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All Positives Possible

Photo courtesy of All Positives Possible

All Positives Possible’s mission is to 
promote positive community and 
environmental health, environmental 
and social involvement, and to develop 
strategies such as second chance and 
positive change to protect our environment 
and health locally and worldwide.

All Positives Possible (APP) is a 501c(3) non-profit and a grassroots community-based organization 
based in Richmond California, serving the greater Bay Area, including Sacramento and surrounding 
communities. It was created in 2009 to assist the efforts of low-income communities of color to confront 
growing environmental health, social justice, and economic crises and the negative effects of these 
crises on human health, particularly within low-income, disenfranchised, and underserved communities 
of color. All Positives Possible’s staff provide outreach, educational, trainings, organizing, advocacy and 
mentoring support to affected communities and underserved populations of color. Their mission is to 
promote positive community and environmental health, and environmental and social involvement, and 
to develop strategies such as second chance and positive change to protect the environment and health 
locally and worldwide. They especially promote non-violent action, organizing, and advocacy as a means 
of community empowerment designed to bring about positive changes and second chance opportunities 
in their communities for those who have been incarcerated but pose no threat to society. They work to 
ensure that impacted communities and underserved populations of color have a voice and participate in 
all processes, policies or decisions that affect their health and quality of life, so that they too are a part of 
rebuilding their communities.
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Project Description

All Positives Possible built on its foundation of sustained, grassroots community work to gather additional 
data on South Vallejo’s water issues and priorities through surveys, interviews, and informational and 
listening sessions with impacted South Vallejo community members, agencies, and elected officials. They 
also reviewed documents and research related to water quality.

Old Sperry Flour Mill Fishing Spot - Just feet to the left side of the tree pictured is the Old Sperry Flour Mill property. 
Photo shows adjacency of the mill, which was a major polluter and is now no longer operating but remains highly 
contaminated, to the shoreline where community members recreate. This spot is now occupied by the Vallejo Marine 
Terminal. Both owners were recently indicted by the FBI as part of the bribery scandal at San Francisco City Hall, and 
one has been sentenced to two years in prison and a $127,000 fine (Bay City News 2021). This is a regular fishing spot 
that many community members use to feed themselves and their families. Photo courtesy of All Positives Possible

Proximity of the community fishing spot to the Old Sperry Flour Mill site. Photo courtesy of All Positives Possible
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Background on South Vallejo

Demographics
The City of Vallejo, California has a population of 120,095, with 35% of the population identifying as white, 
26% Hispanic or Latino, 20% African American, 23% Asian, 1% Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander, 
and <1% American Indian and Alaskan Native (U.S. Census, 2021). Vallejo ranks in the upper quartile of the 
Population Density and Diversity Index when compared to other areas in California. A 2019 University of 
California Berkeley study showed that Vallejo is a very diverse city, with one of the two highest populations 
of African Americans in Solano County, but is segregated. Resources are not dispersed equally, and there is 
limited access to resources, better jobs, and public services, including schools, with negative consequences 
for overall wellbeing in areas including South Vallejo (Raskin-Zrihen, 2019). 

The median household income in 2019 of South Vallejo was $58,952, compared with $71,265 for the City of 
Vallejo as a whole—a nearly 20% difference (City-Data, 2019). The area is subject to some of the worst water 
and air quality in the state, ranking in the highest percentiles of the California EPA’s CalEnviroscreen, which 
identifies California communities by census tract that are disproportionately burdened by, and vulnerable 
to, multiple sources of pollution. Vallejo ranks in the 86-90% overall, 95% for low birth weight, 94% for 
cardiovascular disease, and 99% for groundwater threat. Vallejo ranks in the 99th percentile for asthma, and 
rates of respiratory illness are also among the highest in California (Raskin-Zrihen, 2010).

