaining income.
I thought hearing news of Shenango closing would
make me ecstatic. But it was two weeks before
Christmas, so for the community it felt like an early
Christmas gift, but I think all of us had in the back
of our minds that people are losing work. I had
always thought that this battle was going to take
many years and that there would be time for us to
bring on some of the workers and union as allies. I
thought we would have time to advocate for a just
transition into clean energy and job retraining and
we didn’t get that chance.
It’s like a night and day difference. The kids spent
the entire summer playing outside. We are able
to walk around the neighborhood without being
concerned that it would start stinking halfway
through our trip. You can see the difference. It
doesn’t get as hazy as it used to. There aren’t
big puffs of smoke or steam coming out of the
place that on hot humid days would just hang in
the valley. And the odors, we don’t smell anything
like we would smell when they were operating.

“

I can’t put my children at risk
in exchange for a job. What
wins out, health or jobs?
It’s unfortunate that we don’t
have more clean industries that
are not putting people
at risk, and can provide a
family-sustaining income.

When you walk up the hill your lungs don’t burn.
Before the plant was closed we were thinking about
moving, but we have no plans to move now.
I don’t think that air pollution problems are solved
here. In the rural areas there is a lot of fracking.
There are other coal-fired power plants and coke
plants. The largest coke plant in the United States,
Clairton, is not too far from here, so I’m sure they’re
dealing with worse than we were. On Neville
Island there are other facilities that need permits to
operate, so just because you can’t smell it, there
are probably still emissions to be concerned about.
We need to continue addressing air pollution
because there are other sources out there and a
lot of people are affected health-wise. We need
elected officials who recognize a problem and are
willing to listen to their constituents rather than
corporations. Public awareness is important. Some
longtime residents in Pittsburgh say, “It’s not dark
at noon and I don’t have to change my shirt when
I get home, so the air is clean.” But many of the
pollutants, even though you can’t see them,
have a bigger impact on your body than
originally thought because it gets into your
bloodstream. I don’t think many people are aware
of these impacts.

Now that the plant is closed I would like to see it replaced with something that is
non-polluting. The solar array would be neat—it could be the first one in Pittsburgh.
And because DTE Energy has already done that in other places, that may be a
possibility. Hopefully.
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I moved to Bellevue in 2004 when I bought my house here. It kind of reminds me of
the small town I grew up in. I got tired of having to drive everywhere, of not being
able to just walk. I like the house where I live because I have a view of the Ohio
River in the winter. It’s about a quarter mile to the river and I like walking there.
When Shenango was operating it was dirty. I would
have to clean soot off of my windows and porch
furniture constantly. It looked like 1940’s/1930’s
industrial Pittsburgh. I felt like it’s necessary for jobs
and other things but it shouldn’t be as harmful as
it’s allowed to be. It’s an antiquated plant operating
under antiquated rules. Knowing that the plant was
there and that there was constant fall-out from
smoke, to me it was just stressful. The people that
lived here in that smoke, especially the kids, are
suffering from it every single day.
When I moved here my two sons were living with
me. My oldest son has a mild case of asthma. When
he was in Columbus he would visit and every time
he would come home he would start having respiratory problems, congestion and breathing prob-
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lems. It just baffled me that every time he came
home he suffered from these problems, so I’m
thinking finally that it may be the Shenango Plant.
I’m anxious for him to come home and to see what
the results are after the plant closed.
Since the plant has shut down it’s as if the stress has
lifted. There has been a big change to the quality
of life. I don’t have to feel guilty about having the
doors and windows open anymore. People say
that to avoid indoor air pollution all you have to
do is open your windows but here if you opened
your windows you were letting in worse
pollution than was inside but not anymore.
I have been involved with an environmental
community group here for years now. Recently I
became involved again because I heard about a

meeting and I stopped by to see that there was a
new group of people who were really passionate
and serious about change.
I remember a community meeting with the Health
Department and they were giving us a tutorial on
coke making, as if everyone wanted to know how to
make coke because Shenango was in the community. The longer I sat there listening, the angrier
I got about the problem Shenango was having
with their equipment not working properly.
And there was the Health Department official, as if
they were a representative of the company, trying
to dissuade everyone’s anger. At that point I said,
“They’re violating the rules. They’re out of control.
Their plant is not working as efficiently as it should.”
I simply asked if they had the power and authority
to shut them down. They wouldn’t answer the
question, and I asked two or three more times.
I sensed in the audience that they were thinking I
was going too far in the way I was asking the
question. “They’re here to help us, right?” What I
was seeing was that they were not here to help us.
They were here to help themselves.
It was a complete surprise when I heard on the
radio that Shenango was closing. I think that
everyone in Bellevue, especially the political
people, should look at that as a momentous day
in the life in the North Boroughs. There’s no accumulation of particles and soot in my windowsills. It
is nothing like what it was before, where every few
days you have a buildup of soot in your house. It
had vastly improved.
According to DTE, it was a business downturn,
just a lack of demand for their product. I have no
reason to believe that that’s not true. I’d like to think
that whatever we did may have had something to
do with it. The point is, they’re shut down and we
have to make sure that another polluting industry
doesn’t take their place. I’d like to see a park—a
green area. It would be nice, but it’s an industrial

“

If a solar array wouldn’t be a good
thing as far as production of
electricity goes, it would at least
be symbolic. I think that, in and of
itself, it would be a big stimulus
for this area and areas like this to
promote solar energy generation.
It would be looking at tomorrow
rather than yesterday.

area so I doubt that’s going to happen. Another
possibility, people have mentioned a solar array or
other renewable energy. That’s the ideal use for
that. It should be an improvement and contribute to
air quality rather than detracting from it.
If a solar array wouldn’t be a good thing as far as
production of electricity goes, it would at least
be symbolic. I think that, in and of itself, it would
be a big stimulus for this area and areas like this
to promote solar energy generation. It would be
looking at tomorrow rather than yesterday. That
is where progressive companies have to be. They
have to believe that it’s possible to do that, and it is.
People have to get out of that mindset that industry
means poor air. We should be beyond that by now.
We can overcome that by pointing to areas that
aren’t as polluted. In a lot of cases, other economies are better than ours. You don’t have to give up
jobs to have cleaner air.
I went to the DTE Shareholders meeting this year.
We were there just as advocates for maybe turning
it into a solar farm or some form of renewable
energy. But outside of that, I didn’t sense that it was
much of a concern to them.

