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Dust Yourself Off and Ride Again
Everybody hold their breath.

By Julia Carrie Wong

When the Embarcadero BART 
station opened in 1976, the east wall was 
adorned by a 50-foot-tall sculpture made 
of 7,000 pounds of bright orange rope. 
By the time artist Barbara Shawcroft’s 
massive macrame was dismantled in 
2014, after decades of bureaucratic tan-
gling and artistic recrimination, the rope 
was as black as soot. 

� e air (and dust) that soiled tons 
of rope is also the air that thou-
sands of commuters and transit 
workers breathe every day. And 
according to a group of young 
scientists, that air is potentially 
hazardous to your health. 

Problems with the BART sta-
tion’s air were fi rst identifi ed in 
2011 by � e East Bay Academy for 
Young Scientists, which partners 
public school students with U.C. 
Berkeley undergrads and science 
instructors to perform real-world 
experiments. � at year, EBAYS 
students measured the concentra-
tion of particulate matter (PM) at 
BART stations — and found that 
PM concentration at Embarcadero 
was “through the roof,” says Kevin 
Cuff , EBAYS’s program director. 
“It was signifi cantly in excess of 
what the EPA says are safe levels... 
It’s a signifi cant health concern to 
children and adults with upper re-
spiratory issues.”

Most scientists agree that 
transit system dust is caused 
by the friction between tracks 
and wheels when brakes are 

applied. � e EBAYS students hypoth-
esize that Embarcadero Station gets 
inundated with that dust — which 
is primarily metal — as trains arrive 
through the Transbay Tube. � ey plan 
to present their fi ndings at the Amer-
ican Geophysical Union’s Fall Meeting 
this week at the Moscone Center.

� e students aren’t the only ones 
who have noticed the poor air quality 
at the Embarcadero BART station. 
Chris Finn, the president of the Amal-

gamated Transit Union 

Local 1555, which represents BART 
drivers and station agents, says the 
issue — along with noise pollution — 
has arisen with his membership, some 
of whom breathe that air for their en-
tire shift, every day.  

But BART staff  seem less con-
cerned. “� is dust has been analyzed 
and found not hazardous to breathe,” 
says spokeswoman Alicia Trost. BART 
monitors air quality to comply with 
Cal/OSHA standards, and those results 
are “well below the allowable limits 
and not excessive,” she says. 

However, Cal/OSHA standards 
apply to 24-hour av-

erages, while the EBAYS students 
found the highest levels of PM in the 
time immediately before, during, and 
after a train arrival — exactly when 
the station platform is packed with 
commuters.

Trost would not comment on the 
potential safety hazards during those 
periods of time when the levels spike. 
She also declined to provide SF Weekly 
with the data on air quality, broken 
out by station. 

Nick Josefowitz, the recently 
elected BART board member who rep-
resents much of San Francisco, told 
SF Weekly that he takes the students’ 

research seriously, and prom-
ised to raise the issue at the 

next BART Board meeting. 
San Francisco is not 

the only city to struggle 
with air quality issues 
in underground transit 

systems. Studies have 
found high levels of 
particulate matter 

in subway systems 
in New York City, 
London, Tokyo, 
and Paris as well. 

Some scientists 
have studied using 

magnets to draw the 
metallic particles out of 

the air. 
If anyone is in touch 

with Barbara Shawcroft, 
perhaps she could create 

a new 50-foot-tall magnetic 
sculpture. � is time no one 

would care if it gathered dust.
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Doom and 
Groom
A local dog lover’s 
campaign to regulate 
California’s animal 
grooming industry.

Dogs mutilated by scissors, 
strangled with their own 
leashes, or baked to death in 
drying cages are among the 
1,200 California pets injured or 
killed every year because of 
groomer negligence, according 
to animal activists. For San 
Francisco teacher Hannah Hart-
man, such horror stories prove 
it’s time for the grooming indus-
try to be regulated.

