
Paciýc Steel Casting Company (PSC), the City of Berkeley, and the Bay Area Air Quality Management District (BAAQMD) 
have been at odds with neighbors for years. This is partially because of PSCôs uncooperativeness and foul emissions, 
partly because of the City of Berkeleyôs lack of meaningful action, and partly because of BAAQMDôs impenetrable 
regulatory bureaucracy and nearly unusable complaints policy. 

Neighbors have long known that PSCôs burning pot handle/burning brake odor is attributed to phenol and formaldehyde, 
as well as various other particulates and gases. These substances include recognized and suspected carcinogens, 
suspected cardiovascular or blood toxicants, developmental toxicants, immunotoxicants, kidney toxicants,  
gastrointestinal or liver toxicants, neurotoxicants, reproductive toxicants, respiratory toxicants, and skin or sense 
organ toxicants. Although they have complained and organized to have the emissions ýltered out of the air, the odors 
are a recurring nightmare for residents in El Cerrito, Albany, Berkeley, and Kensington for the past 25 or more years.  
Neighbors won some partial victories, with PSC installing a carbon adsorption system on Plant #2 in 1985, and on Plant 
#1 in 1991. A carbon adsorption system in Plant #3 became operational in October of 2006. However, the problems were 
not fully addressed and the odor nuisance continues.

When they made complaints to BAAQMD, the neighbors were confronted with bureaucratic sluggishness, inspectors 
discouraging them from complaining about PSC, red tape, and policies overwhelmingly favoring industry. The 
complaints policy is a case in point. To make a complaint, residents must ýrst discover what agency to call about the 
stink. After inquiring at federal, state, and local government institutions, perusing the phone book, and searching the 
Internet, they may learn about BAAQMD. Then they must call the complaint number (1-800-334-6367) and describe the 
speciýc odor they smell. 

If the complaint is made between 9 AM and 5 PM, an inspector may come to their homes/workplaces to try to conýrm the 
smell. This can take 30 minutes to one hour or more depending on where the inspector is and how busy the inspector 
is at the time the complaint is phoned in. The complainant must be present when the inspector arrives. They must still 
smell the odor when the inspector arrives and tries to sniff out the smell. If both complainant and inspector are able to 
smell the odor, the inspector continues the process to conýrm the complaint. The inspector must now trace the odor, 
block by block, back to the source before it is ofýcially considered a conýrmed compliant. Five different households, or 
ýve people at a workplace, must have their complaints conýrmed by an inspector within a 24-hour period before a notice 
of violation can be issued to the offending company. 

PSCôs emissions move in the ambient air. Depending upon the wind direction, the odor can be smelled intermittently. The 
odor may drift elsewhere before an inspector shows up. If the complaint is called in after regular work hours at BAAQMD, 
it is recorded and registered the next day. No conýrmation can be made at that time. If three people call in after core 
hours, an inspector could be dispatched after hours, and conýrmed complaints could be ýled.

A lawyer for PSC said that neighbors were concerned with the odor and the effect it might have on the value of their 
homes. Neighbors contend they are variously concerned about quality of life, the impact on local businesses and jobs 
(including those of PSC workers), the risk to children in nearby childcare centers and schools, pregnant womenôs 
(and their babiesô) safety, the health of elders and environmentally sensitive community members, and danger to the 
environment. A Berkeley activist called for publicly accessible, independent, comprehensive testing for health and 
environment effects of all of PSCôs emissions (odorous and odorless). The following account, culled primarily from oral 
histories and yearsô worth of clippings from periodicals, chronicles strong resistance by PSC, the City of Berkeley, and 
the BAAQMD to a comprehensive, transparent and responsive air analysis and cleanup process.

This is a history of Paciýc Steel Casting Company,
the industryôs local and regional regulators, and the 
East Bay community their actions impact.
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1934	 Paciýc Steel Casting Company (PSC) was founded in West Berkeley. The company makes technology for pumps 
and valves, oil ýelds, construction equipment, trucks, military, industrial, and mining applications.

1960	 Some foundries started to use synthetic resins, which PSC was prepared to use in its future expansions.

1974	 PSC was granted permission to build Plant #2. The Plant was permitted to use synthetic resins without a 
requirement for devices to control odorous emissions.

