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Communities are not all created equal. In
the United States, for example, some com
munities are routinely poisoned while the
government looks the other way. Environ
mental regulations have not uniformly ben
efitted all segments of society. People of
color (African Americans, Latinos, Asians,
Pacific islanders, and Native Americans) are
disproportionately harmed by industrial
toxins on their jobs and in their neighbor
hoods. These groups must contend with
dirty air and drinking water-the byprod
ucts of municipal landfills, incinerators, pol
luting industries, and hazardous waste
treatment storage, and disposal facilities.

Why do some communities get
"dumped on" while others escape? Why are
environmental regulations vigorously en
forced in some communities and not in oth
ers? Why are some workers protected from
environmental threats to their health while
others (such as migrant farmworkers) are
still being poisoned? How can environmen
tal justice be incorporated into the campaign
for environmental protection? What institu
tional changes would enable the United
States to become a just and sustainable soci-

*Excerpted from Robert D. Bullard, editor. 1993.
Confronting Environmental Racism: Voices from the
Grassroots (Boston, MA: South End Press), 15-23.
Reprinted by permission of the publisher.

ety? What community organizing strategies
are effective against environmental racism?
These are some of the many questions
addressed .... The pervasive reality of racisil
is placed at the very center of the analysis.

INTERNAL COLONIALISM
AND WHITE RACISM

The history of the United States has Ion
been grounded in white racism. The nation
was founded on the principles of "free land"
(stolen from native Americans and Mexi
cans), "free labor" (cruelly extracted from
African slaves), and "free men" (white men
with property). From the outset, institu
tional racism shaped the economic, political,
and ecological landscape, and buttressed the
exploitation of both land and people. In
deed, it has allowed communities of color to
exist as internal colonies characterized by
dependent (and unequal) relationships with
the dominant white society or "Mother
Country." In their 1967 book, Black Power,
Carmichael and Hamilton were among the
first to explore the "internal" colonial model
as a way to explain the racial inequality, po
litical exploitation, and social isolation of
African Americans. As Carmichael and
Hamilton (1967:16-17) write:

The economic relationship of American
black communities [to white society} ...
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reflects their colonial status. The political

power exercised over those communities goes
hand in glove with the economic deprivation
experienced by the black citizens.

Historically, colonies have existed for the
sole purpose of enriching, in one form or an
other, the "colonizer"; the consequence is to
maintain the economic dependency of the
"colonized. "

Generally, people of color in the United
States-like their counterparts in formerly
colonized lands of Africa, Asia, and Latin
America-have not had the same opportu
nities as whites. The social forces that have
organized oppressed colonies internation
ally still operate in the "heart of the colo
nizer's mother country" (Blauner 1972:26).
For Blauner, people of color are subjected to
five principal colonizing processes: they en
ter the "host" society and economy invol
untarily; their native culture is destroyed;
white-dominated bureaucracies impose re
strictions from which whites are exempt;
the dominant group uses institutionalized
racism to justify its actions; and a dual or
"split labor market" emerges based on eth
nicity and race. Such domination is also
buttressed by state institutions. Social scien
tists Omi and Winant (1986:76-78) go so
far as to insist that "every state institution is
a racial institution." Clearly, whites receive
benefits from racism, while people of color
bear most of the cost.

ENVIRONMENTAL RACISM

Racism plays a key factor in environmental
planning and decisionmaking. Indeed,
environmental racism is reinforced by gov
ernment, legal, economic, political, and
military institutions. It is a fact of life in the
United States that the mainstream environ
mental movement is only beginning to

wake up to. Yet, without a doubt, racism in
fluences the likelihood of exposure to envi
ronmental and health risks and the
accessibility to health care. Racism provides
whites at all class levels with an "edge" in
gaining access to a healthy physical envi
ronment. This has been documented again
and again.

Whether by conscious design or institu
tional neglect, communities of color in ur
ban ghettos, in rural "poverty pockets," or
on economically impoverished Native
American reservations face some of the
worst environmental devastation in the na

tion. Clearly, racial discrimination was not
legislated out of existence in the 1960s.
While some significant progress was made
during this decade, people of color continue
to struggle for equal treatment in many ar
eas, including environmental justice. Agen
cies at all levels of government, including
the federal EPA, have done a poor job pro
tecting people of color from the ravages of
pollution and industrial encroachment. It
has been an up-hill battle convincing white
judges, juries, government officials, and
policymakers that racism exists in environ
mental protection, enforcement, and policy
formulation.

