Procedural Justice and Task Orientation: Morse Cutting Tool Clean Up in New Bedford, Massachusetts
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Abstract:





Since 1861 Morse Cutting Tool has occupied a two block area in the middle of a Cape Verdean neighborhood in New Bedford, Massachusetts. The factory was demolished in August, 1997 and community activists want to be sure the job of remediation and re-development is done properly. This paper looks at the procedural justice aspects of  the Morse Cutting Tool situation.


Morse Cutting Tool  is  a Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection ( DEP)  Tier II remediation site which “does not require direct DEP oversight and may be handled by private parties under the direction of a Licensed Site Professional.”  (Haley & Aldrich, 1997). Haley & Aldrich, a  275 employee geo-technical firm, under contract to Viacom, the site owners, is responsible for  writing, presenting and implementing a  Public Involvement Plan (PIP) as well as supervising the remediation of the site. 


The Cape Verdean Community


Buddy Andrade,  “a tireless, sometimes hyperbolic”  (Gonsalves, 1997) activist with the Minority Action Committee is the unofficial site supervisor. His headquarters is no more than 100 yards from the contractor site offices.  He is the key petitioner who  requested designation of  the site for public involvement.  His group has its own well-qualified environmental  lawyer and a licensed site professional funded by the government. He reports to Mary Barros, a powerful and charismatic woman, who was born in this neighborhood well over sixty years ago. She is the mother of seven children, attended UMass/Amherst in the sixties, was one of the early  members of the Mel King group of  MIT Community Scholars in the seventies, was a New Bedford City Councilor, and is still active on many boards and groups.


There is a long history of racism and discrimination against Cape Verdeans in New Bedford. In a tour of the neighborhood where she catalogs each house, its occupants, its history, Mary points to a Catholic Church:


 This [St. John’s] is  the oldest  Portuguese Catholic church in the country…it was built in the 1860’s with Cape Verdean labor and money. Then some people got high and mighty, and wanted the black people out. So in 1905, Bishop Stang bought a separate church down by the water.  It was destroyed in the hurricane in the 1950’s,  so we had to build a new one. Then they  wouldn’t sell us land…because we’re black. The Duff lady, she would die before selling to black people. So we had a lawyer buy it, real quiet, and then he sold it to us. (Rheault, 1997a)


Morse Cutting Tool  sat in the middle of the community for at least a hundred years before it would hire Cape Verdean men-- it needed blacks for a company basketball team and to meet affirmative action requirements.  Even today, the sense of  less-than-worthy lingers as the historical sites of the Cape Verdean community  are not included in the New Bedford Whaling National Historic Park, whose border is adjacent to the neighborhood. (White, 1997)


Initial Public Involvement Meeting: November 5, 1997 


If history says anything, it says that this community wants to be treated fairly. It wants both distributive and procedural justice. People want a nice, healthy neighborhood, where their houses are worth more because of a nice site development and not worth less because contamination lingers in their neighborhood and in their houses. So, in approaching this community, one would expect that an emphasis on people, children, health, houses would be paramount. Further one might predict that any public meeting that did not address people, children, health and houses would be perceived as ignoring the issues  at the heart of public involvement process.  Petitioners want to know that they are being heard, included and not bypassed as they have been so often in the past. 


The first public involvement meeting, conducted by Haley & Aldrich, was held November 5, 1997. The meeting  started with a very efficient, professional  tone.  Within an hour it had de-railed into back and forth charges among members of  the audience about  rats, funny smells, dead trees, sick people, missing manifests and oily water in cellars. As a geo-technical engineer outlined tests of contaminant migration to neighboring properties, a gray-haired Cape Verdean woman raised her hand, then stood up and said angrily, “Excuse me, but your map is wrong. I was born in that house you show on your map, sixty-two years ago. Its not even there any more. And all the other houses--your map is wrong. And I’m supposed to trust all the other things you say?”  (Rheault, 1997)


Moral Exclusion or Task-Orientation?


