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BACKGROUND



Austin has been the capital 
of the state of Texas since 
1842. Growing out of the 
depression, Austin gained a 
rise in population and had a 
few statewide elections to 
keep Austin as the capital 
after 1845. Over the decades, 
Austin’s population was 
slowly growing but after 
officially opening public 
schools, The University of 
Texas, and Huston-Tillotson 
College in 1881 population 
spiked. Some parents at the 
time were nervous about 
sending their children to 
school so close to lawmak-
ers out of fear that thier 
views on morals would be 
negatively impacted. 

EAST AUSTIN
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Today, the demographic 
has shifted from an African 
American population to a 
more dominantly Hispanic 
population. Even though a 
shift in demographics has 
changed, the culture and 
community that is in the 
area has not died, but 
grown. The local schools, 
businesses, churches, and 
community centers 
proudly represent the 
hispanic culture that the 
people have brought. The 

Outdoor Game

1958 - Teens gather outside to watch/play 
baseball game

Austin Public Library

1970 - First Public Library in East Autin Auto Repair Station

1963 - Locally owned Austin Repair Station

East Austin was originally 
created to be the African 
American part of Austin. 
When the construction 
of Interstate 35 started, it 
created a visible boundary 
that divided the white upper 
class from the minority 
that lived right “next door”. 
Even with the divide, the 
East Side thrived and has its 
own community and culture. 
The African American 
population was a close 
knit community that found 
strength in the church, 
family, and community.

East Side is still considered 
a minority area but recently 
the white population has 
started to pry their fingers 
in the affordable housing 
in the area, driving the 
“natives” away and causing a 
loss of culture. The area has 
started to gentrify and the 
locals are seeing their 
community change right 
before their eyes with the 
loss of local businesses/
restaurants and the pop-up 
of modern style houses.
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City Plan 1928

A city plan used by engineers in 1928 for East Austin and the layout of the buildings

Hispanic 55.6%

Asian 1.1%

African 14.1%

Indian 0.1%

Santa Rita Housing

1950 - Girls ouside of Santa Rita Housing

EAST AUSTIN POPULATION CENSUS (2015)

White 27.25%



ORGANIZATIONS



ENVIRONMENTAL 
RACISM
According to the Oxford 
Dictionary, environmental 
racism is the  “racial 
discrimination in the devel 
opment and implementation 
of environmental policy, 
especially as manifested in 
the concentration of 
hazardous waste disposal 
sites in or near areas with 
a relatively large ethnic 
minority population” 3 
which includes negative 

East Austin Mural

A mural found in East Austin used as symbolism of the minority’s struggle

East Austin Protest

Protest of Aqua Boat Races because of the noise and disturbance in East Austin
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Since East Austin was first 
created, environmental 
racism has been occurring 
on small and big scales. 
However it only gained 
popular interest starting 
in the 1970s when the 
environmental movements 
started to occur and regular 
citizens started to question 
why health problems were 
occurring in specific areas. 

impacts on the environment 
and health risks to the 
people. These facilities 
range from landfill 
placements that create 
smells and invite rodents 
to power plants that can 
release carbon emissions, 
possibly pollute water 
supplies, and give off 
other negative chemicals 
into the environment. 

This book identifies some 
of the environmental racism 
in the East Austin area as 
well as the positive changes 
that have occurred within 
the last few years and the 
organizations that have 
made these injustices their 
first priority. 



Community  Health Action” 
which tries to bring focus to 
environmental and health 
issues associated with 
industry locations.

Although PODER is still 
somewhat new, the 
organization has had 
several accomplishments, 
including the relocation of 
the Tank Farms on Airport 
Blvd, the relocation of BFI 
Recycling, and the shutdown 
and future demolition of the 
Holly Street Power Plant 
located near several schools. 

PODER
People Organized in Defense 
of Earth and her Resources 
(PODER) is an environ-
mental justice organization 
that was formed to increase 
resident’s incorporation in 
local government decisions 
related to development, 
environmental hazards, and 
impacts on the neighbor 
hoods. Created in May 1991 
by a group of Chicános, 
the organization strives for 
equality and basic human 
rights in all communities. 