Last year, Hartman’s Shih 
Tzu suff ered a dislocated hip 
after a routine grooming at a 
Novato Petco. Although the 
parties reached an undisclosed 
settlement, Hartman main-
tains that “nobody is held ac-
countable” when dogs get hurt. 
Unlike many other trades, 
there are no formal training re-
quirements to give Fido a bath. 
Hartman wants California to 
follow the example of Miami, 
New York, Connecticut, and 
Colorado, all of which regulate 
animal grooming.

She hopes to enlist state 
Sen. Mark Leno (D-San Fran-
cisco) to revive “Lucy’s Law,” 
a 2012 bill named for a Palm 
Springs dog maimed during a 
grooming. � e bill would have 
established state protocol for 
groomers but died in commit-
tee, a failure Hartman blames 
on lobbyists from Petco, 
PetSmart, and the Pet Industry 
Joint Advisory Council. 

So far, Hartman has not 
convinced Leno or anyone else 
to take up Lucy’s cause. Leno 
— who received a 100 percent 
rating on the latest Humane 
Society legislative scorecard — 
insists his offi  ce has repeatedly 
engaged with Hartman, who 
“would be a more eff ective 
advocate if she learned that 
attacking allies is neither pro-
ductive nor wise.” 

Hartman faces pushback 
from big-box animal supply re-
tailers, who say grooming pro-
tections are already in place. 
Petco requires a 12-week train-
ing course, while PetSmart 
mandates 400 hours of techni-
cal and safety training.

Pointing to recent examples 
of pooches wounded during 
grooming, Hartman says such 
protections off er more bark 
than bite. Jeremy Lybarger

The Law Library 
of Democracy
Local laws are often 
challenged in court, but San 
Francisco’s cutting-edge 
lawmakers remain undaunted.

Just before Thanksgiving, San 
Francisco lawmakers received a warn-
ing from NATO. The health-conscious 
city is considering raising the minimum 
age to buy tobacco to 21 — a fruitless 
effort, superseded by state law, wrote 
Thomas Briant, the executive director 
of the National Association of Tobacco 
Outlets (the NATO in question).

� e state Attorney General’s of-
fi ce is expected to weigh in on who 

can do what, but in the meantime, 
NATO warnings — coupled with a 
legal argument — have led Healds-
burg in Sonoma County to abandon 
the eff ort to nix cigarettes for 18- to 
20-year olds. But so far, San Fran-
cisco is ignoring NATO. Challenges 
to local laws are nothing new here 
— in fact, the city almost welcomes 
getting sued.

It’s up to City Attorney Dennis 
Herrera to warn the mayor and the 
Board of Supervisors when legislation 
will land them in court — and it’s up 
to Herrera’s offi  ce to do the legal lift-
ing in court, as it did when landlords 
sued to overturn new tenant-friendly 
eviction protections last year (the 
landlords won).

� ere’s no offi  cial count on how 
many local laws have been chal-

lenged in court, overturned by a 
judge, or simply abandoned when 
they proved unenforceable — al-
though the city’s issuance of gay 
marriage licenses, the eff ort to force 
cell phone manufacturers to post 
warnings that phone radiation can 
cause brain cancer, and a ban on 
advertising soda on city property are 
an example of each, respectively. De-
spite those setbacks, local lawmak-
ers have yet to appear shy.

“It’s not uncommon that we de-
fend San Francisco’s policy innova-
tions,” said Matt Dorsey, a spokes-
man for the City Attorney, who 
noted that it’s most often “powerful 
interests” that fi ght San Francisco 
in court (and, when successful, col-
lect attorneys’ fees from San Fran-
cisco taxpayers).

Supervisor Eric Mar has several 
times run afoul of those interests, 
whether it was trying to restrict 
toys in McDonald’s Happy Meals 
or restricting tobacco use and 
sales. And only a few times has the 
likelihood of a lawsuit steered Mar 
away from introducing a law likely 
to piss off  litigious corporate types. 
It’s worth paying out “hundreds of 
thousands of dollars in legal de-
fense, if [the law] is the right thing 
to do,” he says.

As for NATO’s warning? “We’re 
very confi dent of the constitution-
ality of our ordinance,” Mar says. If 
the cigarette lobby disagrees, they 
can meet San Francisco in court — 
where the city’s well-worked lawyers 
will very likely be already.  Chris 
Roberts


