
 
 

 

 
December 8, 2015 
 
Kevin de Leon 
Senate pro Tempore 
State Capitol 
Sacramento, CA 95814 
 
 
Dear Senate pro Tempore de Leon, 
 
On behalf of Consumer Watchdog, we write to present you with racist emails 
written by staffers at the Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC) and to 
ask that you demand full disclosure and a full investigation. These staffers are in 
charge of determining whether toxics exist at dirty sites, whether they threaten 
human health, and what level of cleanup they will get. These emails were filled 
with derogatory repartee and cartoons against Asians, Latinos, and African 
Americans.  
 
DTSC emails we obtained contain phrases such as “crackho hooker” in reference 
to low-income immigrant communities, “Chop-chop Hop Sing” in reference to a 
subservient Chinese cook on the TV series Bonanza, and “Mommy must have had 
way too many pain killers when she named this guy” in reference to a DTSC 
coworker with an Asian name. The emails are available at this link on our website: 
http://www.consumerwatchdog.org/resources/dtscracistemails.pdf 
 
We think you will agree that it’s outrageous that those charged with protecting 
communities would slander them with racist stereotypes. These staffers should be 
removed immediately.   
 
As you know, a majority of those who live near toxic hazardous waste facilities or 
on toxic land are overwhelmingly low-income minorities. They face 
disproportionate, and cumulative burdens from environmental pollution. 
The fact that racist staffers who influence how much attention sites get, if they are 
cleaned up, and to what level is deeply troubling. Many such communities have 
complained over the years about cleanups that never happen or are not completed, 
the dispensing of permits to serial hazardous waste polluters, and wrist-slap fines. 



 

These emails suggest government investigations of toxic sites have been laced with 
bias.  
 
You have railed against racist thinking in the world—commenting that children 
escaping drug violence in Central America to seek a better life here are its victims. 
“The issue no one is talking about is racism,” you said. “If these kids looked like 
Swedes, it would be seen as a humanitarian crisis. There would be ribbons.” You 
have denounced presidential contender Donald Trump’s racist statements about 
immigrants. You should not tolerate racism in California government. Many 
children who are non-white cannot escape their environment. Environmental 
justice—the concept that everyone deserves protection and equal application of 
environmental laws and regulations—too often does not apply to them. 
 
You have called your 24nd Senate District “the most diverse geographic area in the 
entire world.” The DTSC has just insulted this community that is home to Boyle 
Heights with the highest concentration of Mexican natives outside of Mexico City, 
not to mention Thai Town, Koreatown, Filipinotown, Chinatown, Little Tokyo and 
much more. The agency should apologize and make amends. 
 
You yourself acknowledged the fact that the DTSC has been Missing in Action for 
far too long in protecting environmental justice communities. “It’s bad enough that 
facilities handling toxins and hazardous waste are often located in or near 
underserved communities,” you said of the Exide scandal in which the lead battery 
recycler coated neighborhoods with lead and arsenic while the DTSC looked the 
other way. “But it is absolutely unacceptable when they’re allowed to operate 
without oversight. We can never allow another Exide.” 
 
Last summer, against our strong advice, you confirmed Barbara Lee as DTSC 
Director. Though dozens of advocates reported they had met with her and heard 
reassurances but seen no action from Ms. Lee on permit denials and toxic site 
cleanups, you confirmed her anyway. “We will hold this department accountable,” 
you told Ms. Lee. “Superficial changes won’t suffice.” You told Ms. Lee it was 
“go time,” and to act with urgency to protect those who can least protect 
themselves. 
 
We agree. Staffers that overtly engage in racism must be publicly called out and 
fired as part of a zero tolerance policy at the DTSC—and all other environmental 
agencies in California. It is our understanding that the racist emails we have posted 
are only a fraction of those that exist. We urge that you see to it that all of them are 
publicly released. It is our understanding that, at Director Barbara Lee’s direction, 
such racist emails were deemed a “personnel issue” in order to shield them from 
public release.  The public has a right to see all these emails, which bear a direct 



 

relationship to environmental outcomes. There is not a shred of legal justification 
for withholding them. 
 
Even more troubling is Director Lee’s reaction to these emails. Ms. Lee held a 
public staff meeting last August where she admonished staffers to be careful what 
they put in writing. In the video, Lee tells staffers, “If you are about to say 
something that you wouldn’t want your Mom to hear you say, don’t say it.  If you 
are about to say something in front of your five-year-old, you probably shouldn’t 
say that when you are at work. And remember that everything you put in an email 
is public; it is discoverable, it can be released as part of a PRA request….” 
 
But Ms. Lee never condemned the thinking itself, did not say that DTSC would be 
closely examining such thinking and whether it has concretely influenced policy 
decisions, or that DTSC would conduct internal workshops on the subject. Though 
she claimed that she has no tolerance for racism, the writers of the racist emails we 
obtained still work at DTSC. 
 
To allow racist thinking at the DTSC, and not to question its relationship to 
whether such communities are protected against toxic harm, is unacceptable. Ms. 
Lee should be responsible for implementing a true zero tolerance policy, for 
research into its effects on policy decisions, and for deep reform based on those 
findings. Now more than ever, it is time for the legislature to step in and reform the 
agency by publicly disclosing the problem and using it as a template for how to 
deal with racism at all environmental agencies, or to shut it down. 
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
 
Liza Tucker 
Consumer Advocate 
 
































