




American businesses and government officials spurred by

talk of a new Pacific Rim constellation of players. When

interest in promoting US exports and increasing imports

further developed in the late 1950s and early 1960s, delega-

tions from LA would continually travel to various Asian

ports, including Hong Kong, Taipei, Manila, Tokyo, and

Singapore, to highlight the changes that were increasing



freeway passing through the same neighborhoods that were

located next to the large intermodal facilities. At the eastern

edge of the Southern California region, in the Inland

Empire, massive new warehouses and intermodal facilities

(some one to two million square feet or larger) were being

constructed or expanded to establish Southern California’s

‘‘inland ports,’’ designed to move goods inland from (and to)

the ports, often by rail, to be repackaged and then trans-

ferred to their final inland destinations.

Today, the Port of Los Angeles is the busiest container

port in the United States, while its neighbor to the south, the

Port of Long Beach, is the nation’s second busiest. Together,

the two ports constitute by far the largest port facility com-

plex in the United States and the ninth largest (when com-

bined) in the world. The Port of Los Angeles encompasses

7,500 acres, including twenty-four passenger and cargo

terminals, on-dock intermodal facilities, and railyards. The

Port of Long Beach resides on 3,200 acres and includes

twenty-two terminals, ten piers, and eighty cargo berths that

handle nearly five thousand vessel calls a year, as well as on

dock rail facilities, with more than six million containers

passing through the port. About 40 percent of the nation’s

imports come through these two ports, and they are the

primary destination for goods from China, establishing





predominantly Latino and immigrant neighborhoods, the

focus on goods-movement represented not just the classic

environmental justice argument about the toxic burdens in

such communities, but a strong desire to have residents

help create more livable places, underlining the environ-

mental justice argument that environmental advocacy is

about the places where people live, work, play, eat, and go

to school. What became especially compelling about this

place-based focus was the understanding that their struggle

was at once local and global. China was also on their agenda,

as linkages have begun to be pursued with community and

environmental advocates in Hong Kong and China who are

addressing some of the same types of pollution and ‘‘sacri-

fice zones’’ on the other side of the Pacific.

Labor groups also became engaged in these issues. There

are substantial numbers of people employed in the goods-

movement system, including those represented by a strong

and historically significant union at the ports (the Interna-

tional Longshore and Warehouse Union) as well as those

not represented and often exploited and subject to some of



environmental groups, with their research, legal, and labor

partners sought to establish an overarching plan to guide

the environmental change, impacts on communities, and

additional issues related to truck emissions and the condi-

tions faced by drivers. It resulted in an overarching clean air

action plan adopted in 2006 and a subsequent clean trucks

plan the next year that included both ports, although the

Long Beach port eliminated one key provision of the truck

plan. In many ways, these plans provided the most substan-

tial changes to date of any port in the United States and for

many other ports worldwide. The clean air action plan set

significant emission reduction targets—a 45 percent emis-

sions reduction in diesel particulate matter, nitrogen oxides,

and sulfur oxides by the end of 2011 from the baseline year

of 2007; a goal that was achieved and even exceeded in part

due to reduced ship traffic during the recent recession.

Other changes that predated the adoption of the clean air

plan or were put in place subsequently included a ship

speed reduction plan, the change to electric shore power,

a shift to alternative fuels for cargo equipment, including for

cranes, and future changes in the fuel sources for incoming

ships.

The most impressive—and contentious—of the changes

involved a transition toward replacing dirty diesel trucks

with less-polluting trucks at the port. This clean trucks plan

included replacing and retrofitting approximately sixteen

thousand trucks in order to meet federal EPA emissions

standards. To achieve these goals, the program featured

a $1.6 billion concessionaire model that would require

trucking companies who serviced the port to hire truck dri-

vers as employees in return for securing transport contracts

with the port. These new employees would replace the

heavily exploited system of independent contractors, the

tranqueros, who resided at the economic margins and would

find the truck replacement costs nearly impossible to meet.

The adoption of the clean trucks program marked a path-

breaking accomplishment for the community, environmen-

tal, and labor networks engaged in bringing about changes
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at the ports. It represented a major potential reduction in

the environmental exposures experienced by both truckers

and community residents, and a major benefit for the envi-

ronment as a whole. It directly addressed the exploitative

trucking system put in place with the deregulation of the

industry in the 1980s that required independent truck dri-

vers to bear the burden of all maintenance and upkeep for

trucks that cost over $100,000, along with port fees and

other costs of doing business at the port. Many of the

individual truckers who owned and operated their own

trucks and needed to compete individually for hauling

jobs, were those low income, immigrant truck drivers who

netted about $30,000 annually and worked eleven to

twelve hour days. The immigration status of the truckers

also reinforced the potential for exploitation. Immigration

issues have loomed large in relation to port trucking and

goods-movement issues. For example, on 1 May 2006,

a year prior to the clean trucks plan agreement, 90 percent

of all the truck drivers serving the LA port refused to make

or pick up their deliveries, in solidarity with a massive

immigration rights rally that took place that day. Participa-

tion in this action was significantly motivated by an immi-

gration raid at the port two weeks prior that had targeted

immigrant truck drivers, leading to several drivers hauled

out of their trucks and detained, while their trucks were

towed away.

Faced with these changes, the goods-movement indus-

tries, led by the trucking companies and the big box retailers

have fought back, bringing legal challenges and seeking

to undermine a key provision of the clean trucks plan, the

concessionaire model. With their army of lawyers and deep

pockets, and unusual alliances (for example, a Chinese gov-

ernment agreement with the American Legislative

Exchange Council to promote fracking and natural gas

exports), the community groups continue their battle, secur-

ing additional victories amidst various setbacks.

This goods-movement system is just one illustration of

the increasing China-Los Angeles links. Los Angeles is an

immigrant city—upward of 35 percent of its population are

immigrants. Its Chinese population numbers 566,000
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