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People’s Guide to Energy: The Cost of Health in an Oil Industry-run Society 

-Zakaria Imessaoudene 

 There exists a common drive for sovereign nation-states to compete with other nations in 

order to achieve regional power or hegemony. Often, nation-states attempt to achieve economic 

success, prosperity and hegemony throughout various forms of enterprise, most fiscally success-

ful  of these enterprises is found in the realm of energy. By relying on these enterprises, indus-

tries become behemoth actors in both the creation and regulation of the country’s economy 

through domestic markets and international trade. As Michael Watts comments on resource 

wealth, citing Michael Ross, “petroleum wealth shapes the development of nations” .  With this 1

reliance on said energy companies to provide not just energy but also develop the nation’s econ-

omy, said corporations achieve a level of influence that is able to effect the dynamic of state poli-

tics.  

 The influence that these corporations attain later develops into social power which per-

mits these enterprises to increase the rate of production at any and all costs in order to satiate 

their desire to dominate a market, be it domestic or international. Unfortunately, in ramping up 

production to provide for the high demand, most corporations cut corners and do whatever they 

can to make more from less. With the high demand for energy, energy companies become driven 

to provide for consumers; however, often times the means of production release toxins and pollu-

tants that harm the very consumers that the corporations rely on. This phenomenon can be ana-

lyzed in the historical port city of Port Arthur, Texas where oil refining industries in the area have 

been spewing pollutants and chemicals that have devastated the health of citizens within the 
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vicinity due to the action of cutting corners. Their sphere of influence in local and state politics 

have allowed them to carry out their operations. Interestingly enough, through further analysis, 

the situation becomes more complex as institutional racism comes into view as those affected 

health-wise are predominately minorities, specifically African Americans. In addition, even 

though these enterprises are supposed to bring with them employment opportunities, those living 

outside of the facilities are plagued with not just pollutants but also, high rates of unemployment 

and poverty. Thus, the situation in Port Arthur becomes more complex. Furthermore, using Port 

Arthur, Texas as a case study, I seek to understand how oil refineries interact with the various 

facets of the city’s society and politics as well as in American society and culture. 

 In order to further understand the situation revolving around Port Arthur, one must first 

comprehend how the oil industry has been able to establish its roots in American society. With 

the advent of the ‘modern’ automobile came about this public excitement for relatively faster 

means of transportation. According to Nye, “Henry Ford’s championing of the gas-powered car 

through low price and mass production spurred subsidiary investments in service stations…cre-

ation of a national network of companies selling tires, batteries…and automobiles themselves” . 2

Nye, citing the Middletown study that was conducted in the 1920s, states that “there was roughly 

one car for every five Americans, and an astonishing 78 percent of the cars in the world were in 

the United States” . As the number of automobile owners rose, ““highway engineers, auto clubs 3

and manufacturers [began to band] together to build today’s network of streets, arterial roads, 

and freeways”” . The automobile became an extension of the human body. It allowed people to 4

travel to places they thought they could never visit, especially with such ease of use and accessi-

bility. The American culture and society began to change into one that incorporated cars as a so-
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cial construct. As Nye put it, “acquiring “wheels”, proved [one’s] membership [into] the great 

middle class by owning a Ford or a Chevrolet, and announced [their societal movement]…by 

flaunting larger and more expensive cars” . This example not only shows that cars became a so5 -

cial icon that defines one’s status in the societal hierarchy, but also shows the shift in purchasing 

larger cars. Thus, the demand for fuel in the form of oil increased respectively. The larger the car 

the more oil is required to power it; in addition, this social push to achieve middle class status 

created this chain of consumer sales where more cars on the road required more service stations 

to provide fuel. 