History of Environmental Injustice and Inequity in South Vallejo 
South Vallejo is a front-line, historically disadvantaged long term exposure high risk primarily low-income 
Black American community located a quarter mile from the Carquinez Strait in Solano County. There 
are two elementary schools, Grace Logan Patterson and Beverly Hills Elementary, in addition to several 
elderly and disabled care homes located within a quarter mile of the Phillips 66 (Formerly ConocoPhillips) 
San Francisco Refinery in Rodeo, within five miles of NuStar Energy Gas & Oil Refinery in Selby and the 
Valero Refinery in Benicia, and downwind of the Chevron Refinery in Richmond. In 2016, 2017, and 2021 
toxic spills occurred in the Carquinez Strait, which is used for transport to and from the nearby refineries. 
In 2016, Vallejo residents reported a petroleum smell at the same time a tanker was unloading crude oil at 
the Phillips 66 Refinery, and dozens were hospitalized after the fumes made them sick. In 2017, a pipeline 
leak released oil into the waterway. In 2021, the Chevron refinery spilled oil in the same month Phillips 66 
released toxic fumes into the air. In addition to negative public health impacts, oil spills are often unable 
to be entirely cleaned up and cause long-term damage to the ecosystem (Clyde & Snow, 2016; Hurd, 2017; 
BAAQMD, 2017; BAAQMD, 2021).

South Vallejo has long been a toxic dumping ground for polluters, which have negatively impacted health 
and shortened lives. The area has historical and present pollution from the Old Sperry (General Mills) 
Flour Mill, former Mare Island Naval Base, Phillips 66 Refinery, Selby Slag Smelting & Lead Co, the Ryder 
Wastewater Sewage Treatment Plant, the old 7-Up Plant, the former Pacific Gas & Electric Manufacturing Gas 
Plant, old railroads, and other toxic companies. Many of these are Superfund sites. Some of these polluters 
have closed, leaving their contamination behind, while others remain operating and further negatively 
affecting the community’s health. South Vallejo’s already unhealthy air quality was further impacted on 
October 15, 2019, when explosions at NuStar Energy Gas & Oil in Rodeo sent large, toxic black clouds into 
the air, which directly hit the City of Vallejo and particularly South Vallejo. In addition, the recent severe 
wildfire seasons have forced residents to stay indoors, wear masks, and put wet towels against door cracks 
and window seals to avoid breathing in particulate matter. 
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Additional polluters have made attempts to set up shop in Vallejo. In 2003, Shell and Bechtel attempted 
to set up a Liquified Natural Gas Plant less than 1,000 feet away from residents’ homes. In 2016, an Irish 
company, Orcem, proposed to set up a cement factory at the old Sperry Flour Mill site, which, according to 
the draft environmental report, would have brought in over 500 trucks a day with 60 tons of fugitive dust 
released into the community, 24 hours per day, seven days per week, 365 days per year, for over 65 years. 
There was also a proposal put forward by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the ports to dredge six to 
ten additional feet between San Francisco Bay and Stockton so larger tankers could pass through, carrying 
more toxic substances on the waterway. Community members, living one-quarter mile from the water, 
organized against these proposals and were able to keep additional polluters out, at least for now (California 
Department of Justice, 2020; All Positives Possible, 2021; Martichoux, 2019; Sunflower Alliance, 2020).

South Vallejo continues to feel the effects of polluters located in their community, and animals have been 
harbingers of how these pollutants can affect residents. In February of 2021, a dead sea lion was found 
days after the Phillips 66 Toxic Release (see photo). In addition to the environmental pollution that affects 
community members’ health, in 2018, sediment was found in the Swanzy Reservoir in South Vallejo due to 
a false reading from the reservoir’s closed system. This caused sediment to be sucked from the bottom into 
the system, affecting the drinking water of 1,000 households in the area. City officials told residents that the 
water is safe to drink, “despite debris and discoloration,” but also that residents should limit usage, which 
community members report seeded distrust (KTVU FOX 2, 2018). The recent severe wildfire seasons and 
COVID-19 pandemic have also highlighted the need for better water quality and more reliable water at home.

A dead sea lion was 
found days after the 
Phillips 66 toxic release. 
Photo courtesy of All 
Positives Possible
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Community-Identified Strengths and Assets

The community in South Vallejo came together to fight for their health—and win—against additional 
sources of pollution that have threatened their community. Community members fought against the Orcem 
cement plant every day for four years: developing postcards and other informational materials to give 
people a clear picture about what they were up against, knocking on doors to ask if their neighbors knew 
about the cement plant plans, and uncovering more and more sickness in the community that they suspect 
is related to the area’s already heavy pollution burden. Community members realized that they needed data 
to push back, so activists and community members installed 25 monitors to track air quality. Eventually, 
the California Department of Justice (DOJ) investigated and found the impact of the cement plant on South 
Vallejo would be as severe as the community had believed. With the support of the DOJ, the community 
won the fight against Orcem cement and their plans to open in South Vallejo. Community members also 
banded with other threatened frontline communities in San Francisco, Rodeo, and Richmond to defeat 
a proposal from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and ports in the area to dredge the Carquinez Strait 
to allow bigger tankers carrying oil and gas to pass through waters from Stockton to San Francisco. The 
communities worked with the University of California, Berkeley to oppose the dredging, and the proponents 
decided to withdraw the proposal, at least for now. South Vallejo is not giving up the fight to continue to 
work to improve the health of their community.