PODER Headquarters

Location at 4926 East Cesar Chavez, the headquarters of PODER serves as the main meeting 
location as well as everyday organizing for the organization

PODER Logo

The logo of PODER located outside 
of their headquarters and used to 
promote the organization.
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“Our mission is to redefine 
environmental issues as social 
and economic justice issues, 
and collectively setting our own 
agenda to address these concerns 
as basic human rights. We seek 
to empower our communities 
through education, advocacy and 
action. Our aim is to increase the 
participation of communities of 
color in corporate and government 
decision making related to 
toxic pollution, economic 
development and their impact on 

our neighborhoods.” 5 

PODER initiates projects 
to promote community 
involvement and education. 
For example, the “Young 
Scholars for Justice” project 
encourages the development 
of youth and young adults to 
address issues in their com-
munities.Additionally, The 
“Keepers of the Roy Guer-
rero Colorado River Park” 
project is a park group to 
monitor and protect the park 
so that its natural environ-
ment can grow. PODER also 
hosts programs such as  the 
“Transportation and Quali-
ty of Life Program,” which 
works with the community 
to show how to work with 
decision makers and the 
importance of transportation 
planning, and the “Land Use 

These accomplishments 
have shown that change 
can happen when dedicat-
ed people band together to 
make improvements in their 
neighborhoods.

In the next section of the 
book, you will learn about 
some of the “issue indus-
tries” that PODER and the 
East Austin residents have 
or are fighting to bring 
awareness to the community 
and relocate these environ-
ment and health dangers 
away from the area.



LOCATIONS



Once located in East 
Austin off of Airport Blvd, 
the “Tank Farm” was a 52 
acre site of several bulk fuel 
storage tank facilities that 
stored millions of gallons of 
petroleum products from 
six companies such as 
Mobil Oil Company, Exxon 
Company, etc. These tanks 
released air contaminants 
of gasoline, diesel, benzene, 
oxides of nitrogen, carbon 
monoxide and other 
chemicals9. In December 
of 1991, PODER started to 
look into the issues of the 
Tank Farm and the negative 
impacts that it was having 
on the environment and the 
residents. What concerned 
the PODER members was 
the fact that there were 
at least six schools within 
a mile radius of the Tank 
Farm9 which increased the 
health impacts on children. 
Residents complained about 
“chronic headaches, rashes, 
nosebleeds, watery eyes, 
inexplicable skin rashes, and 
other ailments”9. After some 
rallies and events, the Texas 
Water Commission9 released 
results that stated that the 
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buffer zones or require the 
public notice of air quality in 
the area. The State ordered 
an assessment due in 2001 
and cleanup of the land1, 
eventually ending in the 
shutdown and relocation 
of the tanks out of the East 
Austin area. In 1994-1995, 
PODER started to work on 
destroying the zoning rights 
of the companies and 
removing the tanks fully 
from the area.

Tank Farm

Tank Farm Location

Today’s view of the Tank Farm Location as it is being constructed

groundwater and soil were 
contaminate. This 
irritated the residents, who 
felt neglected about never 
being informed of this 
contamination that dated 
back to 1987 and earlier9. 

In 1992, PODER sponsored 
“Toxic Tours” of the area, 
and Travis County provided 
money to conduct a civil 
and criminal investigation of 
the Tank Farms. Over time, 
PODER and East Austin 
gained support from the 
Texas Network of Environ-
mental and Economic Jus-
tice and the Southwest Net-
work for Environmental and 
Economic Justice  (SNEEJ). 
In August 1992, the first 
company of the Tank Farm 
groups (Chevron) signed an 
agreement to relocate and 
cease current operations. 
After the Chevron 
agreement, the rest of the 
companies soon followed 
suit, except for Exxon.

Finally, in 1993, PODER 
was able to get several bills 
proposed in the Austin City 
Council that would mandate 

Today the residents are no 
longer impacted by the tank 
farms that have been 
removed from the site. In the 
place of the tanks, the land 
is being bulldozed and 
treated for past chemical 
contamination as much as 
possible. Construction will 
start soon on community 
buildings and local busi-
nesses that the residences 
have been able to contribute 
opinions about. 



area. The plant, because it 
is a natural gas and fuel oil 
user, releases chemicals into 
the air and ground that, in 
large quantities or over long 
periods of time, can be a 
health hazard. Also, over the 
last 25 years there have been 
multiple oil spills from the 
above ground storage tanks. 
The spills have ranged from 
50 gallons in 1992 to 20,000 
gallons in 19746. These spills 
also have a possibility of 
catching fire creating a thick 
black smoke right over the 
residential areas.

