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Abstract 

This case study paper will examine the causes and effects of the human-induced environmental 

disaster at Love Canal. It will specifically highlight the significant impact it had on a lower 

income, working class neighborhood. Lower income communities tend to have less power and 

less resource accessibility, which in turn creates their enhanced vulnerability when a disaster 

strikes. In 1978, it was discovered that hazardous waste had contaminated homes and schools in 

the Love Canal area, a former chemical landfill which later became a 15 acre neighborhood in 

the City of Niagara Falls in Western New York. On August 7, 1978, the United States President 

Jimmy Carter declared a federal emergency at the Love Canal. It became the first man-made 

disaster to receive emergency funds from the federal government to remedy an industrial 

disaster. Lessons to take away from this environmental tragedy include the significant leadership 

role of local resident, Lois Gibbs in the environmental justice movement and the proper disposal 

of hazardous waste for the protection of the public health and the environment.  

 Keywords: geography, environmental studies, love canal, environmental disaster, 

 environmental justice, landfills, human-induced, chemical waste landfill, hazardous 

 waste, superfund, Lois Gibbs 
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Love Canal: Community Vulnerability and Human-Induced Environmental Disaster 

 William T. Love came to Niagara Falls, New York in the 1890s with huge, ambitious 

plans. The landowner and entrepreneur envisioned the creation of an enormous utopian 

metropolis. His city would be home to a booming industry, and housing for more than a million 

people. Thousands of acres would become “the most extensive and beautiful [park] in the 

world”. He planned to power the city using hydroelectric dams on a new 11-kilometer canal 

between the upper and lower Niagara Rivers. Within a year, however, Love’s plans failed, and 

would quickly have been forgotten if it weren’t for one key problem. 

The one part of Love’s city that had been built was a kilometer-long pit that would have 

been a part of the canal. After a few decades, this pit was purchased by the City of Niagara Falls, 

which had decided that it would make an ideal location for a needed chemical-dumping site. 

After the pit was filled with waste, a neighborhood was built directly on top of it. By the 1970s, 

the Love Canal became the site of one of the worst environmental disasters in American history 

(Thomson, 206). 

Back in 1892, it seemed inconceivable that Love’s plans would fall apart so dramatically. 

He was a driven and charismatic man, who filled his brochures with wild promises and other 

hyperbole. The idea of a new city “among the greatest manufacturing cities in the United States” 

drew many supporters and investors; the following year construction began on the canal. Love’s 

ideas were destroyed fairly quickly by a combination of factors. The fluctuations of the economy 

scared off the investors; the discovery of how electricity could be efficiently transmitted over 

long distances made Love’s canal seem unnecessary; and local politicians prohibited the 

diversion of the rivers’ water altogether. And thus Love’s ambitions evaporated almost 

overnight. 
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The pit remained, filling with rainwater and becoming a local recreation area: swimming 

in the summer, skating in the winter. In 1920 the land was sold to nearby Niagara Falls, a 

growing industrial town that immediately started using the pit as a dumping ground for chemical 

wastes. This continued for more than twenty years, after which the Hooker Chemical and Plastics 

Corporation purchased the land for their own chemical disposal. By 1953, the company had 

buried nearly 22,000 tons of waste, and the pit was virtually full (Phillips, Hung, & Bosela, 313). 

At that time, the dangers of chemical wastes were almost entirely unknown. Far from 

being alarmed or even wary of living next to a major chemical producer, the city’s residents were 

delighted at the medical and other developments that the chemical industry was bringing in. No 

one thought that the same companies could engage in any potentially dangerous activities. The 

Love Canal was lined with clay and covered with dirt to supposedly seal it, and Hooker 

Chemical’s experts declared it safe. Only the occasional scientist recognized the dangers of 

chemical waste in the 1940s. Some of which had discovered and explored the link between 

insecticides and cancer; he would later strongly denounce Hooker Chemical as not just careless 

but also aware of the potential for danger in its dumping ground. 

It’s not certain whether Hooker suspected the potential effects of its waste products. 

However, the fact that the company sold the Love Canal land for a single dollar is suspicious. So 

is the carefully worded disclaimer that Hooker included with the sale, disclaiming any 

responsibility for side effects from chemical exposure. 