They talked about energy and they talked about their investment in a solar facility
that is in construction right now in Michigan. We suggested they do something
similar here. They were open to it, and happy that we suggested it. The fact that
they’re an energy company, and they’re capable of doing it, who knows. They may
surprise us and do it. Hopefully they will. That would be nice.
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I have lived in Avalon for 36 years. Avalon is six miles from downtown Pittsburgh
on 65 North along the Ohio River. We were moving to Pittsburgh and chose to live
here to be close to our friends.
Avalon is a blue collar, working class neighborhood.
It was a great place to raise a family and our
neighbors are wonderful. We are all friendly and
watched out for each other and all the kids. It
reminded me of the town where I grew up.
When my children were young and the windows
were open at night we could hear the doors of
the coke ovens at Shenango opening and closing.
They gave off this horrendous screech and my
kids would come running into our bedroom crying
about the awful sound. I would tell them the circus
elephants lived on Neville Island when they weren’t
on the road. That seemed to satisfy them so they
could at least go to sleep. But because the doors
always needed to be repaired or oiled or fixed,
I knew they were not sealing properly and
something had to be coming from them.
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When Shenango was operating the odors were
awful with that sulfurous rotten egg smell. If it wasn’t
the smell of the sulfur, it was the smell of hot metal—
the coal—the coke. And it just permeated everything.
I could see the soot that was on my windowsills,
porch railings, and furniture. When I would wash my
railings down, I would have to throw the rag away. It
was that dirty. Every time I turned around I had to do it
again. And if I had company, I would rush, with rag in
hand, to all of the windowsills and wipe them down.
I could not stay outside for more than an hour
before a headache would start, sometimes it would
only take minutes. My daughter has had asthma
from the time she was two. With no history of
asthma in my family, it had to be contributed by
what we were breathing living in Avalon. I felt
terrible that I was exposing my family to this. And

I thought this isn’t right, this isn’t the way I want to
live. I knew the air was not clean. This is not what
I’m promised in Pennsylvania’s environmental
policies. This is not how I thought I would be living.
I got involved in the clean air movement by
starting with our local government and moving up
from there. It was 1991 or ‘92 and it wasn’t about
Shenango because I thought it was always there
and would never leave. I read an article in the newspaper about a cement kiln on Neville Island that
was planning to burn hazardous waste as fuel and
thought no, this cannot happen on top of all the
other pollution coming from the Island; someone
has to stop this madness. I made many phone
calls to township and borough offices asking if any
of their residents were concerned about this and
found others who were also alarmed. We gathered
our small band together and did what we had to do
to make the changes to stop it. We worked through
our local governments, had resolutions passed, got
thousands of names on petitions, spoke at public
meetings, walked every neighborhood for signatures and handed out fliers for meetings. It took a
lot of time for us to get something established. I
am happy to say that we were successful and the
company that owned the cement kiln closed, filed
for bankruptcy and went out of business. It was
a long and arduous process and it took three
years of my life that I gave up when my children
were young and my family needed me, but we
all felt this was something that we were doing
for them and their future.
I actually learned of Shenango’s closing from the
newspaper. I couldn’t believe it, it seemed that
monstrosity was there forever. I was so happy it was
finally shutting down but I really did not believe it
until I was driving home one day and turned onto

“

Not seeing the smoke and
emissions coming from the coke
ovens is just one of the best
feelings I remember about
living in Avalon.

South Ohio Street. I could see Kennedy Township,
green trees, no smoke, clear as a bell. I thought ‘Oh
my God, it’s happened.’ It was like a new day dawned.
The air is cleaner now. You don’t get that awful
odor that catches in your throat. You can breathe
easier, you can feel the difference. I can spend time
outside. I don’t have to wipe down the railings as
often. Not seeing the smoke and emissions coming
from the coke ovens is just one of the best feelings
I remember about living in Avalon.
Although Shenango has shut down, problems still
exist. There are a lot of factories in Allegheny County
that still emit pollution. Our jobs are never done as
engaged citizens. We must keep monitoring our
air and water quality. We need much more transparency in reporting. Since the federal regulations
require self-reporting, I don’t trust them. Been there,
done that – we know how they play the game.
I would love to see some type of clean recycling
done or solar panels produced at the site. I want to
see that part of the island give back in a clean way
to offset everything that has happened there in the
past years. The Island’s history has been tainted by
the companies who did their dirty business there. I
want to see it become green again.

We have one world to take care of and must make the most of it and that
doesn’t mean taking the most from it. We can only live on this earth that gives us
everything we need to exist as humans. We must protect this land; we can’t just
keep taking from it and degrading it. We have to appreciate, enjoy and renew it.
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I currently live in an apartment complex in Ross Township. It has a suburban feel
but you can walk out the drive and get onto sidewalks and into the West View
neighborhoods. I moved here from Emsworth after my wife passed away three
years ago. I wanted to downsize so I sold my house. I considered moving to
Bellevue because of my ties to the North Boroughs community, but I decided it
probably wasn’t wise to live so close to the air pollution from Shenango.
My wife, Georgette, and I lived in areas close to
Shenango for 20 years. We moved a couple of times
but always lived within a mile and a half of the plant.
After living in the area and learning a little about
the Shenango Coke Works, I began having more
concerns. Georgette was a lifelong asthma sufferer
and had a number of other respiratory conditions.
Before we moved to Emsworth, I tried to talk her
out of moving there, but in Georgette’s mind we
shouldn’t have to be concerned about where we
moved because the air quality should be good
everywhere. She didn’t want to have some concern
prevent her from moving where she wanted. She
had spent all her life except a couple of years in
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Allegheny County close to steel plants and had a lot
of health issues because of the poor air.
After Georgette passed away, I really wanted to
get involved in advocacy for air quality. Partly in
her memory, partly because I felt this was a huge
injustice. People like Georgette and everyone
else shouldn’t be forced to breathe poor air when
the air could be better. So I joined the group that
was called the Neville Island Good Neighbor
Committee, which later changed their name to
Allegheny County Clean Air Now. I became a
certified smoke reader, I started taking the minutes
of the meetings, and I’ve spoken at County Council
Meetings and at Health Department meetings.

I even purchased a share in DTE Energy stock
so that I could go to their annual shareholders
meeting and speak.
I had always been so protective of Georgette and
I wrongly assumed that my health wasn’t being
impacted. However, when I would go down to
smoke read and monitor the plant, if the wind was
blowing at us I would leave there with a very
irritated mouth and throat. And on days of really
bad pollution that irritation and congestion would
last a week or longer.
It’s very obvious there are emissions from
Shenango. You can see them. When you are living
with air pollution you are constantly living in fear of
what implications there are for you and your family.
The very things that promote health, like exercise,
are increasing your risk. You can’t take anything
for granted and it turns your life upside down. Life
without air pollution would free up a lot of that
anxiety that we live with.
When I started this project, my main motivation
was telling my wife’s story. I believe that Georgette
passed away prematurely due to health problems
that were largely caused by air pollution. But not
only do I have a deep concern for my family, but
also for the whole community that has to suffer
with the consequences of pollution.
What many people don’t realize is that we all
have skin in the game. Whether our health is
affected now, whether we live close to one of
the plants or not, this is an issue that concerns
all of us. I see this as affecting generations to
come. I have two grandkids at Pitt now and I’m a
little concerned they might, after graduating, decide
to stay in the Pittsburgh area. And while on the one
hand I would love that, on the other I’m thinking
maybe it would be better for them if they chose to
live in a place that had better air quality.
Ever since Shenango closed, I no longer have to
worry as much about what might be in the air.
When I’m in the North Boroughs, I can no longer
smell the odor from Shenango. Everyone involved

“

When you are living with air
pollution you are constantly
living in fear of what
implications there are for
you and your family.

with the closure, including fellow Allegheny County
Clean Air Now (ACCAN) members, have noticed
a significant difference since the plant has closed.
It will be especially noticeable when the weather
gets warmer and people begin to spend more time
outside. I know that more people will notice the
differences then.
My determination to work for the right to better
air quality motivated me to be an active member
of ACCAN. I believe that this group, along with
other environmental organizations, have been the
driving force in closing the Shenango Coke Plant.
They have been so diligent these past few years
about getting the health department to respond to
regulation requirements. I believe their activism put
enough pressure on the company that they had no
other choice but to close. Shenango claimed that
the market for coke decreased, however, I think
that it was mostly these environmental groups that
shut the plant down. I have been so impressed with
the dedication of the people in our group. Even
after the closure, people still attend our monthly
meeting. I think that says a lot.
If you asked me before the plant shut down
what ACCAN would have to do after closure, I’d
probably tell you that our goal would have been
met. However, now I realize there are several
important steps to take in order for the site to
remain pollution free. We need to make sure that
Shenango cleans the site up, and we need to see a
clean reuse.