An off branch of the Holly 
Power Plant is the Longhorn 
Dam right next to the plant 
that was created in late 
1950s as a cooling reserve. 
Although the dam does not 
release any chemicals into 

the environment, the dam 
does have negative effects 
on the environment. The 
dam stops the normal 
flow of the Colorado River, 
raises the water levels, and
interferes with water 
ecosytems and migration 
swim patterns.

After almost 30 years of 
residents and environmental 
organizations calling 
for the removal of the plant, 
in 1995 the Austin City Coun-
cil voted to retire the plant 
in stages. Even though this 
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The Holly Street Power 
Plant is a 570 megawatt 
natural gas and oil-fired 
electric power plant 
located on Holly Street in 
East Austin. The plant is 
located at the edge of a 
residential area, a park, and 
Martin Middle School. 
Because of this, the 
community and PODER 
saw the plant as a danger 
to the residents’ health 
and environment. 

The Holly Street Power 
Plant has been the subject 
of several studies that have 
documented the negative 
effects. The plant is the 
largest stationary source 
of Nox Emissions4, noise 
pollution, ground  contam-
inations, and above ground 
oil fuel tank spills in the 

Holly St. Power Plant

Front Side

Front Side to the Holly Street Power Plant

Holly Power Plant Enterance

Entrance to the Hollt Street Power Plant

Back Side

Backside of the Holly Street Power Plant

was said, the “retirement” 
had several delays and 
postponements”8. 
On September 30th, 2007, 
the City of Austin passed 
regulation to completely 
shut down the Plant. Since 
then, the city has created 
a demolition plan that has 
slowly been implemented, 
but has faced a lot of 
postponements that are 
slowing down the process. 
Because of this, the 
residents are still looking to 
the city and pressuring them 
to finish the demolition that 
they planned.  
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released from the smoke 
stacks and the noise 
pollution that is generated 
during operations. There 
is also the increase in tem-
perature around the facility 
because of the heat required 
to recycle the metal and iron 
that is brought in.

The company is not on the 
“death wish” of the people 
at the moment but in the 
future, there is  a possibility 
that as the demographics 
of the land start to shift to 
more white populations, 
the acceptance of the 

Austin Metal and Iron Co is 
the oldest recycling compa-
ny in Austin. It is currently 
celebrating over 100 years of 
operation since its opening 
in 1913. The company is a 
family run operation with 
four generations running the 
location over time.

Bought in 1913, the yard was 
a railroad property between 
4th and 5th Street, 
eventually buying land lots 
between 2nd and 3rd Street. 
Today the main yard is 

Austin Metal and 
Iron Co

Company Grafiti

Grafiti representing 100 years of the company’s operation

Facility Portrait

Side view of the Metal and Iron Company including the smokestacks

between 2nd st. and 3rd st. 
where they have their smoke 
stack and facility. 

Although the Austin Metal 
and Iron Co. is not on the 
top list of PODER or oth-
er community groups as a 
danger, there are negatives 
to the facility. The company 
employs a lot of East Austin 
residents which is why there 
is not a big push to get rid of 
the facility. Some of the 
negatives of the facility are 
the air pollution that is 

facility will decrease. With 
the caucasion population 
coming in, the hispanic 
workers will start to be 
kicked out of their homes 
and go look for other work 
or the white majority will 
start to say that they do 
not want something that is 
a possible danger to them 
to be near their homes and 
demand relocation. 
There is no guarantee of 
anything, but the future of 
the company is still up in 
the air as the shift in demo-
graphic, cultural, and envi-
ronmental views change.



released in the air from the 
facility do not surpass 2.5 
micrometer in diameter (PM 
2.5). Any particle material 
could be bad for one’s health 
but if the particle size is over 
PM 2.5, the threat is much 
higher and is see by the 
TCQE as a bigger threat 
that should be monitored 
more closely11.

In December of 2008 the 
TCQE sent three different 
people to do air quality tests 
and installed an air quality 
monitor on the roof of the 
elementary school. What 
they found was that the air 
quality fluctuated through-
out the day but never sur-
passed the PM 2.5 levels11. 
Even so, when the amount 
is higher, children or people 
with any lung or breathing 
problems are generally 
advised to stay inside.

The Pure Casting Facility is 
still currently operational 
which is encouraging the 
community to start taking 
action. PODER is doing 
door-to-door surveys about 
the community’s knowledge 
on the site as well as 

22  LOCATION

CHEMICALS USED

The Pure Castin Facility has 
been in operation since 1968 
and has moved a few places 
around East Austin but 
currently resides at 2100 
E. 4th St, right next door 
to Zavala Elementary.
 With a site of 35,000 square 
feet, the company creates 
custom fitting casts using 
cement, aluminium, and 
other metals. 

