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Policy Memo: Tackling Heavy Pollution in Wilmington, California

It is important to discuss communities such as Wilmington, California when creating a policy that
would reduce emission reduction and air quality mitigation. Wilmington is known to site very active oil
refineries and major freeways. As a consequence, it has become one of the most polluted cities in the
United States and is known to have extremely low air quality. Action has been taken to reduce the impacts
of the extreme greenhouse gas and particulate matter emissions such as air monitoring plans and
equipment; yet, this isn’t enough as Wilmington’s air quality is still considered ‘poor’ by Plume lab’s
standards. To create even more progress, there needs to be more policy implemented that incentivizes
carbon offset technology so that there will be fewer greenhouse gas emissions in the atmosphere without
completely dismantling the fuel extraction infrastructure that is needed to generate electricity.

Wilmington has a population of over 300,000 people, yet is the district with the third-largest oil
field in the United States. Being in proximity to petroleum refineries, seaports, rail yards, warehouses, and
four major freeways has severe consequences for the health of the people that live in the district. Among
the pollution burdens experienced by residents of Wilmington include particulate matter emissions and
exposure to toxic air contaminants such as ammonia, hydrogen cyanide, and benzene. Oil drilling’s
proximity to schools and neighborhoods poses serious health risks of long-term illnesses such as asthma,
leukemia, and other forms of cancer, especially for those who are immunocompromised. It is also
important to add that many of Wilmington’s residents are people of color with higher black and brown
demographics which makes this district a serious case of environmental racism as they are forced to live in
a district with some of the highest rates of pollution in the United States.

Ways this has been combated by Policy is through the Community Emissions Reduction Program
which focuses on community action to reduce air pollution, and extending the cap and trade program as it
has been shown to also contribute to the decline in emissions over the last decade. Technological
advancements under Policy are also crucial; the AB617 bill orders air quality equipment to be installed in
locations that are at risk for extreme pollution. Air filtration systems are also being installed near schools
and public places to reduce particulate matter ingestion.

While the policy and technological advancements that have already been implemented are
contributing greatly to the overall improved air quality of Wilmington. The district still has poor air quality
which is considered to be dangerous for those who are immunocompromised. Cal Matters states that “On
23 days last year, fine particles violated the nation’s health standard — some days were so polluted that
concentrations of fine particles were more than twice the standard, according to data from the ports of Los
Angeles and Long Beach,” (Yee and Getahun). Policy that invests in startups such as Lectrolyst, a
chemical company that uses carbon capture technology to turn emissions into ingredients for
pharmaceuticals. Removing some subsidies for fossil fuel industries and instead incentivizing startup
technology is what is needed to help Wilmington graduate from ‘poor’ air quality status. Until then,
Wilmington will continue to be a ‘sacrifice zone’ for fossil fuel industries, and marginalized communities
that remain there will suffer greater consequences.


https://monitoring.cleanairactionplan.org/historical-data/
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Image (1.1) Describes the current air pollutants in Wilmington as recorded on August 30, 2022,
(“Wilmington, CA Air Quality Index”).
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The region’s oil refineries emit tons of air pollutants

The five refineries in Wilmington and Carson emitted over 6,000 tons of smog-causing nitrogen oxides, hydrocarbons and fine
particles and 1.3 million pounds of toxic pollutants such as benzene in 2020.

2020 Criteria Pollutants (tons) 2020 Toxic Pollutants (pounds)

TR — T —
Phillips 66 Wilmington Refinery B 121208

Tesoro Wilmington Refinery - 131,934
Valero Refinery (formerly Ultramar) B sz
Phillips 66 Carson Refinery B s032¢

Facility names used as listed on the SCAQMD Flare Operators page.
Chart: Erica Yee, CalMatters - Source: South Coast Air Quality Management District - Created with Datawrapper
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