It is also necessary for ACCAN’s perspective of the story to be told through “before
and after” accounts so that no one ten years from now can say that Shenango
didn’t really have a big effect on the community.
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I have lived for 18 years in a neighborhood in Ben Avon that is 700 feet from the
Shenango Coke Works on Neville Island. We have lived in the shadow of Shenango
for both my sons’ entire lives. When I got married, this was where we could afford
to live. We didn’t even know the plant was there at the time.
Shortly after we moved in, we were sitting on the
porch and we saw a big flame shooting into the
sky. We asked our neighbors about it and they
informed us about the local coke plant. That was
the first time I learned about Shenango. It was most
noticeable on my porch. It was always dirty, no
matter how often I cleaned it. We didn’t want to sit
out there because the cushions of the chairs were
always grimy and it got on your clothes.
We considered moving but we wanted to stay in
the Avonworth school district for my boys. But
even when I could afford to move, we didn’t really
want to. I used to hear stories about people living
in places affected by pollution and I’d wonder why
they don’t just leave. But now I know why. This is
our home. We didn’t want to leave. Pollution is very
emotional. You don’t think it would be, but it is.
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I had a couple of episodes last year where we woke
up coughing. Sometimes I noticed on my way
home from work that as soon as I cross the hill of
Ben Avon Heights, I can smell the air. And pretty
soon I started noticing that I had a nagging, occasional cough that lasts maybe a day and half. It’s
like our bodies aren’t allowed to function the
way they are supposed to, so we have a harder
time staying healthy. The unease I feel about the
pollution was just growing and growing.
It’s especially hard on my sons because they are on
the autism spectrum. I feel like my kids might be
healthier or less symptomatic if they were born
in another place, if they didn’t have to breathe
this air. I want to live in a cleaner place, a place
where I don’t have to worry about my kids being
so depressed. Many of the neighbors I talk to have

physical problems associated with air pollution, but
there is also a lot of mental illness too like anxiety
and depression.
I didn’t make the connection between air pollution
and autism until recently when I heard a statistic about
autism rates being so high in the Ohio River Valley.
I feel guilty that they were born, that they were
gestating, in a polluted environment. I breathed
all of that in when they were developing. I can’t fix
that, it’s already happened, but maybe I can alleviate
the symptoms. So I just try to make my house as
clean as possible. I get plants to filter the air, and we
keep our windows closed.
I also try to do what I can by getting involved with
air quality advocates. I got involved with a local
group and started going to meetings. I feel like
there isn’t enough done to protect us from the
hazards to our health. The plant is just constantly
paying fines which I’m sure are cheaper than
making improvements. It’s very upsetting and sad.
Last Christmas, I received an email from Allegheny
County Clean Air Now (ACCAN) stating that
Shenango was finally being shut down. I was so
happy that I went running through my house
shouting to my kids, “Guess what! You won’t believe
it!” I called my mom who lives on the same street,
and she asked, “does this mean that you don’t have
to move?” Because the pollution was so bad that I
was only steps away from putting my house on the
market. But I told her, “Yes, I guess this means that
we don’t have to move!” My mother and my sons
were so thankful to be staying here.
Once the plant shut down, I could tell the
difference in air quality right away. Within just
a couple days, there was a dramatic change. It
was like someone just shut the pollution off.
Instead of a haze, you could see a clear, blue sky.
Everything just smells and looks so much cleaner.
My family and I never used to go outside, but now
we can just sit on the front porch and relax.
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I used to hear stories about
people living in places affected
by pollution and I’d wonder why
they don’t just leave. But now I
know why. This is our home.
We didn’t want to leave.

My family and I are beginning to see huge improvements in our health as well. Our moods have
even improved. I believe that pollution can affect
mental health as well as physical, and I noticed
that my sons’ behaviors completely changed after
the plant shut down. Both of my sons seemed to
be depressed, but now I can hear them laughing
in their bedrooms. They also had some sleeping
problems, but now they are able to sleep through
the night, and they wake up at a reasonable hour.
Everyone in the community seems happier
because they are more willing to love our
neighborhood now. It’s like a huge weight has
been lifted off of our shoulders.
Even though the plant supposedly shut down
because of less demand for steel, I believe that it
was the community groups, such as ACCAN and
Clean Water Action, that pushed them over the
edge. But, there is still more work to do. Now,
we still have to worry about what company will
be taking over the plant. My hope is that a clean
industry will come in, like solar arrays. It’s important
to talk about improvement. That way, we won’t
accept just another dirty industry coming in. I know
that the pollution problem isn’t solved, but only one
thing can be solved at a time.

There was such a long battle concerning Shenango, and now that it has closed,
I feel like justice has been served.
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I’ve been a resident of Avalon for almost ten years now. I chose to live here because
of the convenience. It’s not too far away from downtown and it’s accessible to all
major highways. I guess the best thing I like about it is, this house and some of the
other homes here are beautiful. It’s just a very tranquil, low key community. Not a
lot of stress, violence. A desirable place to live.
When Shenango was operating it was constant,
24/7 nightmare of toxic fumes blowing out from
the manufacturing of coke. And also a fireball
coming out of a smokestack at all times to burn
off whatever toxins came out of that portion of the
plant. There were days when you could not really
or didn’t want to go outside. Some days were so
bad that the atmosphere was full of smoke. And
many instances it smelled like diesel fuel. Other
days it would smell like burned up tires. A wide
range of different smells on quite a number of days
of the year. I’ve been in construction my whole life,
so a lot of the fumes I did smell, I recognized. A lot
of days your best refuge was to stay inside the
house where you have air conditioning and the
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air is filtered to accommodate your lungs so you
could breathe better.
My first indication of the problem with air pollution
was when I moved here ten years ago. There was a
tremendous amount of soot built up on the house
from the plant’s operation. Soon after, very loud
rumbling noises, not during the day, but late at night
or very early in the morning. Within a year, I noticed
that especially during the summer months and spring,
when the winds blew from the southwest, it just
dumped all kinds of disgusting smelling smoke onto
the northwest side of Avalon all across the boulevard
here. Sometimes you couldn’t see it but there was
always a smell and you knew it was from the plant,
not from the road, it was definitely from the plant.