Pure Casting Facility
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opinions of the facility being 
so close. There are many 
residents who were unaware 
of the hazardous chemicals 
that are being released into 
the atmosphere, which is 
now sparking concern for 
the children and elderly. 
A large majority believe that 
a facility like this should not 
be located near any 
elementary or residential 
community and should be 

Pure Casting Front Entrance

Pure Casting Entrance that faces 
Zavala Elementary
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relocated. PODER proposes 
the idea that if the facility 
were to be relocated then 
affordable housing can go 
in its place4. The fight on 
the issue over this facility
 is not done but the 
community and PODER 
have shown that they are 
ready to fight for their beliefs 
and right to a safe 
communnity environment.

The Pure Casting Facility 
was never really seen as 
a problem untilchildren 
started getting more com-
monly sick. According to the 
TCQE, the site is marked 
as a “minor threat” source 
because the fine particles 



TODAY
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The people of East Austin 
along with the City have in 
the past 10 years started 
to strive for environmental 
programs. The city itself 
have started environmental 
enitiatives to encourage 
the community to learn and 
care about the environment 
that they live in. Other green 
environmantal grassroot 
organizations have also been 
popping up to take on the 
issue of environmental 
racism in the area.

Shift of the People

Green fights back

Nature growing over old constructions in East 
Side neighborhoodsZavala Elementary

Zavala Elenetary in East Austin across from the Pure Casting Facility

Today 27

Grassroots Leadership

An organization that teaches teens and young adults about leadership and fighting for an issue 
that is important to them

There have also been local 
artists that have created 
works that show nature and 
our connection to it. The 
artists also represent the 
East Side themselves and 
create works that show the 
culture. Art has been a major 
way to show that the East 
Side cares and to spread 
awareness of environmental 
issues. 

The local schools have clean 
up creek days, bright green 
initiatives such as bike 
repairs, and encourage out 
door activities2. There have 
also been puppet shows in 
the library about gardening 
and other community 
events that help educate 
the residents about different 
ways that they personally 
can make a positive change.
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East Cesar Chavez Neighborhood Planning Area
CIP Recommendations (Incomplete)

Planning and Development Review Department
February 17, 2015

T h i s  p r o d u c t  i s  f o r  i n f o r m a t i o n a l  p u r p o s e s  a n d  m a y  n o t  h a v e  b e e n  p r e p a r e d  f o r  o r  b e  
s u i t a b l e  f o r  l e g a l ,  e n g i n e e r i n g ,  o r s u r v e y i n g  p u r p o s e s .  I t  d o e s  n o t  r e p r e s e n t  a n  o n-t h e-
g r o u n d  su r v e y  a n d  r e p r e s e n t s  o n l y  t h e  a p p r o x i m a t e  r e l a t i v e  l o c a t i o n  o f  p r o p e r t y  
b o u n d a r i e s . 
 
T h i s  p r o d u c t  h a s  b e e n  p r o d u c e d  b y  t h e  P l a n n i n g  a n d  D e v e l o p m e n t  R e v i e w  D e p a r t m e n t  
f o r  t h e  s o l e  p u r p o s e  o f  g e o g r a p h i c  r e f e r e n c e .  N o  w a r r a n t y  i s  m a d e  b y  t h e  C i t y  o f  A u s t i n  
r eg a r d i n g  s p e c i f i c  a c c u r a c y  o r  c o m p l e t e n e s s . 

0 1,000500
Feet ±

Legend
Neighborhood Planning

Sidewalk Ramps, Curb Cuts, Widen
Sidewalks, ADA Compliance

Traffic Engineering and Intersection
Improvements

Traffic Signals

Crosswalk Installation or Improvement,
Including Beacons

Public

Hike/bike trails, greenbelt, trail
connections.

New Bike Lanes and Bicycle Program

New Sidewalks

New park amenities

Maintenance of Streets, Sidewalks, and
Right of Way

Traffic Calming and Speed Limits

Traffic Engineering and Intersection
Improvements

Crosswalk Installation and Improvement,
Including Beacons

Street Lighting

New park amenities

New park land acquisition, pocket park,
open space, or green space.

Renovation of existing parks facilities

Bus Stop Amenities and Pull

Electric Utility Programming, Policy, and
Energy Efficiency

Future Planning

The Neighborhood Plan of East 
Austin by the city in 2015
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