WHEN HOWARD M. METZENBAUM RETIRED FROM THE U.S. SENATE IN 1994, OHIO CITIZEN ACTION DECIDED TO HONOR HIM BY PRESENTING AN AWARD IN HIS NAME. THROUGHOUT HIS YEARS OF SERVICE IN THE SENATE, SENATOR METZENBAUM'S NAME WAS SYNONYMOUS WITH PRINCIPLED TENACITY AND FIGHTING FOR WHAT’S RIGHT.
THE FIRST AWARD WAS PRESENTED TO ALONZO SPENCER OF E. LIVERPOOL, WHO TO THIS DAY IS LEADING THE FIGHT AGAINST THE WTI HAZARDOUS WASTE INCINERATOR.  YOU WILL FIND THE LIST OF PAST AWARD RECIPIENTS IN YOUR PROGRAM – THEY ARE AN AMAZING GROUP OF OHIO GRASSROOTS LEADERS.  

EACH YEAR, WE HOLD THE CEREMONY IN AN AREA NEAR THE HOME OF THE AWARDEE. I’M PLEASED TO SAY THAT AFTER MANY YEARS OF CHAIRING THE BOARD AWARDS COMMITTEE I HAVE FINALLY CONVINCED EVERYONE TO COME TO MARIETTA.  MAYBE WE’LL START A TREND.  

 ****

DEBRA COCHRAN, A RESIDENT OF PAGEVILLE IN MEIGS COUNTY, BEGAN HEARING NEWS REPORTS ABOUT DUPONT’S CONTAMINATION OF DRINKING WATER WITH THE TEFLON CHEMICAL C8 IN 2002.  A NATIVE OF ATHENS, OHIO, WHERE HER FAMILY HAS LIVED FOR SIX GENERATIONS, DEBRA HAS ALWAYS FELT A STRONG CONNECTION TO THE BEAUTIFUL ENVIRONMENT OF SOUTHEAST OHIO.  SHE WONDERED WHETHER HER CHILDREN’S HEALTH COULD BE HARMED BY THE CHEMICAL.  SHE FOUND THAT HER DAUGHTER, LAUREN, WASN’T THE ONLY CHILD IN THE AREA TO BE BORN WITHOUT ENAMEL ON HER TEETH, AND WONDERED IF THERE COULD BE A CONNECTION WITH CHEMICAL EXPOSURES.

DEBRA COMBINED THE SKILLS SHE HAD HONED AS A WRITER, EDUCATOR, AND HOME-SCHOOLING ADVOCATE TO RESEARCH AND PREPARE INFORMATIONAL MATERIALS ABOUT THE DANGERS OF C8.  SHE   BEGAN ATTENDING AND SPEAKING AT ANY PUBLIC MEETING WHERE THE ISSUE COULD BE BROUGHT UP, INCLUDING THE BOARD MEETINGS OF LOCAL WATER SUPPLIES, THE CHAMBER OF COMMERCE, AND OTHER CIVIC MEETINGS . SHE USED A VARIETY OF TACTICS TO BRING THE ISSUE INTO THE OPEN, INCLUDING PROPOSING A PETITION TO HAVE DUPONT REMOVED FROM THE AMERICAN CHEMISTRY COUNCIL’S “RESPONSIBLE 

CARE” PROGRAM. 

DEBRA TACKLED THE CHALLENGES OF COMMUNITY ORGANIZING IN A VERY RURAL COMMUNITY, WHERE PEOPLE LIVE FAR FROM EACH OTHER AND DO NOT GET THEIR NEWS FROM COMMON SOURCES.  SHE REACHED OUT TO ANYONE AND EVERYONE WHO WOULD LISTEN, ALWAYS EMPHASING THE IMPORTANCE OF RESPECT FOR EVERYONE INVOLVED IN THE PROCESS. 

DEBRA GOT IN TOUCH WITH  THE ENVIRONMENTAL WORKING GROUP IN WASHINGTON, D.C., THE NATIONAL ORGANIZATION WHICH DISCOVERED AND EXPOSED MANY OF DUPONT’S INTERNAL DOCUMENTS ABOUT THE DANGERS OF C8.  SHE BECAME A FREQUENT MEDIA SPOKESPERSON, APPEARING IN NEWSPAPER ARTICLES FROM THE WASHINGTON POST AND NEW YORK TIMES TO THE MARIETTA TIMES AND ATHENS MESSENGER, AND NATIONAL RADIO AND TELEVISION, INCLUDING ABC’S 20/20.  .  LAUREN SUCHER OF EWG, WHO WORKED WITH DEBRA TO CONTACT THE MEDIA, SAYS THAT WORKING WITH DEBRA QUICKLY  BECAME NOT JUST A WORKING RELATIONSHIP BUT A FRIENDSHIP --  AND LAUREN SUCHER FROM WASHINGTON DC AND  LAUREN COCHRAN FROM PAGEVILLE BECAME PEN PALS IN THESE DAYS OF EMAIL.  
IN 2004, DEBRA ASKED OHIO CITIZEN ACTION TO SPONSOR A PUBLIC MEETING IN MEIGS COUNTY ON C8, WITH FEATURED SPEAKER JANE HOULIHAN OF ENVIRONMENTAL WORKING GROUP.  THE MEETING AT MEIGS HIGH SCHOOL WAS VERY SUCCESSFUL, BRINGING TOGETHER BOTH PEOPLE WHO HAD BEEN VERY INVOLVED IN THE BATTLES OVER C8 AND THOSE WHO WANTED TO LEARN ABOUT THE ISSUE. 

TWO YEARS AGO, DEBRA’S DAUGHER KIMBERLY HAD A LIFE-THREATENING ACCIDENT.  THROUGHOUT THEIR DIFFICULT ORDEAL, 
 DEBRA AND HER FAMILY HAVE INSPIRED EVERYONE THEY KNOW WITH THEIR COURAGE, MUTUAL SUPPORT, AND FAITH IN CONFRONTING   KIMBERLY’S INJURIES.    DEBRA AND HER HUSBAND C.W. HAVE BEEN INSTRUMENTAL IN FORMING THE NEW ATHENS CHAPTER OF THE OHIO BRAIN INJURY ASSOCIATION.

ON BEHALF OF OHIO CITIZEN ACTION, IT IS MY PLEASURE TO PRESENT THIS YEAR’S HOWARD M. METZENBAUM AWARD TO DEBRA COCHRAN.