I do landscaping and so on really bad days I just
wouldn’t do my work. I’d go to another town or
go on to another job away from the plant and
wait for a day when it wasn’t as bad so I could do
my work here. But that’s a really terrible thing to say,
to have to alter your life to get away from your work
to get away from a very unhealthy condition. But
that’s how I would address it.
It’s not just a coal soot like from many years ago
that Pittsburgh acquired from the burning of
furnaces. This was a very unusual element. Black
soot but also an oil composition to it. The siding
attracted this soot. It would embed itself in the
PVC siding or wood. I would take a rag and try to
wipe it off but it would just smear right into it. The
only way to really get it off would be spray it with a
bleach compound and wash it with a garden hose.
We’re talking about something that’s really a
staining element, a filth element, and when
you’re breathing that in, you have to ask, what
is that doing to your lungs?
I found out about Shenango closing because we
were actually invited to a Christmas party and our
neighbor had a newspaper, on the front page an
article said that Shenango would be closing down
on January 14th. It felt great. When I read that in
the paper, I was just elated. I thought I can’t believe
it. I can’t believe they are finally going to shut
down. I guess when you’re living this close to that
every day, for year after year, putting up with it, the
permanent fixture of society that’s a thorn in everyone’s side, it’s a wonderful feeling. Now that I walk
outside and I can breathe the air and it’s not that
smell anymore, it’s nice.
It’s been a huge difference. People are outside
more. This year I noticed, more than ever, people
jogging, where nobody really ran around here last

“

But right here, right now, right
across the river, with Shenango
not being there, there is a huge
difference in the way this
community smells.

year. You’d be lucky to see a jogger on the road and
then you scratched your head and said why is he
running to get a work out, and breathe this? But it’s
been a big turnaround, I’ve noticed more and more
people outside, especially this summer. Which is
a really good thing. There’s still things that smell
around here like the sewer plant down by McKees
Rocks, there’s certain other elements and factories
that probably need to be addressed. But right here,
right now, right across the river, with Shenango not
being there, there is a huge difference in the way
this community smells. It’s a much more desirable
area to be in now that the plant’s been shut down.
There’s still a lot of air pollution around Pittsburgh
though. I think there needs to be more monitoring
of these plants. I was very impressed when I went
to the meeting and learned there was a camera
24/7 monitoring Shenango and its operations
and what time and the smoke. Everything can
be detected if you probe deep enough into the
sources and the times and investigate it enough
you can find out what plants are doing, what
they’re burning, what’s their chemicals, what they
are doing.

I’d like to see, who knows, maybe an industrial plant can come in that produces
solar panels, that fabricates and makes solar panels, and sells them. That’s
not saying there’s not toxics there either but I think that there’s a lot of other
corporations and industries that can come in that are environmentally friendlier,
much more so than Shenango.
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PHOTOS:  LYNN JOHNSON

With a camera set up in an ACCAN member’s attic, the CMU CREATE Lab developed a video system
to provide 24/7 documentation of the Shenango Coke Works’ emissions. The video, along with other
reports on pollution and odors coming from the plant, were displayed on the Shenango Channel
website. Pollution reports came from the Allegheny County Health Department’s monitors as well as
from monitors placed in members’ backyards.

 SCREENSHOTS FROM SHENANGOCHANNEL.COM
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"I made countless reports of
violations to ACHD. In response,
I was regularly admonished to
“be patient” and to understand
the difficulty in controlling and
maintaining a coke plant."
- KAREN GRZYWINSKI

PHOTO CREDIT:  ANNIE O’NEIL,  CLEAN WATER ACTION

In an attempt to get the Health Department to pay more attention to the Shenango Coke
Works’ violations and to hold the plant accountable for polluting the air, several ACCAN
members were certified as Visible Emissions Evaluators (Smoke Readers) to observe and
report emissions coming out of DTE Shenango’s smoke stack to the Health Department.
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We’ve lived in the North Boroughs for about sixteen years, thirteen of them in
Bellevue, just a few miles north of Pittsburgh. We chose to live in Bellevue because
it has great public transportation, easy access to downtown, and is a walkable
community. It also feels like a small town with its main street and many long-time,
multi-generational families.
We couldn’t see the Shenango coke plant but we
could smell it. For years I thought I was smelling
sewage treatment, but I found out that it was
actually sulfur discharges from the plant. It
could smell like rotten eggs on any given day, or
a landfill on others. I could also see the smoke.
“That’s just steam,” I was told, and I thought, “that
looks like a lot of steam.” Any time we traveled up
Ohio River Boulevard we could see the scariness
coming out of the stacks. It definitely looked like
old industrial Pittsburgh, and it was intimidating to
think that we lived so close. It was only through my
work with environmental groups that I started to
learn about Shenango and its pollution.
I tried to talk to other parents, particularly parents of
children with asthma. I think they didn’t really want
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to know or talk about it. You see it every day, and
you are sort of powerless to change anything.
You can’t just pack up and move, so it became
just one more thing to worry about. A lot of the
parents of younger kids didn’t want to feel that
sense of responsibility. They moved here for a good
lifestyle, for a walkable community, only to find out
that they moved near a factory that emits all kinds
of pollutants. It was not an easy conversation to
have. I was more successful with people who didn’t
have children.
I firmly believe the pollution affected my son. One
hot summer day shortly after he was born, he woke
up and had difficulty breathing. I was terrified with
no idea what to do. I did everything I could to have
a healthy pregnancy so that he could come into

this world strong and as unpolluted as possible.
Years later I discovered that his bedroom window
was downwind from the factory. We would keep
the window open so he could get fresh air and
see the tree we had planted for him. He has had
asthma ever since. It was very aggravating when I
found out that I moved close to one of the region’s
biggest polluters. You feel powerless and angry.
This is going to affect my children’s health for
the rest of their lives, and there is nothing I could
immediately do to stop it.
I learned about ACCAN and began attending their
meetings. I signed petitions and communicated
with legislators. I went to meetings with the health
department and talked to them directly about
air quality issues, sharing my story at one of the
first community meetings. There wasn’t a lot of
dialogue at that point. I felt they were just giving us
time to vent. It was frustrating. I think the dialogue
started a few meetings after that, and I was encouraged that it continued.
I’m proud of the people in our community who
came together around this cause. They represented different generations, faith-based groups,
small businesses, and community organizations. I
remember walking into the Bellevue Barber Shop
and seeing local faith leaders that I hadn’t imagined
would be involved in this issue. I stood side by
side with business owners, young moms, and
retirees. I’m very proud that the group grew
and continues to push for improved air quality.
I heard about Shenango’s closing on the radio.
I read emails from community groups that
confirmed it was true. After years of community
activism, the plant was going to shut down. It was
definitely a relief. I’m not going to miss the smell of
sulfur when I open my windows.
Some people were surprised when the closure was
announced. Many people breathed a sigh of relief.
Since then, there hasn’t been the same urgency to

“

This is going to affect my
children’s health for the rest of
their lives, and there is nothing I
could immediately do to stop it.

talk about our community’s air. People don’t remark
on the improvement, but I think they notice it.
This is a city of innovation; a more environmentally friendly development on the Shenango
site must be possible. I think a solar array or wind
farm would be fantastic. We have green energy
being manufactured locally. What an opportunity to
showcase it in a visible location on the Ohio River.
Pittsburgh’s air quality is not a problem of days
gone by. It may not be visible, but it definitely is still a
problem. We are failing when benchmarked against
other cities. When I tell people that my father grew
up in the Steel Valley and now has tremendous
breathing problems, they aren’t surprised. But they
don’t make the connection when I say my son has
asthma and we live near Shenango. It’s not the
same visibly dirty Pittsburgh, with dirty skies.
Our city does look better and is more attractive
in many ways, but air quality still impacts all of
us. It’s a regional problem. We need multiple layers
of the community—citizens, legislators, regulators,
corporations—to work together. Just because we
can’t see it doesn’t mean it’s not happening.
I don’t think one site closing is going to improve
our air enough. There’s another site on the other
side of the city. As long as that and other sites are
causing pollution, we still have a problem. Until
these sites are in compliance with regulations,
corporate America isn’t being held responsible for
what they’re supposed to do.

