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EAST PALO ALTO—Silicon Val-
ley is home to one of the nation’s
heaviest concentrations of toxic-
waste sites. The costly effects of
the region’s tainted industrial
past can be seen in this city’s
eastern outskirts.

Here a residential neighbor-
hood sits 2,000 feet from a toxic-
waste site once used as a chemi-
cals-processing plant run by Ro-
mic Environmental Technologies
Corp. Romic processed hazardous
materials like solvents, fuels and
inks from local technology com-
panies and other manufacturers
for nearly 50 years. The facility
was closed in 2007 after a series
of environmental and safety vio-
lations. Romic paid fines in two
cases, but admitted to no wrong-
doing.

East Palo Alto officials are
now trying to turn the area into a
business park dubbed the Raven-
swood Business District, which
they hope will alleviate the city’s
20% unemployment rate. But de-
velopment has been delayed
partly by an expensive cleanup of
Romic and other contaminated
properties, a process that is pro-
jected to take several years.

In addition, some residents
have complained of respiratory
problems that they allege might
be related to the accidental re-
lease of a chemical cloud at the
Romic facility in 2006.

Bob Hoffman, an attorney rep-
resenting East Palo Alto-based
Romic, which ceased operating in
2007 and now exists only as an

entity involved in the cleanup of
its property under federal super-
vision, says no correlation has
been established between the fa-
cility’s operations and any health
problems in the community.

Ronald Leach, the Environ-
mental Protection Agency’s proj-
ect manager for the site, says the
agency is still investigating the
site to achieve “a better under-
standing of any possible public-
health consequences.”

The situation in East Palo Alto
is a reminder that even as Silicon
Valley positions itself as an eco-
friendly clean-technology center,
the tech industry’s underbelly
continues to scar the region.
Many toxic sites in the region are
a byproduct of local operations
like semiconductor manufactur-
ing that flourished in the 1970s
and 1980s, says Jim Blamey, haz-
ardous materials program man-
ager for the Santa Clara County
Department of Environmental
Health.

While semiconductor manufac-
turing has since largely moved
offshore, “the legacy is still here,”
says Mr. Blamey.

Overall, Santa Clara County
has 23 National Priority List
sites—the sites eligible for fi-
nancing from the Superfund, a
federal cleanup program for
abandoned toxic sites—the most
in the nation ahead of Pennsylva-
nia’s Montgomery County, which
has 17 such sites, according to the
EPA. Alameda County has three
such sites. And while San Mateo
County has no National Priority
List sites, it has 21 Brownfield

sites, which the EPA has identi-
fied as possibly being “compli-
cated” by contamination. That in-
cludes the area around Romic.

All of this is costly for local
companies. Chip giant Intel Corp.
has paid a “substantial” amount
of money over the years to clean
up toxic waste left over in part
from its past manufacturing op-
erations in Silicon Valley, says a
spokesman. Similarly, Applied
Materials Inc. has paid hundreds
of thousands of dollars for local
cleanups in recent years, and Ad-
vanced Micro Devices Inc. paid
approximately $2.7 million be-
tween 2004 and 2009 for cleanup
activities of three groundwater
contamination sites in Sunnyvale,
according to the EPA and the
companies.

The 12.6-acre parcel where Ro-
mic’s plant stood was used for re-
cycling toxic waste as early as
1956, according to documents
from state environmental agen-
cies. Romic began officially oper-
ating in 1964, processing materi-
als from clients like
Hewlett-Packard Co. The EPA’s
Mr. Leach says Romic pumped
waste directly into the
ground—which was legal at the
time—until the 1970s, when the
regional water-quality board in-
tervened.

According to documents from
California’s Department of Toxic
Substances Control, Romic was
cited 53 times between 1999 and
2004 for violations including
storing waste in unauthorized ar-
eas. In 2005, the company settled
with the state over the violations

for $849,500, while admitting no
wrongdoing.

A year later, a leak at Romic’s
facility led to the release of a vis-
ible cloud over the area. DTSC in-
vestigators later found the cause
was 4,000 gallons of used solvent
that was improperly mixed in a
tanker truck. Romic settled with
San Mateo County over the inci-
dent for $350,000 but admitted
no wrongdoing, according to the
DTSC.

After the 2006 accident, the
city council unanimously voted to
recommend to the state to not
renew the company’s operating
permit, says former East Palo
Alto mayor and current city
council member Ruben Abrica. In
2007, Romic attorney Mr. Hoff-
man says the company “volun-
tarily closed” following a state
DTSC enforcement order requir-
ing the company to cease han-
dling chemicals. Since then, East
Palo Alto has adopted a master
plan for a business park in the
area and won a state grant to ex-
plore transportation options to it.

Still, development has been
tough. The EPA says it may be
five years before cleanup—which
is projected to cost Romic, other
related parties and government
cleanup funds some $2 million to
$5 million—is complete.

Mr. Abrica says East Palo
Alto’s city council remains com-
mitted to working with the area’s
property owners. “Romic was a
bad chapter in our city’s history,”
he says. “Never again will we al-
low something like this to happen
to us.”