1975	 Neighbors began to reþect on the smell from PSCôs new foundry processes.

1980	 Robert Humphreys, City of Berkeley zoning ofýcer, determined an Environmental Impact Report (EIR) would not 
be required for the construction of PSCôs Plant #3. This was because PSC had assured him that the new operation would 
produce ñno increase in odors.ò

1981	 Berkeley neighbors began to organize around a burning pot handle/burning brake smell that emanated from PSC 
in West Berkeley. Neighbors learned to call the Bay Area Air Quality Management District (BAAQMD) to make complaints 
about the odor nuisance from PSC.

PSC received notices of violation from BAAQMD for creating an odor nuisance due to many conýrmed complaints from 
residents of Berkeley.

The grassroots neighborhood organization Neighbors for Clean Air (NCA) was formed. NCA approached BAAQMD, the 
Berkeley City Council, the State Department of Health, and the City Board of Adjustments to deal with the issues of odor 
nuisance and possible health risks from emissions at PSC.

Hearings were held at different agencies but, due to postponements and cancellations of nine hearing dates, no 
immediate action took place.

1982	 Due to continued community complaints, BAAQMD scheduled a test to determine the source of PSCôs emissions.

PSC was issued numerous notices of violation from BAAQMD for odor nuisance.

The Berkeley City Council and the Board of Adjustments held public hearings regarding PSC odors, but deferred to 
BAAQMD.

After receiving 107 conýrmed complaints, the BAAQMD air pollution control ofýcer ýled for a public hearing before the 
BAAQMD hearing board (the quasi-judicial branch of the air district). District inspectors and consultants gave expert 
testimony, and residents testiýed about PSCôs odor nuisance. Throughout the hearing, PSC denied it was responsible for 
the odor.

The BAAQMD hearing board issued a conditional order of abatement against Paciýc Steel Casting Company, listing 
steps PSC must take to end the pollution. PSC was to return to the board a month later with very speciýc plans and a 
schedule for ending the release of its emissions.          

1983	 In January, PSC hired a $500 per day expert on foundries, Richard Duffee, to address the odor problem. He 
advised the erection of an 85-foot stack on Plant two, and ducts in parts of Plant two and three to solve the odor 
nuisance. The noxious odor then spread as far as Grizzly Peak in the Berkeley Hills.

In response to PSCôs prolonged foot-dragging, the hearing board prepared an unconditional order of abatement, the 
most serious type of order.

PSCôs lawyer from Joseph Aliotoôs law ýrm immediately ýled a petition in Superior Court to have the order of abatement 
overturned. This attempt failed and PSC was compelled to install an extensive ventilation system as well as scrubbers. 
PSCôs hired expert then advised adding a condenser.        

1984	 Thus far, PSC had been ýned $40,000 and been forced to pay none of it. The odor returned to Berkeley, Albany, 
Kensington and El Cerrito neighborhoods. More conýrmed complaints were tallied against PSC. More hearings were 
held. PSC was ordered to install a carbon ýltration system within eight months.

After still more hearings, in December, the BAAQMD hearing board issued an unconditional order of abatement, which 
stated that PSC must cease and desist emitting odors from its Plants or face ýnes and possible closure.

1985	 The unconditional order of abatement went into effect in January. BAAQMD took PSC to Alameda County 
Superior Court to force the industry to adhere to its unconditional order of abatement and stop polluting the air. PSC 
installed a carbon adsorption system on Plant #2.

1990	 There were 630 complaints made against PSC in this year alone.

1991	 There were 142 complaints against PSC. PSC installed a carbon adsorption system on Plant #1.
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1998	 PSC received two loans and bought and installed a Calciýre Thermal Sand Reclamation System to reuse the 
5,500 tons of sand PSC uses in its casting process. Some observers called it an incinerator. No environmental impact 
report (EIR) process was conducted before the installation and no notice for public review was given, violating the 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). 

PSC (and the City of Berkeley) received an award from the California Association for Local Economic Development 
ï announced in time for Earth Day ï for installing the sand reclamation system.

1999	 Between 1994 and 1999, the public had made 190 complaints, 27 of which were conýrmed complaints. No notices 
of violation were issued. By the nineties, the bureaucratic complaint policies of BAAQMD had thoroughly frustrated 
longtime residents who had routinely called in complaints. Many stopped complaining by 1999. Many had moved out of 
the area.