Until we have one of the top air quality levels in the country, we still have a lot of
work to do. One victory is the beginning. We need to keep the momentum going.

37

ROSS TOWNSHIP, PA (FORMERLY EMSWORTH, PA)

BARBARA
PACE
CONCERNS

HEALTH EFFECTS

ODORS

DEMENTIA

HEALTH

SHORTNESS OF
BREATH

STANDARD
OF LIVING

EDEMA

I moved to Ross Township just recently after spending eight years in Emsworth.
I originally moved to Emsworth because where I was living in the city was no longer
a safe and sustainable place to live and it was what I could afford after my divorce.
And I was looking for a good school because we had just gotten custody of my
grandson. So I moved with my son, my grandson, and my 92 year old father to
Emsworth in 2007. I didn’t want to live in Bellevue because I remembered hearing
about their poor air quality on the news and naive me thought that it was due to
mining or that it was the only place where the air was bad.
It was a very short period after moving there
that I started smelling the odor. It reminded
me of when I was a kid and we would get
coal delivered. That was what I was smelling.
I feel really bad because I thought the smell
was actually my father doing something, like
starting fires. I didn’t think anyone had coal
furnaces anymore but I still went outside to see if
any of the neighbors were burning anything.
Once I identified the odor, I read in the paper about
a community meeting in Bellevue. I went and there
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was a pretty good turnout. That was the first realization that what I was smelling was the Shenango
Coke Works. I joined the group and got more
involved. I started reading more and realizing that it
wasn’t just the stench. It was affecting my health and
the health of my family.
When we moved my father to Emsworth he was
92 years old but he was so healthy he was going
dancing two or three times a week. But he very
quickly went into dementia. And yes he was an
older man but we have no history of dementia in

our family. I’m not convinced that his demise,
which was a horrible death, was not a result of
being exposed to that pollution at a vulnerable
age. And I am feeling the effects now too. I don’t
have asthma but I do feel shortness of breath when
I have to climb these hills. And I actually went to the
doctor’s for an echocardiogram because my legs
swelled. I have edema and they’re not sure why.
I feel like as a human being, I have a responsibility
to leave this planet better than I found it. I’ve spent
years talking to the EPA and the Allegheny County
Health Department, and all kinds of people about
these issues. I’ve personally taken a heck of a
beating from my family because they believe I am
taking jobs away. I think if you have the potential to
change things and maybe make it better, not only
for yourself, but for the rest of the world, I don’t
understand not identifying with that.
I feel that for most of our elected officials the priority
is bringing in the jobs no matter the cost. Their
primary motivation has been bringing corporations
who are dealing with the fossil fuel industry and
they’re not focusing on what we have already proven
here in Pittsburgh that we do well, like health and
education. And there is a price to be paid with that.
I believe that the Shenango Coke Plant shut down
due to the efforts of several environmental groups
like Clean Water Action, Group Against Smog and
Pollution, Penn Future, and Allegheny County Clean
Air Now. These activists realized the dirty deed that
Shenango was doing, and I think it was easier for
Shenango to close down than deal with the requirements that we were asking from them. But Shenango
is just one plant. There are at least four other major
plants that contribute to pollution around the area.
Our traffic also causes a lot of pollution. There’s a
large number of factors concerning the pollution that
we must be aware about.
On a better note, I have noticed significant changes
in my health since the plant shut down. I can walk a
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I think if you have the potential to
change things and maybe make
it better, not only for yourself, but
for the rest of the world, I don’t
understand not identifying
with that.

mile and a half perfectly fine now. I really believe
that the decrease in pollution has improved my
ability to exercise. Since I moved into assisted
living, I no longer have to worry about pollution.
However, it is still in the back of my mind. Recently,
I drove down 65, and I was so shocked that I could
no longer smell that putrid odor that I remember so
well. I used to feel so bad for the people that had to
live there, but now I can take comfort knowing that
they do not have to suffer anymore.
But, that does not mean that everything is solved.
To truly get what we want, we need to have
good politicians who can control what businesses are coming in and out. We need to reach
decision-makers at the top to fully impact the
environment. It is always about the almighty
dollar for these companies. We seem to take the
easy way, which ultimately causes pollution.
However, that is starting to change. I think
Shenango realized that fossil fuels are not the
future- solar is. I hope that whatever takes over will
be solar-related. Since the health department hasn’t
been doing its job, environmental groups need to
make sure that happens.
I think that there is still a long, uphill battle to go.
The environmental groups still have a lot to do. We
need to make sure that this site gets cleaned up,
and that a better industry takes its place.

We need an industry that is going to benefit our community instead of being more
detrimental. The problems are so long-range, and it’s not going to go away overnight.
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I’ve been a resident in Bellevue for several times, now for 6 years, then I was away
for 3 years, then I was here for 4 years before that. Before that I lived along Bellevue
Road which isn’t that far away either. So I spent quite a few years in this area. I work
Downtown so it’s a very easy place to get to.
I’m a Sister and we have a convent here. I chose to
live here because it was one of the options for a
living situation. We like this area. It’s a walkable area,
there are churches and grocery stores. There’s a lot
of different people and so it just has a wide breadth
of experience living here. In this area particularly,
it seems that the people care about their property
and their families, living their own lives but also
relating to one another. Which I like, I like that.
I actually learned about Shenango from a neighbor.
I was really kind of impervious to the living situation and to the Shenango coke plant. But I had
heard the children in high school, practically 50%
of the kids were affected with lung problems. That
alarmed me. Then I did some of my own research
and I checked online to see some of the history
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and I realized this concern was a neighborhood
concern for a long time. I really just was not aware
of that. The first two years I lived here I did a lot of
traveling, so I wasn’t even in the area.
Then I became more aware of the other concerns
people were saying about the smells, the dust, the
pollution in the area, about the air. That’s how I
really got more informed. I just took for granted
that every place had that kind of pollution until
I became aware of other people’s concerns. And
I did become alarmed, especially when I heard
about the children having lung problems, and
made a connection with my problems and talked to
a doctor about it as well.
I had been diagnosed with pneumonia probably 4
years ago and they had done an X-Ray. There was

no evidence of a lung problem besides treatable
pneumonia. But then in January of 2015, I went to
the doctor for some reason. He ordered a chest
X-Ray and they found scarring on the lungs. I was
really concerned because I didn’t know how that
happened. I had a very bad cough, and I remember
my primary-care doctor sent me immediately to a
pulmonologist. And the pulmonologist said ‘Well,
there’s no remedy for this condition except a lung
transplant and you’re too old.’ This was the first
time I was meeting this doctor and I was really
shocked by that.
We did mold testing at our house, since the house
we live in is pretty old we thought maybe we had
some kind of environmental something in the
house that was the problem. And they took the
test and found no black mold in the house. The
gentleman who did the test did an outside test and
an inside test. He said that the exact same air that’s
outside is inside. So I knew then that if there was
any pollution outside the house, it was also inside
the house.
I talked to my doctor about whether or not this
plant could have some effect on this lung disease,
because I had been away from Pittsburgh for a few
years and didn’t have a problem. He said it would
have to be determined by more testing, but it could
be possible, but there are other factors that were
part of the lung problem. So he did more testing. I
did have a bronchoscope which ruled out cancer
which was good. My doctor has noticed a slight
improvement in my condition since January
2016. I was on no medication to assist in the
healing of the lungs so I don’t know if we can
say it was cause and effect. There are other
factors that do determine that in some ways, but
there must be some relationship because
something has improved since that plant closed.
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And the pulmonologist said
‘Well, there’s no remedy for
this condition except a lung
transplant and you’re too old.’
This was the first time I was
meeting this doctor and I was
really shocked by that.