Additionally, through All Positives Possible’s commitment to ensure that drinking water in their community 
is safe, South Vallejo community members first identified and recognized tap water quality as a priority 
issue. They began the conversation about testing tap water to ground truth what community members 
are experiencing. All Positives Possible’s efforts pushed the Bay Area DACTI Program in its early stages to 
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conduct a tap water testing program.

Needs Assessment Process 

Summary of Outreach and Education Efforts
Through the needs assessment process, All Positives Possible conducted surveys, canvassed, held four 
community listening and information sessions with impacted community members, and held three 
agency meetings. They identified two new community partners—Junior’s Haircuts and Whip It Up—who 
they partnered with to host community information and listening sessions; and two new non-community 
partners: University of California, Davis, and the California Air Resources Board (CARB) Environmental 
Justice Department A.B. 617 liaison. All Positives Possible also developed outreach and engagement 
materials including postcards, flyers, newspaper, radio, social media, and TV interviews to help inform, 
educate, and increase participation of South Vallejo residents. All Positives Possible additionally identified 
more trainings and educational workshop sessions that are needed for continued support in South Vallejo.

All Positives Possible led community tours of the tidelands and waterways on Derr Street where the Old 
Sperry Flour Mill is located, where the City of Vallejo was proposing to allow the Orcem toxic cement plant, 
and where many homeless and poor residents rely on subsistence fishing and eating what they catch. They 
also led tours of Lake Dalgwick, Cal Maritime, and other impacted areas in South Vallejo. 

In 2018-2019 All Positives Possible conducted water sampling in historically disadvantaged low-income 
neighborhoods in South Vallejo and led community toxic tours in in South Vallejo and in neighboring Bayo 
Vista public housing, both being historically disadvantaged, high risk, long-term exposed communities.

People experiencing homelessness along the 
Rodeo shoreline, a quarter mile across the 
Carquinez Strait, feet away from the Phillips 66 
Refinery. Rodeo is another nearby historically 
severely disadvantaged community of color 
that has not been prioritized and is exposed 
to pollution in the area. Photo courtesy of All 
Positives Possible

All Positives Possible worked to have effective engagement with the City of Vallejo Water Agency 
and Solano County Environmental Health Division Investigative Branch to work toward more health 
protective and preventative measures for residents, as well as better responsiveness to South Vallejo and 
other Disadvantaged Community neighborhoods in Vallejo. All Positives Possible also worked to engage 
with the Attorney General’s new Environmental Justice Bureau.
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Needs Assessment Findings

South Vallejo community members identified drinking water quality and the pollution of water bodies and 
air from many toxic burdens as top priority issues. Additionally, access to natural areas is being threatened 
by projects that restrict residents’ ability to visit the shoreline, and subsistence fishers are at risk of harmful 
health impacts from ingesting fish from water polluted with toxic materials. On top of these issues, community 
members stressed the negative impacts of these issues on human health, the way the elderly and disabled 
populations are overlooked, as well as the impact of pollutants in the environment on animals/pets. 

 Drinking water 

Community members reported that their tap water is brownish/discolored and foul smelling. Community 
members also reported being met generally with flippant, rude, and/or unsupportive responses to specific 
concerns and inquiries they have brought to their water and health agencies about tap water quality. This 
has created further community distrust in the water agency, on top of the Swanzy Reservoir incident, where 
sediment affected the taps of 1,000 households.

Some residents reported feeling that their negative health effects are connected to poor water quality, 
which causes extreme anxiety and stress when drinking water, cooking, or bathing. Due to this concern, 
many residents felt they have no choice but to purchase bottled water, causing further financial burdens on 
low-income residents, many of whom already have compromised health.