Residents new to the community did not know the source of the distinctive odor or whom to call about the smell. 
BAAQMD still had not effectively publicized the phone number for complaints. Some BAAQMD inspectors continued to 
discourage residents who tried to complain about or organize against PSC emissions.

PSC requested that BAAQMD lift the unconditional order of abatement against it that had been in effect for fourteen 
years. 

2000	 In March a BAAQMD hearing was held to decide whether to lift the unconditional abatement order against Paciýc 
Steel Casting Company. Public notice was only given via The Oakland Tribune. 

Residents who attended the hearing voiced concerns about the odor nuisance as well as public health and the 
environmental risks of the sand-recycling unit. They were told the hearing board could only deal with the public nuisance 
issue (odor complaints).

The hearing board took community membersô concerns into account. The board slammed the districtôs complaint 
policies as well as the districtôs method of determining a violation. Because such policy concerns are outside its 
jurisdiction, the hearing board was powerless to change BAAQMD policy. It was not powerless with regard to the 
abatement order.

Only one member of the hearing board wrote a dissenting opinion against lifting the unconditional order of abatement. 
The order, which required that PSC cease and desist emission of its odor nuisance or face ýnes and possible closure, 
was lifted.

2001	 There were 18 complaints made to BAAQMD against PSC.

2003	 There were 49 complaints made.

2004	 There were 112 complaints made.

2005	 In April, seven odor complaints conýrmed by a district inspector resulted in a notice of violation against PSC. 
BAAQMD transferred its inspector to a different beat. Paciýc Steel Casting Company had topped BAAQMDôs complaint 
list in Berkeley every year since 2000. After the past 25 years of neighbor complaints, the emissions from the third unit 
at PSC were still unýltered and about half of the emissions from the second unit were unýltered. PSCôs environmental 
engineer said PSC would not act until BAAQMD found the source of the odor. The ýrm Aroner, Jewel & Ellis Partners 
(AJE) took over all public relations for PSC shortly thereafter.

Also in April, Berkeley Mayor Tom Bates and City Councilmember Linda Maioôs aide held a town hall meeting. Over 70 
people attended. The main topic was the continued community concern about PSCôs pollution.

From the beginning of April to the end of June, 3 Notices of Violation were issued to PSC by BAAQMD. NCA came 
under the umbrella of a new group, The West Berkeley Alliance for Clean Air and Safe Jobs. The Alliance was founded 
as a network of neighbors, businesses, and environmental, social justice, and childrenôs groups in Berkeley, Albany, El 
Cerrito, and Kensington allied to preserve safe jobs while preventing noxious pollution.

BAAQMD did not have the funds to conduct a Health Risk Assessment (HRA); it delegated this job to Paciýc Steel. When 
the Alliance critiqued the conþict of interest inherent in an industry arranging and paying for its own evaluation, the City 
of Berkeley arranged public comment periods to take residentsô input about the planned HRA to BAAQMD and PSC.

The initial HRA plan used emissions measurements from 15 years before, emissions estimates from a reference 
book, and projections of breathing rates for adult men rather than the trebled rate characteristic of children. The plan 
recommended few new source tests of PSCôs actual emissions. BAAQMD concluded this was adequate.

The Alliance held a meeting in July to organize neighbors and train them in testing the air, independent from government 
and industry.

In August, the City of Berkeley held a community meeting, agreeing to advocate on behalf of, and take input from, the 
community regarding the HRA and an imminent odor study of PSC, with the eventual goal of mitigating the pollution 
problem for good.
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In September and October, PSC submitted a Draft HRA Protocols and Modeling document, a Draft Source Test Plan and 
an Odor Control Plan to BAAQMD. PSC suggested it would install pollution controls in Plant #3.

In December the BAAQMD and PSC (excluding public participation) signed a settlement agreement due to 9 notices 
of violation in 2005. The agreement refers to Plant #3 and includes installation of a carbon adsorption system, as well 
as PSCôs Odor Control Plan (new housekeeping procedures, use of an odor-neutralizer, enclosure of the cooling and 
pouring areas, etc.) The Alliance demanded that the þawed settlement agreement be renegotiated with public input.

