Feeling Climate Change Along The Chemical Estuary
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Az Mother Mabhre corres to reclaim the riverfront, Philadelphia considers howto regotiate with ber, rotabl where at Pier 53 | Fhoto:
Bradleyaule

If the east coast ever felt climate change was a distant, far-cff problem for people elsewhere or in scime other tims, Hurricans
Sandy dramaticallyjclted that perception, of when and where cdlimate change is supposed to happen. The effects are now
immediate: Lower Manhattan without power, buried ina deluge of seawater; a New Jersey amusement park unwillingly
turned to seaside reef: thesa will perhaps be the iconic images of the first felt effacts of climate changein the regicn.

Eoderidk Coower, an artist and educator based cut of the Departiment of Film and Media &rts at Tample Univarsity poses a
sirnilar, wet more speculative problem for Philadelphia: what will cur now peet-industrial riverfront landscapes beoome ones
the water lewels begin rising this far upstream? “Rising watars not only cause immediate destruction and loss,” Coower says,
“but the loss of meamory, the loss of history, the loss of a past.” This lees and change, in the contest of an already chamically
polluted waterfront, has great potential to alter how the rivar isused.

Beachfronts and wetlands are front and center in Worth America when thinking about rising sea lewsls; theyare the places
that abut and blend into aquatic topographies. These places are ripe for dimate change adaptation, and will be the front lines
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cf the changing boundaries between land and water. Philadelphia is ewen converting small parts of its waterfront—such asthe
park at Pier g just below Washington Awenie—to wetlands, as they offer an opportunity to safely acoommedate flooding that
the hard, durable surfaces of the concrete ity do not. Coover’s work points further up in elevation to the post-industrial
landscapes just beyond the marshlands.

The Environmental Protaction Agency does not prohibit the location
cf industrial hazards in floodplains, despite legislation that suggests
a preference for locating hazards cutside of them. A report by the
Delawars ValleyRegional Planning Comiission save that Delaware
Estuary “floodwaters can float hazardous waste storage tanks off
their foundations; carry the hazardous contents of waste ponds
downstream; and erode waste piles, barms, landfills, or other types
of wasts management structures.” Despite thess dangers, ease of
ao0ees to transportation and cther infrastructures encourages

chemically hazardous industrise to locate along the watarfront. [ Fearne s e~ e B e
Coowver began his projedts—part wWisualization, part research—to R e s o T
comrnunicate the precarity of waterfront landacap-c—:-s, placss hefeels B — —;—_"‘- e = _.“‘,“&@

are on the varge of axtrame loss. ESTUARY, an art book of Cocwer's,
cotmpiles field observaticns and personal steries aollacted in his
kavalk tours cn the Delaware and walking tours along the lower
Tharnes in his home of Kent County, England.

0l gleant CITGO donated Pettys Idland to the New Jemsey
Mataral Lards Trost in 2009, but will moaintsin it od tanls
there until oozo | Photo: BradleyMaule

The parallel stories of the two rivars—separated by an oman but connectad in Coover’s experienos—give a brief sense of place,
collecting his impressions, memaries, and enocunters along both rivers, For the prowerbial future generations, dimate change
will beccme ever-more immediately parsonal, Coowver suggests, and his work expariments with the destructivwe potential of the
rivar’s future.

In a second project, the succinctly titled CHEMICAL MAF, Coovear takes the personal landscapes of ESTUAR Y and replaces
ther with a simple listing of tosdc chemicals stored and released by industrial facilities along the river. The projact, though
straightforward, reweals the complicated and estensive layer of chermicals that line the Philadelphia waterfront.

Usually buried in the catacombs of publicly accessible toxics databases, the rivarfront’s chemical topography is made wisible
in this clearly mapped inwentory. Stratching from Wilmington, Delaware, through the confluencs of the Schuylill and
Delaware, and up the banks of each riwar, the list of chemicals is staggering. Sites vary from past cil spills in the John Heinz
Wildlife Refuge to the continuing operation of the DuPont Chambear Works factory. Though hundreds of sites and deeens of
different charnicals lines these shores, Coovear’s map only touches on the extent of cheamical storage, emission, and soil
cohtaminaticn that exsts today. & more axtensivwe wrsion of the map is now available enline as an interactiwe map.

The Chew¥oal Mo | Google Maps, Roderick Coover

Betvrean these two projects, Coower presents the post-industrial landscape in terms of water lewel rise at the same time that
he connects it to evaryday expearience with the water. He wants to personalize climate changs by wav of recording cur
expariencss of place and visualizing our chemicallysaturated river banks. Reshuffling the chemical compeesition of the
waterfront is an impending threat if esdreame weather and watser rise continue unabated. Coover's projects encourage
imagining the city's envircnmental futures by speculating on what happens when dimate changs meets the industrial
waterfront.

If the industrial era was marked by water pollution moving out from the cityand into the natural environment, the climate
change era is marked by water's unexpacted and unwanted return. “We went from a metaphor of sewage going out, to static
pleasure parks, to this foroe that oornes in storms which in a disastar situation will octne in with more than just water,”
Cocraer says, “All the things that were being washed cutward, instead of washing away, are also being pushed inward.”

Afinal component of Coowar's waterfront projects, TOXT-CITY, achieves this speoilative point by using documentary footage
and ficticnal narratives to imagine the parscnal and chemical transformations of the waterfront’s fiuture in the contest of the
rising river. Panoramic images of the barges, tides, fisherman and the ewerywday movaments of the river are coupled with a
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imagined parscnal audic-narratises of the destruction and reconstruction of homes, parks, and urban communities in the
wake of heawy storm surges and water rise.

If Lowar Manhattan is a cauticnary tale for such catastrophes, Coower is building an awareness of the potential for similar
devastaticn and loes in Philadelphia. Taking Hurricane Sandy and Japan’s nuclear reactor at Fukushima as speculative cues,
Cocwer notes the potential for devastation when emergency response fails. When two usually disparate dangers combine—
hazardeous chemical storage and storm water surge, say—amergency preparedness will be lett wanting for a quick and
coherent response. Learning to sense this change before disaster is central to Coover’s speculative project.

Alcng with his personal maps of the waterfront, TOXN-CITYwill be featured in Sensing Change, an exhibit opening July 15t at
the Mussurm at Chernical Heritage Foundation. If the central mattar of conearm with the global climateis thatit is, in fact,
changing, the exhibit experiments with different forms of documenting and imagining this process. Tt features a variety of
artists making climate change more sensibla by using new technelogies to sense air quality, mapping the impads of water-
lewel change, and wisualizing drastic shifts in rain fall pattarns.

Coower’s work, and the Sensing Change exchibit more generally, begin with the understanding that climate change is felt:
farmers are keenly aware of the minutiae of drought; fishermen sense the changing contours of flocdwater levels; we areall
going to be hot this summer. To communicate this fesling is part and pareel to imagining our political and technical response
to them. Documenting the percsptible changes in the environment enlarges these small, personal engagements with dimate
change before such enccunters are unavoidable.

“Thiz iz a way of getting information out; itis a wisually compelling way to start the discussion,” says Coower, “butit isonlya
start to the discussion.”

Cormrnents are cloged.
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