The most polluted urban communities
are those with crumbling infrastructure,
ongoing economic disinvestment, deterio
rating housing, inadequate schools, chronic
unemployment, a high poverty rate, and an
overloaded health-care system. Riot-torn
South Central Los Angeles typifies this ur
ban neglect. It is not surprising that the
"dirtiest" zip code in California belongs to
the mostly African-American and Latino
neighborhood in that part of the city (Kay
1991). In the Los Angeles basin, over 71
percent of the African Americans and 50
percent of the Latinos live in areas with the
most polluted air, while only 34 percent of
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the white population does (Mann 1991;
Ong and Blumenberg 1990). This pattern
exists nationally as well. As researchers
Wernette and Nieves (1992: 16-17) note:

In 1990,437 of the 3,109 counties and inde

pendent cities failed to meet at least one of
the EPA ambient air quality standards ... 57
percent of whites, 65 percent of African
Americans, and 80 percent of Hispanics live
in 437 counties with substandard air qual

ity. Out of the whole population, a total of 33
percent of whites, 50 percent of African
Americans, and 60 percent of Hispanics live
in the 136 counties in which two or more air

pollutants exceed standards. The percentage
living in the 29 counties designated as non
attainment areas for three or more pollut

ants are 12 percent of whites, 20 percent of
African Americans, and 31 percent of His
panics.

Income alone does not account for

these above-average percentages. Housing
segregation and development patterns play
a key role in determining where people
live. Moreover, urban development and the
"spatial configuration" of communities flow
from the forces and relationships of indus
trial production which, in turn, are influ
enced and subsidized by government policy
(Feagin 1988; Gottdiener 1988). There is
widespread agreement that vestiges of race
based decisionmaking still influence hous
ing, education, employment, and criminal
justice. The same is true for municipal ser
vices such as garbage pickup and disposal,
neighborhood sanitation, fire and police
protection, and library services. Institu
tional racism influences decisions on local
land use, enforcement of environmental
regulations, industrial facility siting, man
agement of economic vulnerability, and
paths of freeways and highways.

People skeptical of the assertion that
poor people and people of color are targeted
for waste-disposal sites should consider the
report the Cerrell Associates provided the
California Waste Management Board. In
their 1984 report, Political Difficulties Facing
Waste-to-Energy Conversion Plant Siting, they
offered a detailed profile of those neighbor
hoods most likely to organize effective resis
tance against incinerators. The policy
conclusion based on this analysis is clear. As
the report states:

All socioeconomic groupings tend to resent
the nearby siting of major facilities, but mid

dle and upper socioeconomic strata possess
better resources to effectuate their opposition.
Middle and higher socioeconomic strata
neighborhoods should not fall within the
one-mile and five-mile radius of the pro
posed site (Cerrell Associates 1984:43).

Where then will incinerators or other
polluting facilities be sited? For Cerrell
Associates, the answer is low-income, dis
empowered neighborhoods with a high
concentration of nonvoters. The ideal site,
according to their report, has nothing to do
with environmental soundness but every
thing to do with lack of social power. Com
munities of color in California are far more
likely to fit this profile than are their white
counterparts.

Those still skeptical of the existence of
environmental racism should also consider
the fact that zoning boards and planning
commissions are typically stacked with
white developers. Generally, the decisions
of these bodies reflect the special interests of
the individuals who sit on these boards.
People of color have been systematically ex
cluded from these decisionmaking boards,
commissions, and governmental agencies
(or allowed only token representations).
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Grassroots leaders are now demanding a
shared role in all the decisions that shape
their communities. They are challenging
the intended or unintended racist assump
tions underlying environmental and indus
trial policies.

TOXIC COLONIALISM ABROAD

To understand the global ecological crisis, it
is important to understand that the poison
ing of African Americans in South Central
Los Angeles and of the Mexicans in border
maquiladoras have their roots in the same
system of economic exploitation, racial op
pression, and devaluation of human life.
The quest for solutions to environmental
problems and for ways to achieve sustain
able development in the United States has
considerable implications for the global en
vironmental movement.