The issue of drinking water quality was further exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Residents have been 
homebound during the pandemic, and nearly everyone’s water use has been higher, for drinking, wiping 
things down, etc., making the quality of water community members are in constant contact with even more 
important. Past severe fire seasons, where community members have gone without electricity and phones, 
have also increased the urgency of concern about drinking water quality—community members said the 
current poor quality of water prevents them from being able to use it in the ways they need. 

Contaminants community members reported they are specifically concerned about include:

• Lead

• Tetrachloroethylene (TCE/PCE)

• Trichloroethylene

• Historic silver

• Microbial or Biological Contaminants

• Bacteria

• Viruses

• Parasites

• Perchlorate

• Selenium

• Chromium VI

• Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs)

• Perfluorooctanesulfonic acid (PFOS)/Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS)

• Gas, Oils and more
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Community members expressed specific concern about VOCs. While lead has been a major focus of 
investigations in schools, community members worry about vapor intrusions from old polluting facilities like 
dry cleaners and gas stations that have shut down but never had their polluting source addressed. Instead 
of water flushing the toxic vapor out into the Bay, community members expressed concern that it sits in 
pipes and backs up into homes and schools.

Residents describe the residue pictured above, left in sinks from tap water, as looking like dirt but having the feel of 
an oily substance. Community members have reported that water agency staff came to look, but said this substance 
wasn’t from the pipes. This experience is described in Black Tears, Blue Fears video (link included at end of report). 
Photos courtesy of All Positives Possible

 Water And Air Pollution

There have been many known refinery mishaps, including oil spills and malfunctions that have caused toxic 
gas expulsions that have sent residents to the hospital. Oily substances were observed in the Carquinez 
Strait and surrounding shorelines. Many residents report rotten egg and heavy oil odors in the air regularly 
throughout the day, in addition to nauseous raw sewage odors. Water and air pollution becomes human 
body pollution in the surrounding communities. Additionally, community members have reported raw 
sewage around their homes and in their yards (Goldberg, 2017).

 Access to Green/Open Space

Community members expressed concern about efforts by nonprofits and city/elected officials that would 
cut off South Vallejo residents’ access to the waterfront and tidelands, denying South Vallejo residents 
access to their own living environment and water resources.
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 Subsistence Fishing – Toxic Fish

Through surveys and conversations with subsistence fishers and residents who fish for sustenance and 
recreation, All Positive Possible identified polluted fish being a major concern. Residents feel they have no 
alternatives to eat if they want freshly caught fish for subsistence in the South Vallejo, Bayo Vista, and Carquinez 
Strait. All Positives Possible identified no fish testing has occurred in the Carquinez Strait for 29 years.

Public Health
An overarching theme that arose in conversations with community members was the connection between 
water-related issues and personal health. Many community members have specific negative health impacts 
they worry are connected to poor air and water quality. If so, they want to make sure that the root causes 
are addressed. All Positives Possible took time through their needs assessment process to document 
specific health effects community members identified:

• One resident described an abscess on their hand with skin itching that was made worse when their hand 
came into contact with tap water. Tests on the abscess came back inconclusive, and their doctor told them 
it could be from pollutants in the water or air, and likely their body is reacting to it the best way it can. Until 
this resident understands what is going on and what her body is reacting to, she can’t address the excessive 
itching and resulting scratching to the point her hands—including between her fingers—are raw. 

• Another resident described sores on their head from washing their hair, and headaches, and said they 
had questions about these health issues that they would like answered.

• Some community members described asthma issues, particularly in the older population, and the 
growing need for pumps or inhalers for people who had never needed them before.

• Others described growths on parts of their bodies that doctors haven’t been able to explain. 

• Some community members have reported loss of consciousness.

The biggest question on community members’ minds seemed to be: are these health issues connected to 
South Vallejo’s high pollution burden? There was tremendous desire to investigate what is going on and the 
connection between water and air issues and public health. As one community member put it,

“The community is not speculating, we’re feeling the aftermath and health effects” of documented 
pollution and its high impact.

Many community members also reported being concerned about the exacerbated effects of poor air 
and water quality on vulnerable populations, including the elderly population, disabled population, and 
animals, who are frequently overlooked. Several community members explicitly expressed concern over 
water quality in the schools, especially given the particularly detrimental health effects of lead on childhood 
development. One resident reported losing several kittens right before the Swanzy incident was discovered, 
seeing this as animals telling them what was going on before people realized it. Some residents observed 
that often the health conditions and sensitivities of animals, including allergies, are also overlooked.
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Next Steps

All Positives Possible will continue to advocate for, outreach to, and engage with the South Vallejo 
community to ensure their right to water resources.

