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Introduction

As Los Angeles County residents rebuild after the devastating Eaton and Palisades 

wildfires, a new worry emerges from the scorched earth beneath them. Federal agencies are 

clearing debris, but scientists wonder what toxic chemicals might remain. "We want to be able to 

plant fruit trees that we can use. We want our kids to be able to play outside," said Laura 

Siahaan, who lost her home in the fires (Albeck-Ripka & Jiménez, 2025, para. 10). The January 

wildfires that consumed over 37,000 acres transformed household items into hazardous 

pollutants that could pose a health threat for years. Nancy Ward from the California Governor's 

Office warned that "without adequate soil testing contaminants caused by the fire can remain 

undetected posing risks to returning residents construction workers and the environment" 

(Albeck-Ripka & Jiménez, 2025, para. 38). With authorities refusing to test, a movement of 

citizens and researchers has emerged, taking soil testing into their own hands. This paper 

examines how the aftermath of wildfire created an environmental health crisis, affecting 
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vulnerable communities that must choose between rebuilding quickly or ensuring their land is 

safe.

Sociological Analysis: Inequitable Impacts of Post-Wildfire Soil Contamination

The January 2025 wildfires in Los Angeles County have raised significant environmental 

concerns regarding soil contamination. The cleanup approach of removing topsoil without testing

has created a situation with potentially inequitable impacts on different community groups. This 

analysis examines how these environmental consequences disproportionately affect people based

on socioeconomic status and homeownership status.

The post-wildfire soil contamination issue highlights a clear divide in how residents from 

different socioeconomic backgrounds respond to potential health hazards. Residents with higher 

incomes can address this concern independently, while lower-income residents face significant 

barriers.

As noted in the article, some homeowners have already "taken matters into their own 

hands by hiring private contractors to examine their soil" (Albeck-Ripka & Jiménez, 2025). 

However, this option becomes a privilege for those who have the means. This creates an 

environment of inequality where knowledge is a privilege, not a right.

In comparison to higher-income families, lower-income families must rely solely on government 

testing and academic studies when they are available. Without federal soil testing, those without 

financial resources face uncertainty about the safety of the environment in which they must live. 

This set of circumstances can potentially expose them to more significant health risks with fewer

protections.

3



The soil contamination issue also creates significant differences in how it affects 

homeowners and renters, particularly in terms of decision-making power and long-term exposure

risks. Residents quoted in the article describe wanting to grow food on their own land again and 

to let their children play outside safely (Albeck-Ripka & Jiménez, 2025). This demonstrates how 

homeowners worry about rebuilding safely and care deeply about ensuring their land is not 

contaminated. Homeowners can choose if they want to rebuild, how to clean up their land, and 

what to do with their property in the future.

Renters, on the other hand, have significantly less control over testing, cleanup, or rebuilding 

decisions. They must rely completely on their landlords' decisions regarding soil testing and 

cleanup. If landlords fail to test for toxins or address contamination issues, renters must either 

live with potential health risks or relocate from their neighborhoods.

Additionally, renters are often excluded from community soil testing programs, which 

typically focus on property owners. This means renters may not even be aware of the presence of

hazardous toxins in the soil where they live. This may be one of the most important 

considerations for future renters in this area.

The way soil testing and cleanup is handled after the L.A. wildfires shows how 

environmental problems affect different groups unequally. People with money and property have 

more control over dealing with potential contamination, while poorer residents and renters face 

greater dangers with fewer means of protection. These differences highlight how environmental 

issues frequently exacerbate existing social inequalities, creating additional hardships for 

individuals who are already facing challenges.

Conclusion
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The conflict between rapid recovery and environmental safety shows how emergency 

responses often overshadow public health. Federal officials claim that removing the topsoil 

"necessarily abate[s] threats from the debris" (Albeck-Ripka & Jiménez, 2025, para. 41), but 

many experts disagree. This approach prioritizes speed over testing leaving residents to navigate 

uncertainty alone. As educator Kristy Brauch warned, "The worst-case scenario is they are not 

going to do anything. And we are going to find out we are Flint Michigan five years from now 

and people are sick" (Albeck-Ripka & Jiménez, 2025, para. 28). Looking forward, this situation 

demands a balanced approach to disaster recovery. Community organizations conducting 

independent testing represent a model of civic science that could reshape future disaster 

responses. For fire-affected residents, the pressing need remains to have access to information to 

make informed decisions about returning to their land.
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