 As demand rose for both products, the phenomenon that is the petropolis came into be-

ing . The petropolis became the unity between satellite towns and the regional economy  that was 6

composed of oil refineries and petrochemical plants . During the same time automobile populari7 -

ty began to rise, “most refineries arose in or around boomtowns that erupted around new oil 

fields” . The city of Port Arthur, Texas is an example of these boomtowns as it established its 8

first oil refinery, Texas Fuel Company (later known as Texaco), in 1902 . The oil industry has 9

thus been a key defining factor within the history of the city itself. The industry to this day influ-

ences and in turn controls the local politics, economy and energy of not just the local area but the 

state and eventually the nation. With the average joint companies producing roughly 900,000 

barrels of crude oil a day , it is not hard to believe that such companies could possess such polit10 -

ical power. According to Kethireddy et al., “[Texas] is the number one total energy producer in 

the nation and the sixth in total energy consumed per capita as of 2010” , which further supports 11

the power that comes with reliance. However, though Texas itself is one of the largest energy 
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producers, it is at Port Arthur where “many Americans get their oil and gas” . With this high 12

yield of oil production, comes about the implications of pollution. 

 On the subject of pollution, oil extracting and refining companies have released chemi-

cals throughout the air and within the surrounding waterways. As Sheller put it in context of pol-

lution in waterways, “refining processes [depended] on water for cooling and washing, flowing 

water furnished a dumping ground, or sink, for unwanted by-products” . The waterways became 13

a means to maintain the facilities, as indicated, by either physically dumping waste or running 

the water into the machinery. This decision led to tell-tale signs of environmental pollution where 

“blackened rivers with fish floating belly-up and…decimated shellfish beds”  began to spring 14

up. Although most of the oil in Port Arthur is refined, there still exists extraction operations. 

However, locals observed that the pollution of the local rivers wasn’t due to just extraction, 

rather it was due to the refinement processes . Early on in the refining process, sulfuric acid was 15

used on sulfur containing petroleum in order to extract the oil; however, this brought about haz-

ards from sulfides . This is but one example of the types of chemicals found in the rivers cov16 -

ered in Sheller’s analysis of the chemical content of the water. Apart from waste products being 

“discharged in local rivers, with little or no treatment” , oil companies sought out other means 17

of disposal. If the corporations were not spewing out chemicals into the air as a result of the of 

the refining processes, they resorted to igniting the refuse itself, bringing about a whole new 

spectrum of environmental harm. 

 With this improper handling of waste, air pollution became one of the most detrimental 

factors in the health of those living in close proximity to the plants. According to Morris et al.’s 

research comparing Jefferson County’s Beaumont and Port Arthur with the reference community 
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of Galveston, Texas, they were able to ascertain the amount of chemicals found within the local 

air as well as the health effects elicited by these pollutants. The research, citing the 2001 Toxic 

Release Inventory for Jefferson County, showed that “approximately 9.5 million pounds of 

chemicals [were] released [into the] air” . Of the 9.5 million pounds, “1,3-butadiene; benzene; 18

styrene, ethylene oxide; methyl ethyl ketone; toluene; xylene; chlorine; n-hexane; methanol; and 

ammonia” , had a content of more than 100,000 pounds each. Already, the numbers associated 19

with these toxic chemicals are astonishing, especially when taken into consideration that people 

living outside the facilities’ fences have to acclimate to such an atmosphere. After just a short-

time exposure to the local air, “TNRCC [(Texas Natural Resource Conservation Commission)] 

monitoring staff…noticed strong odors and experienced coughing, headaches, nausea, and irrita-

tion of the eyes, nose, throat and skin” . When another organization known as the CATMN 20

(Community Air Toxics Monitoring Network) conducted their research, they found that the cities 

in Jefferson country, Beaumont and Port Arthur, had levels of benzene that far exceeded the level 

found in Galveston. Beaumont was found to harbor levels 2.5 times to 3.5 times greater than 

Galveston while Port Arthur was found to have levels between 3.2 and 7.4 times greater . The 21

data found elucidates the gravity of the situation by showing how polluted Port Arthur really is 

and how the atmosphere could pose a grave threat to the health of the community. 