All Positives Possible and South Vallejo residents recognize the importance of having data to back up claims. 
In the past, survey data they collected was disregarded by a regulating agency because it was collected 
by the community. When All Positives Possible members (People For Children’s Health & Environmental 
Justice), first canvassed the Midway Village neighborhood, they realized people were going to the hospital 
with seizures, cancer, and bloody noses, and that horses were dying, so they and made complaints. They 
were told by a regulating agency that they were merely complaining and didn’t have data to back up their 
claims. All Positives Possible and the community followed up by collecting surveys, which were then 
disregarded because the agency said they had led respondents to their desired answers by asking if they 
had been experiencing specific smells, rather than just asking if they were experiencing anything. 

To gather additional, validated data on tap water quality, All Positives Possible is participating in the DACTI 
Program regional tap water quality testing effort. During the needs assessment process, All Positives 
Possible began gathering water samples from tap water and garden hoses to test for lead, but more testing 
is needed and desired by community members to understand the issues they are experiencing and their 
potential causes. More testing is needed to understand potential interactions from raw sewage from the 
wastewater treatment plant in the community, whether tap water problems originate in distribution lines or 
premise plumbing, and whether there are quality differences between different water provider sources. The 
Swanzy Reservoir was particularly noted as a source of concern for contamination. The tap water testing 
program will help provide accurate information that can be shared with the community and used to inform 
next steps. Lack of trust in the water agency due to past experience makes third party, independent testing 
particularly important.

All Positives Possible is a strong advocate for ensuring that people are made aware of what’s going on in 
their community and being included in the beginning of decision-making processes that affect their quality 
of life. All Positives Possible will continue to create awareness in their community, because currently many 
people don’t have information about water and other issues, and don’t know where to get it. All Positives 
Possible will continue to make connections between communities because what affects one of us affects us 
all: water and air quality issues do not have census tract borders.

All Positives Possible is also a strong advocate for the development and funding of grants, resources, 
and programs that focus explicitly on African Americans, who receive the least support in areas including 
finance, public health, social service needs, legal needs, and for people experiencing homelessness 
compared to other non-African American populations. All Positives Possible recognizes that other 
communities also experience oppression and marginalization, but continues to advocate for African 
American populations who experience the worst effects.
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All Positives Possible identified many additional efforts that would benefit the South Vallejo community:

• Address fear of retaliation from landlords, and Housing and Urban Development, for residents in low-
income housing programs raising issues related to health and safety especially as it relates to water quality

• Increase involvement from local and state public health departments. Pollution and environmental 
burden overlap with public health, and the public health perspective has been lacking in many processes 
relating to low-income housing programs, residents’ health, and environmental justice as it relates to 
water quality. Public health data and support would be useful for making explicit connections between 
pollution burden and health impacts related to historically disadvantaged, high risk, long term exposure 
American Black populations

• Address with priority and urgency the Unhoused/Homeless Population’s access or lack thereof to 
drinking, tap and quality water

• Grant writing workshops that support communities with live grant-writing

• Impacted community mapping/ground-truthing to identify emissions affecting community health and 
tap water quality concerns

• Ensure open space remains open and accessible to the public and left alone in its natural state, 
rather than developed by and for toxic polluters and profit (All Positives Possible welcomes good 
business expansion, development, and beautification, but not additional polluters that impact already 
overburdened suffering community health, or redevelopment that causes displacement)

• Conduct reliable water testing and gather ground-truthed information on water quality in Vallejo, to be 
compiled into a “Don’t Trust the Yearly Water Report” report

• YouTube series (currently in progress) with commentary on community water, making comparisons to 
Flint, Camden, and Puerto Rico

• Train the trainer style program for Community Advocates to engage in BAIRWMP CC meetings, serving as 
Disadvantaged Community representatives

• Conduct additional community surveys

• Identify alternative water cleaning methods
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Recommendations

Black Americans must be declared a protected class and made a priority due to  historic and present 
systemic racism, discrimination, and inequities.DWR and other funders should develop grants and other 
programs that are focused explicitly on African American populations and their needs and impacts, 
including the effects of inequitable long-term high dosage exposure to toxins and pollutants. These 
programs should specifically address the unique ongoing disparities and oppression experienced by African 
American people.
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