The map Haley & Aldrich referred to in the presentation (Haley & Aldrich, 1997a) focused on the site itself. It was taken from old records of the City of New Bedford, and while it detailed the site, it did not accurately portray the existing housing in the neighborhood. From this woman’s  point of view she and her neighbors were left out, literally excluded from the picture. It said to the people who live on the periphery of the site, we care about the site and not about you. 


In focusing the discussion on technical  and procedural matters Haley & Aldrich, geo-technical engineers by nature and disposition, may have  been displaying a cognitive task-orientation where “the actual accomplishment of the task is more important than the identity of the persons involved in accomplishing it.” (Deutsch, 1982).  However, the appearance of moral distancing and moral exclusion emerges  “ when procedures take precedence over the interests of those they purportedly serve.”  (Opotow, 1990.) In commenting on the existence of a procedure to get information, Buddy  Andrade had asked rhetorically, “If we are all  human beings why do I have to cite a law to get an answer to my questions?” (Rheault, 1997)


Haley & Aldrich’s  initial presentation of  a Public Involvement Plan conveyed geo-technical information and legal procedure, involvement as mandated by law. It was proper and legal, but it was neither the involvement nor the discussion the public wanted. While important technical and procedural  information should not be diluted or dumbed-down to a non-technical public—this risks misinformation and condescension-- public involvement meetings  should address core public concerns and relegate technical and procedural facts to a supporting role. When technical and procedural issues are the only agenda items, people can and do perceive they are being shut out of a process.


Haley & Aldrich could have taken a people-oriented  focus in conducting the meeting. It had already taken actions to solicit community concerns, as shown in an appendix in the Draft PIP (Haley & Aldrich, 1997). It had already conducted on-site interviews and had made moves to install a toll free phone number for community comments.  It could have highlighted  people-oriented matters. Why Haley & Aldrich chose a technical/procedural focus is known only to the people who conducted the meeting. The map incident said something about task orientation and exclusion which deserves a  closer look. 


Dreams, Support and a New Map


A dream is the kindest thing that could happen to the community surrounding Morse Cutting Tool. An evangelist with a dream,  standing in the middle of the contaminated site, as if protected by a higher power,  calling out: What will this space look like five years from now? I have a dream it could be a  park where children play, a  band stand where music rings out, a church that is the heart of the community, a cultural center that teaches pride in one’s heritage. “I have a dream” is compelling--it energizes, it focuses, it attracts, it orchestrates. (Sherif & Sherif, ?) The community is practicing a venerable sort of activism that gets attention--squeaky wheeling. It is effective as noted by DEP regional engineer Jonathan Holobil: “Mr. Andrade had gotten more attention for the Morse issue at DEP than it probably deserves.” (Gonsalves, 1997) The next step is the dream.


It is easy to forget the financial, technical  and administrative people who help make a dream come true. Haley & Aldrich are not enemies, but are one of the many allies the Cape Verdean community needs to make things happen. The nuts and bolts of any dream have to be articulated in maps, manifests, numbers and money.  There is a cleanup  to be finished, recompense to be paid for damages to peoples homes. The implementation of a dream happens when vision gets down on paper, and when the tasks to be accomplished are parsed, delineated and executed. 


The Cape Verdean community needs more support, not less. It takes a lot of energy for people with little money and full time jobs to do the thankless tasks of  insuring that their community is treated fairly and correctly — to be sure that people are not shortchanged once again. The community group, when asked about its plans for the space, says, “We aren’t ready yet. We have to get it cleaned up first.” (Rheault, 1997a). All too often have the Cape Verdeans of this neighborhood been cheated, excluded and ignored. If procedural and distributive justice were the norm , there would be emotional and financial resources to apply to dreams.  


There is no contradiction between people orientation, meeting the requirements of the law and doing a technically excellent remediation job. Focusing  on people affects  how you will prioritize, execute and communicate the real world work  that needs to be done.  A level of trust has to precede any negotiation (Pruitt & Olczak, 1995) and it might start with recognizing the people who have lived generations in this community. It could even start with a good map. �
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