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Robert J, Martill's office could
be a monument lo bureaucratic
obscurity, Tucked in a eorner amid
lhe seemingly endless eorridors of
the Environmental Protection
Agency, il is a Darrow space "ilh
lwo rcelangular windows illld nol
much of a vie VI. Martin has deco.
raled lhe \valls wilh photographs
of his children's soccer teams thal
he has coached and a portrait of a
Rocky Mountain !\tream 'he res-
cued from lhe lraslJ collectors,

Marlin is lhe ombudsman in
I;PA's Office of Solid Waste and
Emergency Response. As such, he
has become knoW11 to people
around the counlry as he invesli-
galed lheir complaints aboul envi-
ronmenlal hazards, a job lhal oflen
pul him in conflict \vilh his 0\V11
agl:ncy's rcgional offices.

But inside Washington, the 41-
ycar-uld lawyer remained virlually
an{}nymous, even lo governmenl
\\-al(;hdog groups such as the Pro.
jecl on Governmenl Oversighl,

Unlil recenlly. "1 didn'l even
knovl there was an EPA ombuds-
man," said Danielle Brian, execu-
live director of the group, which
today will honor Martill wilh ils
"Beyond the Headlilles" award
lhal is meant to recognize jusl such
little.noticed work.

Brian Icarncd aboul Martill from
people such as Marie Flickillgcr .
lhe owner of a community ne\vspa-
per ill an industrial area of Ho-us.
ton \,'here the EPA idenlified a
so.called Superfund hazardous
waste sile and ordered it cleaned
up, "That man saved this commu-
nity: Flickinger said.

At issue was an abandoned facil-
ity lhat was once used by Monsan-
lo Co. and other companies to
slorc and rcprocess chemical
\vaste, Under the Superfund law,
lhe companies were responsible
for the cleanup and after years of
sludies and negotiations, EPA's
Dallas office approved a p)an lo
di!lpose of the site's contaminaled
soil by incineration. In the early
1990s, the companies conslrucled
a $30 million incinerator to accom-
pUsh lhal task.

Bul Flickillger and other com-
munity activists, who had spenl
years arguing thal the site was the
source of an unusual number of
birth defects and olher health
problems in a nearby subdivision,
feared that digging up the soil and
burnillg it would only spread lhe
pollutants into the almosphere and
make the situation worse. They
took their case to Martill, who
launched his own investigation
that in the end canle down on their
side,

Martin persuaded lhe EPA lo
approve an allernalive plan to
evacuate lhe subdivision and con-
laill the pollutants by \valling off
the sile, The incinerator was dis-
mantled without ever being used,

"1 think he is very good al what
he does and I think he has a tenible
job: said Patricia Kenworthy, who
\vorked in Monsanlo's Washington
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Robert 1 Martin

.ntle: Ombudsman, Office of
Solid Waste and Emergency

Response, Environmental
Protection Agency,

.Age:41,

.Education: Bachelor's degree in
political science, Gordon College,
Wenham, Mass,; law degree,

George Washington Unive.sity.
.Family: Married, three children

.Previous jobs: Director of federal
relations, the Madison Group;
chief executive, Nootka
Environmental Systems.

.Hobbies: Coaching and playing
soccer, hiking in the mountains

.On his authority as ombudsman:
"1 have no power"
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office during Martin's investiga-
tion and is no\v vice president for
government affairs at the National
Environmental Trust.

"He's in the middJe a lot of time
between the community around a
Superfund site, the locaJ and na.
tional environmental communities
and the companies," Kenworthy
said. "Everyone saw him siding
with the other side, which proba.
bly means he was doing something
right,"

Marta Salinas also Jmew about
Martin. She is the founder of Heal-
ing Our Mother Earth, a citizens
group fornled in the rural commu-
nity of McFarland, Calif., where
there had been a high incidence of
cancer among children and other
health problems, Mter years of
battling with local and state health
officials and an EPA regional of-
fice, she, too, turned to Martin for
help in discovering the cause.

Sa\inas wept 5Oftly as she reo
called Martin's first visit to McFar-
land. "1 didn't trust government
employees," she said. "When I met
him I was kind of scared of this big
guy, But something told me he
wasn't just another government
employee. As you went house to
house with him, you could see the
compas."ion. He hugged the chil-
dren and said, 1'm sorry.' "

An earlier study by state author-
ities had failed to find any cause for
McFarland's unusual health prob-
lems, but after listening to Sa\inas
and others. Martin persuaded EPA
to launch its own independent,
three-year investigation that is stillgoing on. ,

.Being" Public:S Voice

"If it weren't for him coming, I
don't think anything would have
been done," said Salinas.

Martin, a soft.spoken man with
thick, dark hair, is a civil servant
who became the EPA office's sec.
ond ombudsman in 1992, six years
after the position was created by
Congress. He defines the job in
terms of its Swedish origins.

"In Sweden centuries ago, there
was a person who stood between
the king and the governed," Martin
said. "Any person could go to the
ombudsman with any grievance
and ask the ombudsman to make a
case to the king."

With a staff of only four others.
Marlin estimates that his office
handJes about 4,000 complaints a
year. They can range from unau.
thorized dumping in someone's
backyard to serious oil spills and
continuing problem., at Superfund
sites, The bulk of the complaints
are routine, but Martin also has
conducted more than a dozen ma.
jor investigations and has that
many going on now. In some eases,
his findings have led to ongoing
criminal investigations by other
EPA officials.

"Mediation can be apart of what
you do, but I try to follow more the
classical model" of the ombuds-
man, Martin said, .You investi.
gate, you make reconunendations.
In Sweden, it was to the king; here
it's the assistant administrator, the
regional administrators. Some-
times you can work out problems
through mediation and negotia.
tions and sometimes you can't.
You've got to figure out what it will
take to bring about a just solution.
Those are judgment calls:

Martin, a member of the Makah,
an Indian tribe in Washington
siate that has recently attracted
attention because of its attempts to
resume traditional whale hunting
in the Pacific Ocean, once owned
his own ftrm that did environmen.
tal cleanup work on Indian lands.
At EPA, he can initiate his own
investigations, but that is about
the extent of his authority,

.1 have no power," he said in
noting that he cannot compel other
EPA officials to accept his findings
and reconunendations, Still, he
said, "the track record on following
my reconunendations has been
good."

The often contentious Houston
case was Martin's first major inves.
tigation and it taught him some
valuable lessons. "It taught me to
value independence and fact-fmd.
ing highly," he said. "It taught me
to go to all the parties, to press for
the information and to make the
hard reconunendations even when
you've got an incinerator that cost
$30 million sitting there:

It also made him a hero to
Flickinger, as he would later be-
come to Salinas and others. Ac.
cording to Brian of the Project on
Government Oversight, he is an
unusual Washington phenomenon.

Said Brian: "It is so rare to find a
civil servant who is actually popu.
lar outside the Beltway and totally
unknown inside the Beltway:


