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Little Village teen wins environmental activism award

19-year-old DePaul University student is honored for interactive map locating pollution sources

By Lolly Bowean

As a child growing up in Little Village, Marisol Becerra called the coal-based power plant in her neighborhood a cloud factory because of the thick, dark plumes of smoke the factory emitted.

But nowadays, Becerra, 19, characterizes the plant differently: a polluter that puts the health of children in the region at risk. For about two years, Becerra has worked on creating an interactive map of her neighborhood that shows how many children are exposed to pollution because of nearby industrial plants that emit chemicals. 

Because of her computerized mapping program, Becerra was recently awarded the Brower Youth Award at a ceremony in San Francisco. 

“I was amazed to win this prize,” said the DePaul University student. “I hope that this will help me connect with other youth and show my project and collaborate. I want to shut down the plant and be able to breathe clean air.”

The Brower Award recognizes people ages 13 to 22 who take on leadership roles to improve the environment. The award comes with a $3,000 prize, and the six winners participate in workshops and mentoring programs to help further their work.

The award is named after David Brower, a prominent environmentalist, and is given by the San Francisco-based Earth Island Institute.

In Becerra’s case, she was nominated after coordinating a group of teenagers from Little Village to work on her map project.

“Marisol’s project was completely unique, and she took the initiative on her own and demonstrated extraordinary leadership and made the connection between environmental justice and social justice,” said Ariana Katovich, the restoration initiatives director at the organization. Katovich said that when judges were considering winners for the award, they were impressed by Becerra’s map project because it allowed residents to visualize just how close they are to hazards.

“When those spots are clearly identified, the community is able to respond and improve their quality of life,” she said.

In their mostly Mexican-American neighborhood, users of the interactive map who type in their address can see how close they live to a potentially hazardous site. For example, Becerra lives near a coal-burning power plant, a steel-drum reprocessing facility and a federal Superfund site.

Midwest Generations, the owner of the coal plant and another nearby plant, say although their sites are frequently criticized, the facilities emit fewer chemicals than in previous years.

“When talking about pollution and emissions, it’s important for all participants and parties to focus on the macro issues that impact pollution,” said Charlie Parnell, a spokesman for Midwest Generations. “We need to look at all sources and make sure all sources are reducing emissions like [our plants] have.”

While growing up, Becerra said she would pass the sites with little thought. But when she was 14, she went on a walking tour of her community and learned just how damaging those plants were.

“It was kind of an epiphany,” she said. “My sister has asthma. My mother has respiratory problems. All the chemicals lead to those effects. That was one piece that connected the puzzle. I thought, ‘This is why we are so sick.’ ”

Becerra is part of a growing movement of minorities fighting for environmental justice. Though she may have not done it intentionally, she is continuing a tradition of leadership developed from the grass-roots level, said Robert Bullard, director of the Environmental Justice Resource Center at Clark Atlanta University.

“It’s a myth today for anybody to say people of color are not concerned about the environment or are not involved,” he said. 

The majority of people who live close to hazardous waste sites are poor and people of color, according to studies. Some scholars, like Bullard, say pollution could be the reason why so many in those communities suffer from asthma, birth defects, respiratory problems, cancer and other health problems. 

In Little Village, so many hesitate to speak up because they are not documented and don’t want to draw attention to themselves, Becerra said. Others, meanwhile, are so immersed in their daily lives and tasks they don’t make time to make environmental concerns a priority.

That’s why she’s working to groom young people, she said. 

“It doesn’t matter if you are rich or poor,” she said. “It doesn’t matter if you are documented. It’s your right to breathe clean air.”