In either case, these subtle warnings were not the red flag they should have been. The 

Niagara Falls Board of Education, which was in urgent need of more classroom space, eagerly 

purchased the land and began constructing a new elementary school. In 1955, four hundred 

children began attending the school, as about 100 homes were built in the surrounding areas. 
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Although most of the residents of Niagara Falls knew what the land had been previously used 

for, they were not cautioned about living on it. 

Unsurprisingly, the direct effects of the pit’s contents were soon felt. Residents, 

especially those with basements, reported strange odors and substances. Pieces of phosphorus 

made their way to the surface; children in the schoolyard were burned by toxic waste. Local 

officials were alerted, but took no immediate action. 

In 1976, water from heavy rains and a record-breaking blizzard caused a significant 

amount of chemical waste to migrate to the surface, where it contaminated the entire 

neighborhood. In the following years the area was stricken with higher than normal rates of 

stillborn births and miscarriages, and many babies were born with birth defects. Informal studies 

at this time noted the frightening trend. One, by the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease 

Registry, observed more than 400 types of chemicals in the air, water, and soil, with some of 

them – such as benzene – already known to be carcinogenic (Phillips, Hung, & Bosela, 315-316). 

One particular family that was affected was that of local mother Lois Gibbs. After 

reading about the history of the Love Canal in a local publication, she realized that her young son 

Michael had been constantly ill since starting at the new school. Gibbs asked for her son to be 

transferred; when this failed, she went from door to door in her neighborhood with a petition to 

close the school. The situation turned out to be even worse than she had thought; her rounds 

made it clear that the entire neighborhood was ill. Gibbs went on to lead the campaign to call 

attention to the neighborhood; she was joined by many other local parents as well as the editors 

of the Niagara Falls Gazette (Engelhaupt, 2008). 

Finally, in the spring of 1978, state health commissioner Dr. Robert P. Whalen declared 

the area around the Love Canal hazardous. The school closed, the land was sectioned off, and 
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more than 200 blue collar, working class families in the immediate area were evacuated. By 

August of that year, the hazardous site was receiving national attention. On 7 August, President 

Jimmy Carter called upon the Federal Disaster Assistance Agency for its help.  

In September, Dr. Whalen released an intensive report on the disaster, which read in part: 

The profound and devastating effects of the Love Canal tragedy, in terms of human 

health and suffering and environmental damage, cannot and probably will never be fully 

measured…[w]e cannot undo the damage that has been wrought at Love Canal but we 

can take appropriate preventive measures so that we are better able to anticipate and 

hopefully prevent future events of this kind (Department of Health, 1978). 

Lawsuits were quick to arrive, and Hooker Chemical found itself being sued for more than $11 

billion. The corporation denied its involvement through this series, even when faced by the 

Federal Justice Department in 1979 and New York State in 1989. Still, a great deal of damage 

had been done, and eventually more than 1,000 families had to be moved out of the Love Canal 

area. An EPA study revealed that of the thirty-six people tested, eleven had chromosomal 

damage; and that of fifteen Love Canal babies born between January 1979 and January 1980, 

only two were healthy. Agencies at the state and federal levels spent hundreds of millions of 

dollars trying to clean up the pollution. Of that, Hooker Chemical has eventually been persuaded 

to contribute about $130 million (Zuesse, 1981). 

One good thing that came out of the disaster was the creation of the Comprehensive 

Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA), more commonly known 

as the ‘Superfund’ law. Its aim is to collects taxes from gas and chemical corporations to be used 

directly to clean up any sites similar to the Love Canal. Hooker Chemical and Plastics 
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Corporation now lists ‘making chemical plants safer and more environmentally sound’ as one of 

its goals (Schons, 2011). 

There is a sad irony in the fact that the site of William T. Love’s “most perfect city in 

existence” became home to such a horrific disaster. In the last fifteen years, however, there has 

been some gradual resettlement of the Love Canal site. In the early 1990s, parts of the area were 

declared safe again and now make up a neighborhood known as Black Creek Village. The area 

was taken off the Superfund list in September 2004 at the announcement that certain clean-up 

goals had been reached (Zuesse, 1981). Much of the Canal itself, however, remains sectioned off 

by a chain-link fence, which to any local passersby must serve as a poignant reminder of the 

whole catastrophe. While countless other industrial disasters have occurred since the Love Canal 

one, this was a disastrous event that would influence the future of industrial disasters and how to 

be better equipped to handle them in the future. 
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