I have to tell you very truthfully I had mixed feelings when the plant closed. At once I was relieved
because I knew that the people in this area were
very concerned about the health problems the
exhaust from the company was causing. At that
community meeting I went to, I had heard that there
had been some efforts to change things, but that
wasn’t sufficient enough. I guess another part of
me asked ‘How many people are going to lose jobs
because of this? And where are they going to find
work for themselves and provide for their families?’
Though that was a concern I had, the fact that it’s
safer for the environment, that’s a good thing. But I
hope that the people did get other jobs.
I think as human beings we want to do what’s seems
the best for us and what’s probably the best work
where I can earn a living to provide for my family and
for myself. We live in a society that wants to make
money and be efficient. But to take that extra step
to promote and to provide opportunities that
can save the environment and save air quality
and provide for the future of the planet, not
necessarily the future of one’s own needs, I think
that is important for us to think of as well.

Now that Shenango is closed I’ve spent some time dreaming what could happen
next in that place. I thought, wouldn’t it be wonderful if that site became it’s
opposite, a source of environmental life in some way, and to help people to save
the environment? To get better air would be helpful in terms of creating a healthier
environment for people.
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I’ve been a resident of Avalon for the past five years. Avalon is nestled between
Bellevue on the one end and Ben Avon on the other. It’s in that long corridor near
the Ohio River. It’s very close to Neville Island, the end of Neville Island where the
Shenango plant is. I can see the smokestacks from my porch.
My wife Gretchen brought me to Avalon from
Minneapolis, Minnesota. She got this great job offer
seven years ago and I came out later when we
bought a house. Avalon is just a nice community. It
was really the choice of a house we liked. It was the
best of the ones we had looked at. We really hadn’t
done as much research as we should have in terms
of the community, because we had no idea about
Shenango when we moved in.
Through our first summer we started to notice
issues, mostly the smell. Then I began to notice at
night the glow in the background. That’s when I
started to do some research about the area and I
found out about the Shenango plant.
When Shenango was operating, the big thing was
the smell. It was quite a stench. They came in a
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number of different flavors, kind of a burnt rubber
smell or sometimes a lot more of a rotten smell. It
was extremely noticeable. You’d walk out of your
door in the morning and it would hit you. On days
it was bad, it was really, really bad. I did also have
the issue with the flame. It kind of felt like you
were next to Mount Doom in Lord of the Rings.
But I could live with that. I could not live with
the smell. You have to understand it was the
‘bunker mentality’ that we started to have living in
Avalon, where you keep the windows closed. “It’s
a nice day. It smells. Oh well, close the windows.”
The first thing I did was find the Breathe Collaborative. They got me in touch with the group here,
which at the time was called Neville Island Good
Neighbor Committee. We ended up part of a group

that would go to monthly meetings at Shenango.
We did that for two years, talking to the people in
the plant and stuff like that. We finally quit when I
said, “This is just B.S. What they’re doing is just using
us as P.R. to basically say ‘Oh look we’re working
with the community.’” They were just having these
dinners and there was absolutely nothing being
done. When we quit, we did a lot of publicity about
it. I walked up and gave them the letter of resignation with TV cameras and the press. I think that
was a good step in the right direction in actually
creating the group and getting that publicity.
In Minnesota there was this feeling, with the people
and the elected officials, of environmental responsibility. Not being a native Pittsburgher, there is a
different culture here. Pollution is just an accepted
part of living here that I found a little disturbing.
There’s more of a concern about the environmental
factors versus economic growth and jobs in Minnesota. For example, at Shenango there’s 140 people
working there compared to thousands of people
living in the area. That’s just, to me, a no-brainer but
in this area it wasn’t. I see that as one of the real big
battles here. The culture has to change to really get
things to happen.
I learned about Shenango closing when somebody from the group emailed about it. So that
was very exciting. My first thought was “Yay! Merry
Christmas!” I just couldn’t believe it. I thought, “Ok
what’s the hook here?” It was a big relief. We would
worry in the past about having barbeques. We have
a really nice back porch and if you invite people
over and it stinks, it ruins the whole scenario. On
a day-to-day basis you couldn’t keep the window
open if it was a bad smell day. All that changed. In
the spring we were able to spray down the sides of
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Pollution is just an accepted part
of living here that I found a little
disturbing. There’s more of a
concern about the environmental
factors versus economic growth
and jobs in Minnesota.

our house, which were completely soot encrusted.
We used to do it regularly but then the soot would
come back. It was just thick on the windowsills and
on the siding of the house. Now it’s easy to clean
up. The house looks better. You feel better, too.
I don’t feel like we need to move. I would watch
the housing market in Avalon and I would see a
house on the market forever. There’s no way I can
objectively know how much the plant and the air
problem had to do with that but it did worry me.
I’m hoping that this could be a beginning of reinvigorating the community. I’m hoping for that.
Certainly the air is much improved but I know that
this area is not good with pollution. It’s rated as
one of the worst in the nation. There’s a big point
about Pittsburgh being “the most liveable city.” My
friends will call me up after reading an article about
some journalist flying into Pittsburgh and hanging
out downtown and being excited about what’s
going on down there. The thing is, the city and
the powers that be have to make good on that
promise that this is one of the most liveable
cities in the world and it’s not as long as the air
quality isn’t there.

Certainly the last thing we want would be for somebody to come and try to rebuild
a plant. What the group is talking about in the sense of a solar plant, that sounds
really appropriate to me. That would be a wonderful situation and it would really
show that Pittsburgh is really trying to move into the 21st century with energy. So I
hope that happens.