BY MARIE C. BACA

Toxic-Waste Sites Haunt Silicon Valley
Hazardous Materials Used in Early High-Tech Manufacturing Remain a Burden for Local Companies and Communities

The grounds around a former chemicals-processing plant in East Palo Alto, above left and below, are contaminated with hazardous materials. Similar sites are found around Silicon Valley.
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LUNCHBOX

Town Hall
San Francisco’s Town Hall is a

power lunch spot among the
bankers and lawyers from nearby
companies like J.P. Morgan Chase
& Co. and Orrick, Herrington &
Sutcliffe LLP.

The Cajun-inspired restaurant
is housed inside a former ship-
engine repair plant built after the
1906 earthquake. Inside, the
space evokes an airy but warm
New England farmhouse. Colleen
Booth, Town Hall’s director of
events, says the restaurant delib-
erately wasn’t “aiming for a pris-
tine space.”

While the emphasis is on
Southern food, the menu fea-
tures plenty of Bay Area ingredi-
ents such as Point Reyes blue-
cheese dressing and Sausalito

watercress. Lunchtime favorites
include tuna tartare with fried
green tomatoes, blackened cat-
fish tacos, and the ham and
cheese toast with a poached egg
and jalapeño cream—Town Hall’s
take on a “croque madame.”
Sandwiches and mains range be-
tween $13 and $19.

The restaurant seats 85 and is
often full, meaning lunch isn’t al-
ways intimate. Still, Chris
Vejnoska, a litigation partner at
Orrick, says Town Hall’s staff
“makes you feel like you’re their
most important client.”

Town Hall is located at 342
Howard St. in San Francisco and
serves lunch between 11:30 a.m.
and 2:30 p.m. Monday through
Friday. —Amir Efrati

Town Hall, which occupies a former ship-engine repair plant, serves lunch specialities
such as an heirloom tomato salad, above right, and blackened catfish tacos, right. Cr
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C A L I F O R N I A
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Hazardous Past
The greater Silicon Valley region
has a high concentration of EPA-
designated National Priority List
toxic- waste sites. Romic is part
of a Brownfield area, a site the EPA says
could be ‘complicated’ by contamination.

Toxic-waste sites

Romic site

EL CAMINO REAL

The Valley

Some of Silicon Valley’s best
and brightest have decided not
to immediately venture out into
the work force. Instead, they
are opting for graduate school.

That applies to many of the
latest engineering graduates
from Stanford University, the
University of California, Berke-
ley, and other local schools. Ac-
cording to several of this year’s
Berkeley electrical-engineering
and computer-science grads
and officials at Stanford, more
engineering students of the

class of 2010 opted to continue
on with graduate degrees than in
past years.

The trend—which is largely an-
ecdotal because schools are still
gathering data about their most
recent graduates—comes just as
Silicon Valley hiring is picking up
again after the recession. The sit-
uation isn’t likely to be permanent,
though, because more students
tend to stay in school during poor
economic cycles and flow back
into the work force when the
economy picks up.

Indeed, several engineering
grads say they chose to stay in

school largely because of last
year’s recession, which caused a
fall-off in campus recruiting just
as they were deciding what to do
post-graduation. Job postings only
began increasing this spring, say
officials at Stanford, Berkeley and
San Jose State University.

Beverly Principal, assistant di-
rector of employment services at
the Stanford Career Development
Center, says close to half the
members of the university’s grad-
uating engineering class typically
go on to do a master’s degree but
estimates that this year, the per-
centage jumped to around 60%.

“It was the economy” that
pushed more students into gradu-
ate work, says Ms. Principal. “And
if you have a master’s, you’re also
more marketable.”

At San Jose State, only 33% of
this spring’s engineering grads re-
ported having secured jobs, down
from 53% in spring 2008, says the
university. The data are prelimi-
nary, officials say, adding they
don’t yet have data on how many
students chose to go on with ad-
ditional studies.

One engineering major who de-
cided to stay in academia another
year is Jerry Zhang. The 22-year-
old Berkeley student, who hails
from Fremont, says he started his
senior year last year by interview-
ing for jobs at tech companies
such as Qualcomm Inc. and Nvidia
Corp. But while he says he got
several jobs offers, he became in-
creasingly drawn to obtaining a

master’s, he says.
It was harder for his class to

find jobs this year than in past
years, says Mr. Zhang. He adds
that every tech company that he
interviewed with was receptive to
him doing a master’s, with several
firms extending their job offers to
him to be valid till next year.

Among the companies actively
recruiting on local campuses for
engineering grads this past year
were Microsoft Corp., Cisco Sys-
tems Inc. and Google Inc., say offi-
cials at Stanford and Berkeley. At
Berkeley, social-networking site
Facebook Inc. became an active
recruiter in the last two years,
says Tom Devlin, director of the
career center there. At Stanford,
electric-car maker Tesla Motors
Inc., which went public last month,
also was active on campus for the
first time this year, says Ms. Prin-
cipal.

Economy Pushes Grads to Stay in School
BY PUI-WING TAM

Jerry Zhang chose to pursue a
master’s degree.

Ti
m

ot
hy

A
rc

hi
ba

ld
fo

r
Th

e
W

al
lS

tr
ee

t
Jo

ur
na

l


