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Question 
Would failure to clean up the redeveloped Pasadena toxic site (and instead use land-use 

controls) result in more than a "minimal” decrease in residential property values within 1.5 

miles of the site?  

 

Approach 
A review of the prominent peer-reviewed environmental economics literature that relates 

to the comparisons of property values near toxic waste sites without and with land-use 

controls, that is respectively, with and without full CERCLA-level cleanup. 

 

Summary of Preliminary Assessment 

Based on the research conducted, it is expected that the land-use restrictions on the 

redeveloped Pasadena toxic site would result in significant reductions in surrounding (1.5 

miles radius) property values when compared to a full cleanup (e.g. CERCLA-level clean-

up). These negative impacts on surrounding property values would amount to substantial 

negative monetary losses to land and property owners that would extend well out into the 

future as the lack of full cleanup becomes known to the public.  
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Preliminary Assessment  
To assess the monetary differences between land-use restrictions as opposed to a full CERCLA-

level cleanup on the redeveloped Pasadena toxic site on nearby residential home values, an initial 

review of the leading environmental economics literature was conducted. This literature has clearly 

and consistently identified the significant and lasting negative impacts of hazardous waste sites 

(HWS) on surrounding property values. Specifically, these studies report on the price-distance 

relationship between residential homes (but also commercial and industrial land use) and the 

nearest HWS (see for example Kiel 1995, Kohlhase 1991, Ihlanfeldt and Taylor 2004, Branden et 

al. 2011, Haninger et al. 2017, Chattopadhyay et al. 2005, McCluskey and Rausser 2001, De Sousa 

et al. 2009, Neupane and Gustavson 2008).1 Key results relevant to the redeveloped Pasadena 

Toxic Site (PTS) include the following 

 

(1)  Property values up to six miles of HWS have significantly lower values compared to 

properties not near HWS (see for example Haninger et al. 2017). 

 

(2)  Several studies have found that property values increase in value by approximately $3,000-

$6,000 for each mile away from the HWS for up to six miles (see for example Kiel 1995, 

Kohlhase 1991, Chattopadhyay et al. 2005). For example, Ihlanfeldt and Taylor (2004) 

estimated that the total negative impacts of a HWS on commercial and industrial property 

value in Fulton County, Georgia, may be as large as $1 billion.  

 

(3)  Contaminated sites located in the Pacific area of the United States (California, Washington, 

and Oregon) tend to experience larger negative impacts on nearby property values than in 

other regions in the U.S. (Branden et al. 2011). Therefore, I anticipate that the negative 

property value implications for the redeveloped PTS are likely larger than those previously 

estimated by studies from other areas of the U.S.  

 

(4)  Prior studies have shown significant differences in the negative impact of HWS on nearby 

residential properties between partial versus full cleanup of contaminated sites.  These 

differences are statistically significant and monetarily substantial. For instance, 

Chattopadhyay et al. (2005) showed that a full cleanup of a HWS would add an average 

value of $462 million (in 2021 prices) to a community impacted by a HWS in Waukegan, 

Wisconsin. I would expect these numbers to be substantially larger for Pasadena where 

property prices are significantly higher and where there are more homes to consider in the 

nearby community.  

 

(5)  These findings discussed above are consistent with my own published economic research, 

such as how HWS can stigmatize neighborhoods and lead to reductions in nearby residential 

home values (Messer et al. 2006).  Furthermore, my research has shown that negative 

stigma is often difficult to mitigate.  This can be especially true in situations where the 

messengers that a location or a product is ‘safe’ are not trusted by the people who are being 

exposed to the location or product. Furthermore, stigma tends to be amplified when a 

location or product is associated with negative media stories and perceptual cues, as 

                                                 
1 There are many other studies that report on the negative impact of HWS on property value, however, this 

preliminary assessment relies on these benchmark studies, which have been cited in the peer-reviewed literature well 

over a thousand times. 
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potentially impacted people often perceive greater risks than claimed by ‘experts’ (see for 

instance Messer et al. (2017), Kecinski et al. (2016), Savchenko et al. (2019), Kecinski et al. 

(2021), McFadden et al. (2021), Kanter et al. (2009).  I anticipate that these findings will 

also apply to the consumer demand for houses near the redeveloped PTS. 

 

Finally, note that there are tens of thousands of HWS in the United States containing various and 

different contaminants and various levels of contamination. Many of these sites are near 

neighborhoods and thus impact the health and well-being of people and have significant negative 

impacts on property values. Although these HWS differ vastly (e.g. with respect to the size, type, 

and level of contamination, their status of being listed on the National Priority List, etc.) they 

generally share a common trait that people would prefer not to live close to one of these sites when 

they have not been fully cleaned up and generally seek areas away from these sites to purchase 

their homes. These preferences (or behavioral aversion) translate into reductions in consumer 

demand and lower willingness to pay for these homes that can be measured in the reductions in 

property values of the nearby areas. The reason is rather straightforward. Potential homeowners are 

mostly risk averse, that is they would rather not take chances of getting sick or have reductions in 

life expectancy for themselves or their family members (Kiaghadi et al. 2021). In my professional 

opinion, there is no reason to believe that the redeveloped HWS in Pasadena would not have 

significant negative impacts on surrounding property values unless the site were to undergo a full 

CERCLA cleanup. As described above, the academic literature that provides evidence from HWS 

on nearby properties from various places across the country consistently shows these impacts when 

potential buyers are aware of the situation.  Note that there is no existing published study, to my 

knowledge, that looks directly at the redeveloped PTS and its impact on nearby property values.  

Thus, an in-depth study, specific to the PTS is recommended as it would produce vital, site-

specific evidence that will likely show that the evidence from the published literature, described 

above, also applies to the redeveloped PTS as well. This study would also be able to provide a 

numeric estimate of the property values losses to the nearby communities that would reflect the 

current 2022 valuation of the local real estate.   

 

In summary, I am confident that failure to do a CERCLA-level clean-up of the redeveloped 

Pasadena toxic site (and instead use land-use controls) would result in more than a "minimal” 

decrease in residential property values within 1.5 miles of the site. 
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