43

AVALON, PA

GRETCHEN
ANDERSON
CONCERNS

HEALTH EFFECTS

ODORS

ALLERGIES

SOOT

BURNING
LUNGS

HEALTH

COUGH

STANDARD
OF LIVING

CONGESTION

BURNING
EYES

I have been living in Avalon for five years. Before that I was in Bellevue for two. We
moved here because I accepted a job at the Carnegie Museum of Natural History
and we were looking for a place to live. At the time we thought my husband was
going to be going back to Minneapolis more often than he did. The neighborhood
is a very comfortable area. The people are nice. I enjoy that the houses are not
really big. It’s just a comfortable neighborhood.
But when Shenango was open it was filthy. There
was always smoke coming out of the stacks. It’d be
a beautiful, clear sky and there’d be these billows
of either white or black smoke. I’m a conservator,
I spend a lot of time cleaning ancient specimens.
I knew when I came here I would be removing
industrial soot from objects in the museum. I did
not anticipate the amount that I had to remove
from my house. I took to leaving a section of
windowsills dirty and they were actually black
within three months. The amount of soot that
would accumulate in a very short period of time
was disgusting.
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And the smell was beyond offensive. You’d step out
in the morning and by the time I got to the car, I
had my phone out calling the Health Department.
Many times on my way home, I’d hit a certain
spot and it would come through the car even
though the car windows were closed. I like to
sleep with my windows open and I stopped doing
that because I’d be awaken by really bad smells at
two or three in the morning. And then I couldn’t get
back to sleep and wouldn’t be ready to go to work
the next morning. They were so overwhelming.
Shenango prevented me from doing a lot. We’re
just starting to garden now because I didn’t want
to work in the yard. I didn’t want to have people

over because the house is fairly small and if we had
more than one couple, there really wasn’t enough
room. You wanted to be outside if the weather was
good, and we just stopped doing that. I just had
no desire to go bicycling, or to exercise outside.
So yeah, it limited what we did and what I wanted
to do outside.
Back in the mid-80s, I was working at a museum in
LA, and I lived at the top of the hill and walked two
blocks down to catch my bus. My lungs burned
walking downhill. I had days that were similar to
that here. The first time that I really noticed the
smell, I was shocked. Then it started happening
time and time again, where I would step out in the
morning and after the first breath I took I’d start
hacking and coughing. I have allergies, I thought
at first that may be what it was. But that doesn’t
happen during the winter with allergies.
Sometimes my lungs hurt almost as bad as they did
in LA when there were temperature inversions.
Until this past year, the longer I lived here the worse
my cough became. I’m hoping that it isn’t a longterm thing. But the immediate effect was a lot more
phlegm, sinus stuff, burning eyes, and congestion.
I did go to my doctor a number of times and got
X-rayed once and I’m ok. But still, the concern was
there. Pittsburgh is cleaner than it used to be, but
it’s got a long way to go.
We were seriously thinking about how we could
move. I am not going to be leaving my job for quite
awhile and we didn’t want to buy another house to
leave in six or seven years, but neither of us were
happy about us living where we were living. We
loved the house, but the pollution was really getting
to us and we were actually going to be talking
about what that process was when we went home
for the Christmas holiday. We didn’t have to talk
about it. They shut down. They actually shut the
majority of the plant down. It was wonderful. We
were very happy.
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I knew when I came here I would
be removing industrial soot from
objects in the museum. I did not
anticipate the amount that I
had to remove from my house.

I have noticed changes in my health since the
plant shut down. I don’t cough as much. I think my
sinuses are clearer. I feel a lot better. I have more
energy. I think I’ve had one day where I stepped out
and actually smelled air pollution since that time. I
can now be outside as long as I want. We actually
use our garden. I’ve noticed dusting one particular
white windowsill that there is significantly less black
particulates now. If I let it go for three months, yes
it’s dusty, but it’s not black anymore. So this is quite
significant. I don’t have black soot on my car. I have
a white car so it’s easy to tell.
I think the acute situation in this area is better, but
we still have problems because of the heavy traffic
and because of the pollution that comes wafting
up the Ohio River. Air pollution and water
pollution are not localized. It’s part of the air,
it gets blown around. We still have too many
heavy polluters. The coke oven gas situation
in this area is still affecting the overall region. It is
a holistic thing. So you can fix or improve a small
area, but you still have the overall pollution issues
that are coming about. The particulates are part of
the problem with global warming as well. And so
it is all part of a huge system that functions around
the world and we need to do better.

We need to do better as a community, we need to do better as a state, as a nation.
We just need to do better.
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I moved to Bellevue in 2014 after living on the East End of Pittsburgh. My realtor
sent us an article about the town and it’s downtown area with shops. I like being
outside so a community with sidewalks and places you can walk to, and its
proximity to downtown, was a huge selling point.
Our research and no one we spoke to said anything
about its proximity to the Shenango Coke Plant.
But I learned very quickly after moving that the
air quality was going to be a problem. At first I
thought that the borough was proactive about
filling potholes because it constantly smelled like
tar. Then it dawned on me, this was happening on
nights and weekends.
I can’t see Shenango from here but I can smell it
and I can see the pollution. It’s a nuisance. I think
twice about opening my doors and windows or
going outside, particularly when the wind is from
the southwest or on warm days because I know
we’re going to get the pollution hanging in the
air. I worry about what’s in the air and how that is
going to affect my daughter’s health. The odor is
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unpleasant but it’s what’s in that odor and what it’s
going to do to her short-term and long-term health
that I worry most about.
I had noticed when I moved to Pittsburgh, that I
had gone from someone who had seasonal allergies to someone who had to start taking allergy
medication practically every day. I had a scratchy
throat and watery eyes much more regularly. It never
really struck me that it was probably related to the
amount of pollution in the area. And actually I ended
up at the doctor over the course of the summer and
they noticed that I’ve developed asthma.
When I first found out what was going on around
here, obviously I contacted the Health Department
and pretty much every elected official that we
have. There needs to be some action to force the

Health Department, the agency that is tasked with
protecting the health, welfare, and quality of life of
the residents of Allegheny County, to hold them
accountable to do their job. That’s why I joined
Allegheny County Clean Air Now, a local citizen’s
group that is working to make sure the agency
tasked with our health is protecting us residents.
In general, I don’t think the county has any interest
in touching industry, because while they like to
promote this idea that the city is now a greener
place to live, that’s really a smoke and mirrors
routine. Where is the realization that if they really
wanted to make Pittsburgh a livable city, clean air
should be the number one priority?
I found out about Shenango closing from an email.
It said “Merry Christmas” and that Shenango was
closing. I thought it was a joke so I immediately
checked the news and found something that said
DTE Energy had in fact announced that Shenango
was closing. I was just incredibly relieved that there
was going to be an end to this particular pollution source. So there was an immense amount of
relief and overall happiness that after everything
everyone in this area has been through with that
plant, it was coming to an end.
The air quality is noticeably better. Even in the
summer with the heat and humidity, and the ozone
and the particulate levels being up in the entire
region, it didn’t smell. Every once in awhile you’ll
get something to remind you that you live in an
area with a lot of industry but it’s not an all day
every day thing. When you get a nice night and
want to open your windows to sleep, we actually
can now. It’s amazing.
I also walk a lot more again. That has been huge
because I tended to get frustrated because I would
get my daughter in the stroller and we would get
outside and get overcome by the stench coming
from Shenango. It has made a huge difference in the
quality of life. It’s really been major major change.
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At first I thought that the borough
was proactive about filling
potholes because it constantly
smelled like tar. Then it dawned
on me, this was happening on
nights and weekends.

Before it was extremely anxiety producing because
you didn’t know exactly what this was doing to you.
And there was just a constant feeling of “I need to
move as soon as possible.” And that’s just stressful.
That is certainly gone, which is nice. But I do still
worry about some of the other pollution sources
around here.
I don’t think the air quality problems are solved. I
am reminded of that more when I leave the area
for a few days. I got home from a trip recently and
I am now plagued with a stuffy nose and congestion again, after not needing medication for most of
the time away. And you see the haze constantly. It’s
much better than it was, but it’s still very problematic.
I would like to see the remaining industry on Neville
Island slowly start to peter out, but I don’t know
how likely that is. Certainly I do not want to see the
Shenango site reindustrialized. I would like to see it
reused for something non-polluting. But I think the
only way that will happen is if the health department will get their act together and actually take a
look at what is still going on over there.
I think that a solar array on the site would be
fantastic. Just for Pittsburgh, just to say “hey look,
we’re really reinventing ourselves. Look, we’ve got
a solar array on one of the largest polluting sites in
the area. Things like that.