2006	 On April 10th, representatives of the Alliance, Berkeley City Councilmember Maio and the BAAQMD met to 
discuss community air monitoring. The BAAQMD canceled a scheduled follow-up meeting.

In May, Communities for a Better Environment (CBE) declared its intent to ýle a suit against PSC, alleging violations 
of Clean Air Act recordkeeping requirements and permitted emissions limits. Also in May, the City of Berkeley Zoning 
Adjustments Board (ZAB) approved PSCôs permit to build the carbon adsorption system on Plant #3, without requiring 
environmental impact review and comprehensive toxics prevention (despite objections from community members such 
as the Alliance).

A community member appealed the ZAB decision to the Berkeley City Council. At the end of May the City Council 
unanimously upheld the ZAB decision.

City of Berkeley Mayor Bates was installed as a Director on the BAAQMD Board.

At Mayor Batesô request, Alliance members met with him to discuss Alliance requirements regarding PSC, the BAAQMD, 
and the City of Berkeley, including: placement of Continuous Emissions Monitoring devices (CEMôs) to calculate PSCôs 
emissions and offer easy public access to the emissions data, adoption of a Toxic Use Reduction (TUR) approach to 
cleanup, BAAQMD inspector response to complaints after hours, funds for independent community air testing, etc.

In August, after Alliance members had repeatedly pressured the BAAQMD Board of Directors with public comments 
about PSCôs pollution, the BAAQMD ýled suit against PSC for noncompliance with the settlement agreement.

In September, PSC delivered a late, incomplete Emissions Inventory Report to the BAAQMD; PSC source test results for 
June and July were not included.

PSCôs Carbon Adsorption ýlter on Plant #3 was installed by October 15th.

In November, the Alliance released the results of independent community tests conducted to detect toxic dust/soot/ash 
fallout in the neighborhoods around PSC. Many potentially harmful substances were detected, including unhealthy 
levels of lead. Also this month, the organization Neighborhood Solutions took PSC to small claims court on behalf of 
25 community members. On November 11th, more than 250 community members attended a march and rally to protest 
PSCôs pollution.

2007	 PSC mailed a ñNeighborhood Newsò publication to 7500 Berkeley residents to begin the year. In February, 
Berkeley Mayor Bates and Berkeley City Council member Maio held a community meeting to discuss PSC. BAAQMD and 
PSC representatives were present, and an Alliance member spoke out to a standing ovation.

Also in February, CBE and PSC reached a settlement. The agreement required PSC to dedicate $350,000 to reduce 
annual emissions by 2 tons within 3 years. The decision about how to spend the money was to be made by CBE, PSC 
and the GMP-164b union of PSC workers. The agreement allowed CBE to tour PSCôs facility and review records there 
multiple times per year. Lastly, PSC was required to inspect scrap shipments and only use scrap metal without mercury, 
plastic, lead, and other contaminants. PSC had been cited when the melting of scrap guns with ammunition and oil left in 
them blew a hole in one bag house and released smoke.

Late in February, PSCôs Emissions Inventory Report was released by the BAAQMD to the community. The Alliance 
requested that material excluded from the report because PSC claimed it was trade secret be included. The uncensored 
version was made public by the BAAQMD after PSC did not take legal action to prevent this.

In March, the Berkeley City Council heard its Community Environmental Advisory Commission (CEAC) recommendations 
for City actions regarding PSCôs pollution: test for lead and other heavy metals in the community, convene a public 
hearing about PSCôs pollution, enforce existing City codes and ordinances, and encourage PSC to adopt TUR measures. 
The City decided to delay the possibility of taking action on any CEAC recommendations until the release of the HRA; 
this meant that no funds to enact the CEAC recommendations could be approved in the City budget.

In April, Alliance ally Global Community Monitor (GCM) got a $25,000 grant from the BAAQMD to conduct community air 
testing. The BAAQMD also said it would set up a mobile air monitoring station in West Berkeley and conduct tests for 
PSCôs emissions, but provided no start-up date.

In May, PSC and the BAAQMD accepted a settlement agreement that stated PSC will pay a $150,000 ýne and install a 
capture hood at Plant #3ôs electric arc furnace.

On July 23rd, PSC released its entire draft HRA to the BAAQMD. The HRA was to be released to the public at the end of 
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