 Ozone, or more specifically, tropospheric ozone is one such by-product of the refining 

process that has affected not only local communities but also global ones. The molecule has be-

come a means of  measuring the EPA’s (Environmental Protection Agency) NAAQS (National 

Ambient Air Quality Standard) standard. Using the Kriging Interpolation model, “a geostatistical 

method first used in mining and geological engineering…[which] predicts surfaces better than 
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other models when data are checked for outliers and errors” , Kethireddy et al. found that areas 22

such as Beaumont-Port Arthur have violated the EPA NAAQS standard for maximum hourly av-

erage concentration of 0.12 ppmv . In addition to the EPA’s regulation, the Texas Commission 23

on Environmental Quality (TCEQ) had set” regulations requir[ing] industries to report upset 

emission events as soon as possible, but no later than 24 hours after the discovery of such an 

event” . Using TCEQ’s data, the EPA found that refineries “are hiding routine emissions in up24 -

set events [as they]… are clearly under-reporting events” . McCoy et al. found that Total Petro25 -

chemicals, Premier Refining, and Motive Enterprise Refinery, all located within a three-mile ra-

dius, have contributed to upset emissions “equivalent to having an additional small refinery of 

45,00-75,000 bbl/d operating in the city” . These occurrences delineate that regulations are not 26

being enforced heavily on the refineries themselves. 

 Port Arthur is known as “one of America’s most polluted places” . As the data set pro27 -

vided in Morris et al.’s and McCoy et al.’s research, the results for self-reported symptoms in 

“the Galveston reference population were generally lower then values reported from… combined 

populations of Beaumont and Port Arthur” . The research found that out of a pool of 102 partic28 -

ipants, the top five symptoms categories felt in Port Arthur, Texas, were ear/nose/throat, cardio-

vascular, respiratory (excluded smokers), central nervous system and muscle/bone respectively . 29

It is interesting to see how ear/nose and throat conditions are the leading symptoms because the 

TNRCC monitors experienced these symptoms with relatively short exposure. What’s more is 

that the Texas Cancer Registry indicated that the cancer rates in Port Arthur were 15 percent 

greater than the average Texan . With the data in place, it is important to note that the population 30
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of Port Arthur is roughly at least 80 percent African American . With that being said, the situa31 -

tion happening in Port Arthur starts to evolve into one concerning institutional racism. 

 To be more specific, West Port Arthur has “an overwhelmingly African American com-

munity of churches, shotgun shacks, and several complexes of low-slung, barracks-like brick 

row houses-public (or public-assisted) housing meant for those who can’t afford to live anywhere 

else” . According to Ted Genoways, the population remains to be around 95 percent and citing 32

Robert Bullard, “the heavy concentration of African Americans in the shadow of the city’s re-

fineries may be especially egregious, but it is hardly unique” . Taking into consideration that 33

Texas has a total population composed of 12 percent African American, “more than 66 percent of 

residents near the state’s most hazardous waste sites” . This shows a common trend in the state 34

of Texas where the African American community is almost completely segregated to areas that 

can be deemed to be uninhabitable because of the toxicity levels. However, this placement of 

African Americans can be attributed to high poverty rate faced by the community.  

 The poverty rate in Port Arthur is high in comparison to the state average and is even 

higher in the African American community. An indication of this poverty rate can be made 

through the analysis of the three parties’ unemployment rate. The unemployment rate of Texas is 

about 4 percent while Port Arthur averages 6 percent and the African American community aver-

ages 14 percent, far exceeding both unemployment rates added together . These rates are inter35 -

esting because it would expected that with these oil companies stationing in the area, employ-

ment rates should increase, not decrease. In fact, “the oil and gas industry accounted for almost 7 

percent of new jobs created nationwide…[however], Port Arthur’s unemployment rate nearly 

doubled over the same span” . It turns out however, that most “companies promise to “give Port 36
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Arthur residents a fair opportunity to apply for employment” . Interestingly enough, “one com37 -

pany’s pledge to use local labor and contractors defined “local” as conserving a nine-county re-

gion” . Regardless, of this loophole, African Americans still make half of what the average Tex38 -

an makes , thus showing that the rate of poverty will either stagnant or continue to increase as a 39

result of this lack of equal opportunity. 

