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O il extraction has been ongoing in
the Los Angeles basin for more

than a century. Starting in the 1890s
and reaching a peak in the 1930s, Los
Angeles made up nearly half of Califor-
nia's oil output and nearly one quarter
of the world's oil at the time. Today,
thousands of active oil wells continue
to operate in Los Angeles County, and
nearly 10 million residents live along-
side wells that are interspersed in close
proximity to homes, schools, play-
grounds, parks, and hospitals." Idle
wells (that have not produced oil re-
cently), plugged wells, and buried wells
also remain scattered across southern
California’s geography and can pose
concerns if not properly abandoned.?
Oil extraction in Los Angeles can ad-
versely affect groundwater as wells op-
erate, are plugged, or are remediated,
an issue that has not been at the fore-
front of regulation, policy, or research.

The oil extraction process produces
gaseous emissions of multiple health-
hazardous pollutants and can affect
soil, water, and air.> Chemicals used
during the extraction process can be
known endocrine disruptors,

carcinogens, mutagens, and reproduc-
tive and developmental toxins, and a
growing public health literature has
linked proximity to oil and gas extraction
to increased cancer, adverse birth out-
comes, neurological harm, and asth-
ma.** Little to no research has consid-
ered how this extensive network of oil
extraction in Los Angeles plays a role in
drinking water contamination, a central
contribution of the article by Berberian
et al. (p. 1191), which assesses the vul-
nerability of groundwater in Los Angeles
County from nearby oil wells. Here we
situate Berberian et al.'s analysis of
drinking water within ongoing consider-
ations of environmental justice and oil
drilling in Los Angeles.

STRUCTURAL RACISM
AND GROUNDWATER
VULNERABILITY

Oil wells in low-income communities

of color in Los Angeles often operate
much closer to residents than in wealth-
ier neighborhoods, have uncovered as
opposed to enclosed fields, lack noise
protections, and maintain outdated
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emissions equipment.® In South Los
Angeles, a neighborhood that faces cu-
mulative environmental and social bur-
dens, we found lung function to be di-
minished among residents living close
to active or recently idled well sites,
even after adjustment for other risk
factors such as smoking, asthma, and
proximity to a freeway.” Despite south-
ern California’s considerable reliance on
groundwater, effects on community
water systems (CWSs) from extensive
nearby oil drilling have been
underconsidered.

Berberian et al. provide a screening-
level assessment of the potential con-
tamination of drinking water systems
from oil operations near active and for-
mer oil sites in Los Angeles County,
including whether historic redlining
practices and current-day residential
segregation may be predictors of vul-
nerability (defined by the authors as liv-
ing within one kilometer of an active or
idle oil well). Groundwater contamina-
tion from oil and gas development has
been a concern around the country in-
cluding in Ohio, Pennsylvania, Colorado,
Texas, and Wyoming, where studies
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have shown evidence of volatile organic
compounds, trace elements, and other
organic compounds, some of which are
known endocrine disruptors, carcino-
gens, neurotoxins, or developmental
toxins. Factors such as well failures,
poor maintenance, and failure to
properly plug idle wells can cause con-
taminants to migrate to underground
drinking water sources.

Berberian et al. found that almost a
quarter of Los Angeles County's CWSs
serving more than seven million resi-
dents have drinking water supply wells
located within one kilometer of an
active or idle well, a proximity that in-
creases the possibility of contamina-
tion. CWSs that have a greater reliance
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on groundwater than purchased

water are considered more vulnerable.
Racial/ethnic composition, residential
segregation, and historic redlining were
significant predictors of drinking water
risk from oil development. CWSs with
higher proportions of Hispanic, Black,
and Asian/Pacific Islander residents; a
higher proportion of their service area
redlined in the 1930s; or a higher de-
gree of present-day racialized econom-
ic segregation were more likely to have
oil wells within one kilometer of their
drinking water supply wells.

Berberian et al’s work draws atten-
tion to the importance of a focus
on groundwater-dependent water
systems in Los Angeles County as they
operate near active and idle oil wells.
The study raises concern over poten-
tial contamination of these drinking
water resources, particularly those
that are proximate to oil wells and
located in communities that have
been vulnerable to structural racism.
The Berberian et al. screening-level
analysis suggests that additional
investigation into CWSs nearby active
and idle wells is warranted.

Thus, to facilitate community engage-
ment and prioritization given that these
wells are dispersed across a vast coun-
ty, it would be useful to have a detailed
list of examined CWSs and their loca-
tions. This type of assessment can also
help prioritize which CWSs may be
most vulnerable and should thus be
monitored and undergo testing for rel-
evant contaminants. Communities that
contend with historic or present-day
racism or segregation and rely on
CWSs using groundwater resources
should be a priority in ongoing efforts
to ensure that idle wells are properly
abandoned and that health protections
from active wells are enforced.
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TOWARD
ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
NEARBY OIL EXTRACTION

Low-income communities of color in
Los Angeles bear a disproportionate
burden of hazardous facility siting, in-
cluding active oil extraction nearby
homes, schools, hospitals, and play-
grounds (Chan et al,, p. 1182)." Redlin-
ing and related discriminatory lending
practices have structured residential
housing since the 1930s,® and today
Los Angeles remains highly segregated.
Oil extraction has shaped the Los Ange-
les landscape and has persisted
through early worker and resident pro-
tests” and decades of racialized policies
that reshaped land use and residential
land access.'® Data suggest that histori-
cally redlined areas contend with a great-
er density of oil wells"" and suffer from
higher rates of health burdens such as
asthma.'?

Over the past decade, a coalition of
frontline environmental justice commu-
nities have sought remedy from active
oil drilling in their neighborhoods.®
Their sustained efforts have led to vic-
tories, including recent ordinances by
the county board of supervisors and
the Los Angeles city council to phase
out oil drilling over the next two de-
cades. Increased attention and state
resources have been directed to prop-
erly capping and remediating orphaned
wells that have been improperly aban-
doned and are now wards of the state.
Berberian et al. add drinking water to
existing and ongoing concerns over oil
development in Los Angeles.

Protecting the quality and usability of
scarce water resources in the American
West has become ever more pressing.
The challenges posed by oil extraction
nearby CWSs raises the importance

of gathering data on how CWS ground-
water may be affected by proximate
active and idle wells. Drinking water
should be included in efforts to reduce
public health harm from neighborhood
oil extraction as a means of ensuring
equitable access to healthy neighbor-
hoods and the right to clean water. 4JPH
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