You can have other forms of job-producing, green, sustainable energy and industry
that isn’t going to make your air quality worse. I think it would be wonderful. I sadly
don’t have high hopes that it is going to happen.
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When my husband and I moved to Ben Avon in 1986, we thought we had found the
perfect neighborhood. Ben Avon is convenient to downtown, has sidewalks and
plenty of trees, and an interesting mix of residents and homes. Our house and yard
were small, but surrounded with trees, and we had a lovely deck. We felt lucky to
have found this home.
Within a few years, however, we began to experience
regular foul odors in our neighborhood. We learned
that much of the pollution was generated about ½
mile from our home, at the Shenango Coke Plant.
I learned years later that the coke ovens had been
rebuilt in the mid 1980s. The plant may have been
operating better when we first moved to Ben Avon.
The pollution in our area became horrible. It interfered with day-to-day life. We hesitated to entertain
outdoors, because we never knew when odors and
pollution was going to blow our way. The worst
episodes occurred on weekends and at night. Often,
pollution came through our open windows as we
slept, so strong that it woke us up. We developed
headaches during prolonged or intense episodes.
There was gritty soot on the deck and specks of
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black tar on the white window trim. By the late
1980s, I was calling the Allegheny County Health
Department (ACHD) regularly to complain and ask
why the pollution was allowed to continue. I became
familiar with regulations governing Shenango and
learned that the operating permit prohibited
pollution and malodors from leaving the property.
The lack of enforcement by ACHD frustrated me.
My concern was elevated after my son was born. He
loved to be outdoors and, his favorite place was his
treehouse. When I noticed the Shenango stench, I’d
force him inside and close up the house so the pollution didn’t get in. By the mid 1990s, I began to suffer
from unusual and persistent allergies that I struggled
to control and I also developed asthma. I was fearful
of what effect the pollution could have on my son.

I lived in Ben Avon for 18 years. When we outgrew
our home, I decided against another home there for
one reason only: the pollution. We moved to Ohio
Township, more than two miles from Shenango. It
was disappointing to continue to suffer Shenango’s
pollution, albeit on a limited basis, even when our
distance from the plant quadrupled.
I found that the Group Against Smog and Pollution
(GASP) and Clean Water Action (CWA) were great
resources to me. I eventually became a GASP
board member. I also became a certified smoke
reader in order to visually monitor the plant.
Over an 11 year period, I saw endless pollution
firsthand. I made countless reports of violations
to ACHD. In response, I was regularly admonished
to “be patient” and to understand the difficulty in
controlling and maintaining a coke plant.
I came to view the numerous Shenango consent
agreements as a revolving door. First, pollution
complaints from residents that ACHD or the EPA
could no longer ignore them. Then, inspectors would
increase their presence at the plant and document
significant violations. Negotiated fines, the promise of
improved performance, and consent agreements
followed. After a short period of improved compliance, pollution would ramp up as maintenance and
adherence to proper practices declined, complaints
would increase, restarting the cycle….
I participated in monthly Neville Island Good
Neighbor Committee meetings that were headed
by CWA. I also attended meetings held onsite by
DTE Shenango until I realized that residents like me
were being pacified by the company while pollution continued, unchanged.
In my opinion, two breakthroughs occurred in the
Shenango battle. First, an energized group of residents formed ACCAN and focused their attention
solely on Shenango. Then, ACCAN connected with
the CMU CREATE Lab to develop a camera system
to provide 24/7 documentation of Shenango’s
emissions that regulators could not ignore.
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I made countless reports of
violations to ACHD. In response,
I was regularly admonished to
“be patient” and to understand
the difficulty in controlling and
maintaining a coke plant.

The CREATE Lab produced a video for ACCAN’s
2015 Annual Meeting which was attended by
community members, ACHD, EPA, and Shenango
workers and managers. Throughout the meeting,
the video looped non-stop, illustrating the most
egregious episodes of pollution. I believe a turning
point for DTE occurred when an EPA administrator
remarked to the audience that what he saw in the
video “is totally unacceptable.”
A month later, when I read the first email about the
Shenango shutdown, I thought it was a joke. It didn’t
seem possible that the pollution would ever stop.
When my son, who now lives in Philadelphia, heard
about the closure, he immediately phoned me. His
first question was “Mum, what are you going to
do now?” The question stunned me as I realized
that, for his entire life, my battle with Shenango
was ever present. He was now approaching the
age I was when I moved to Ben Avon, and nothing
had changed until that announcement.
When Shenango shut down, a cloud, literally and
figuratively, lifted from the area. It wasn’t just the
pollution that ended, but also the cloud of frustration and helplessness that hung over many of us
who dealt with it. I’m confident that the economics
of environmental compliance played a role in DTE’s
decision to shut down. I feel especially happy for
those who live closest to the plant and suffered
the most. But we still suffer the effects of pollution
from Shenango.

The asthma I developed when I lived in Ben Avon will never go away. I worry about
what other health problems my husband and I will suffer because we lived in Ben
Avon for 18 years, and worse, what problems my son could develop because he
spent the first half of his life there.
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CLOSED
WINDOW
AWARD

"It kind of felt like you
were next to Mount
Doom in Lord of the
Rings. But I could live
with that. I could not
live with the smell."
-CLINT HOOVER
PHOTOS:  CASSI STEENBLOK,  LYNN JOHNSON

On the first day of spring 2015, ACCAN members presented the Shenango Coke Works with the first
annual Closed Window Award, a tongue-in-cheek way of thanking them for polluting the air so that we
couldn’t open our windows.
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ON JANUARY 6TH, 2016, SHENANGO COKE WORKS CLOSED ITS DOORS.

"I was just elated. I thought, I can’t believe it. I can’t
believe they are finally shutting down."
-DAN BIRON

PHOTO CREDIT:  KEN HOLMES

The Shenango Coke Works from the Ohio River in Bellevue
after complete shutdown in April 2016.
PHOTO CREDIT:  CASSI STEENBLOK

ACCAN members canvass to collect petition signatures calling
on DTE Energy to replace the former Shenango Coke Works
with a solar plant and to make sure that the reuse of the site is
non-polluting.

"Until we have one of the top air
quality levels in the country, we
still have a lot of work to do. One
victory is the beginning. We need
to keep the momentum going."
-ANGELA GARCIA
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Special thanks to Annie O'Neil for taking the amazing portraits of all our storytellers

Allegheny County Clean Air Now is a citizen group made up of residents
living downwind from Neville Island, Pennsylvania. Their work is funded
through the Heinz Endowments with the aid of Clean Water Action as
fiscal sponsor.
ACCAN speaks with many voices and these stories are taken from
interviews with residents living near the Shenango Coke Works
passionately raising their voices in unison against air pollution. Thank you
to all of our storytellers for taking the time to share their story about how
air pollution has affected their health and quality of life. Their dedication
and desire to improve our region is an inspiration and we couldn’t be
more excited to be united with them in this fight.