 With all the pollution being spewed out and the ramifications of these toxins into the air 

and water within the area surrounding Port Arthur, one may wonder why the local government 

hasn’t done anything productive to rectify the problem. The reason for the numerous refineries in 

Port Arthur is not only because it is an oil boom town and port, but also is due to the fact that 

“Port Arthur waives most property taxes to lure industry” . Companies such as Motiva, Total 40

and Valero were given contracts stating that they will not need to pay property taxes for two out 

of the nine-year contract . It becomes apparent that local political figures are incentivized to en41 -

tice oil companies to invest in operating in the area. In fact, ex-mayor Oscar Ortiz defended the 

incentives by stating that “the main substance that keeps the city floating is the refineries”; how-

ever, his bias is not surprising when he responded to the growing health concerns of the residents 

of Port Arthur by stating, “We’ve all got to die of something” . Such a statement is unfitting for 42

a publicly elected figure. 

 Port Arthur from its conception had been known to for its generosity towards oil indus-

tries. Today it “has at least 28 tax-abatement deals with refineries and chemical plants” . Apart 43

from these tax-abatements,  Port Arthur could be incentivized to house these enterprises in re-

sponse to state gas-taxes. By housing these refineries, Port Arthur and areas similar to it, are able 

to provide fuel for the United States’ high demand for it. Furthermore, the United States as a 
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whole would be able to impose the gas-tax, “an excise tax collected from wholesalers rather than 

a sales tax collected at the pump” . This tax is in turn used to construct, “new highways [which 44

generates] new traffic [and in turn generate] new revenues that were legally reserved for more 

new highways” . This example shows the self-perpetuation of the oil industry in that the indus45 -

tries located in Port Arthur are the wholesalers who provide for the distributor (applying the gas-

tax), which in turn provides to the average consumer and so on and so forth. 

 Though the situation in Port Arthur appears to be stark in nature, residents have started to 

voice their concern and frustration. Community in-Power and Development Agency (CIDA), an 

organization that trains citizens to measure air quality , is the brainchild of West Port Arthur na46 -

tive, Hilton Kelley. Over the last decade, Kelley has “succeeded in getting the Texas Commission 

on Environmental Equality to block a permit for a project at Premier…which would have added 

525 tons of emission into the air” . His leadership in bridging community and industry has led 47

him to serve on the EPA’s National Environmental Justice Advisory Council . Currently, Kelley 48

“empowers young people in Port Arthur, Texas to tell the stories of communities fighting indus-

trial pollution and become champions of their own health and environmental rights by producing 

and performing a play” . Through the use of grassroots organizations, citizens living under such 49

harsh conditions have helped loosen the tight grip that oil refineries had in Port Arthur and the 

surrounding cities. 

 In conclusion, the oil industry has been a major actor in the United States’ social structure 

since the birth of the automobile in twentieth century American history. With the incorporation of 

cars as status symbols and modes of efficient travel, the oil industry has been able to maintain a 

constant and growing source of consumers. This relatively steady flow of consumers has be-
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stowed upon this enterprise a sort of power in achieving economic success and influence. The  

previous notion made pertaining to high rates of oil production at any cost becomes stressed as it  

becomes clear that these industries are very lucrative for local economies as well as national 

ones. These companies become almost so powerful that they become incentivized to establish in 

some areas rather than others by either tax abatements or lack of intense regulation. Unfortunate-

ly for the minority population in the United States, the banal saying “with great power comes 

great responsibility” is almost totally dismissed by such corporations. However, the future 

doesn't look to bleak per se, rather, with the rise of environmental sustainability, electric and hy-

brid cars appear to become more integrated into modern American society, the potential to shift 

the balance of power away from the oil industry is possible. Through understanding environmen-

tal justice movements and societal shifts in consumer demands, one  comes to the conclusion that 

the real power to change is found within the hands of the everyday citizen.  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