Today, more than 1,900 maquiladoras,
assembly plants operated by American, Jap
anese, and other countries, are located
along the 2,000-mile U.S.-Mexico border
(Center for Investigative Reporting 1990;
Sanchez 1990; Zuniga 1992). These plants
use cheap Mexican labor to assemble prod
ucts from imported components and raw
materials, and then ship them back to the
United States (Witt 1991). Nearly half a mil
lion Mexicans work in the maquiladoras.
They earn an average of $3.75 a day. While
these plants bring jobs, albeit low-paying
ones, they exacerbate local pollution by
overcrowding the border towns, straining
sewage and water systems, and reducing air
quality. All this compromises the health of
workers and nearby community residents.
The Mexican environmental regulatory
agency is understaffed and ill-equipped to
adequately enforce the country's laws
(Working Group on Canada-Mexico Free
Trade 1991).

The practice of targeting poor commu
nities of color in the Third World for waste
disposal and the introduction of risky tech
nologies from industrialized countries are
forms of "toxic colonialism," what some ac
tivists have dubbed the "subjugation of peo
ple to an ecologically destructive economic
order by entities over which people have no
control" (Greenpeace 1992:3). The industri
alized world's controversial Third World

dumping policy was made public by the re
lease of an internaL December 12, 1991,
memorandum authored by Lawrence Sum
mers, chief economist of the World Bank. It

shocked the world and touched off a global
scandal. Here are the highlights:

"Dirty" Industries: Just between you and

me, shouldn't the World Bank be encourag
ing MORE migration of the dirty industries
to the LDCs [Less Developed Countries}? I

can think of three reasons:
1) The measurement of the costs of

health impairing pollution depends on the
forgone earnings from increased morbidity
and mortality. From this point of view a
given amount of health impairing pollution

should be done in the country with the low
est cost, which will be the country with the
lowest wages. I think the economic logic be
hind dumping a load of toxic waste in the
lowest wage country is impeccable and we
should face up to that.

2) The costs of pollution are likely to be
non-linear as the initial increments of pollu
tion probably have very low cost. I've always

thought that under-polluted areas in Africa
are vastly UNDER-polluted; their air qual
ity is probably vastly inefficiently low com
pared to Los Angeles or Mexico City. Only the
lamentable facts that so much pollution is

generated by non-tradable industries (trans
port, electrical generation) and that the unit
transport costs of solid waste are so high pre-
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vent world welfare-enhancing trade in air
pollution and waste.

3) The demand for a clean environ
ment for aesthetic and health reasons is
likely to have very high income elasticity. The

concern over an agent that causes a one in a
million chance in the odds of prostate cancer
is obviously going to be much higher in a
country where people survive to get prostate
cancer than a country where under 5 [year
old) mortality is 200 per thousand. Also,

much of the concern over industrial atmo
sphere discharge is about visibility impairing
particulates. These discharges may have very
little direct health impact. Clearly trade in

goods that embody aesthetic pollution con
cerns could be welfare enhancing. While
production is mobile the consumption of
pretty air is a non-tradable.

The problem with the arguments

against all of these proposals for more pollu
tion in LDCs (intrinsic rights to certain
goods, moral reasons, social concerns, lack of
adequate markets, etc.) could be turned

around and used more or less effectively
against every Bank proposal ...

BEYOND THE RACE VS. CLASS TRAP

Whether at home or abroad, the question of
who pays and who benefits from current in
dustrial and development policies is central
to any analysis of environmental racism. In
the United States, race interacts with class
to create special environmental and health
vulnerabilities. People of color, however,
face elevated toxic exposure levels even
when social class variables (income, educa
tion, and occupational status) are held con
stant (Bryant and Mohai 1992). Race has
been found to be an independent factor, not
reducible to class, in predicting distribution
of 1) air pollution in our society (Freeman
1971; Gianessi, Peskin, and Wolf 1979;

Gelobter 1988; Wernette and Nieves 1990);
2) contaminated fish consumption (West,
Fly, and Marans 1990); 3) the location of
municipal landfills and incinerators (Bull
ard 1983, 1987, 1990. 1991); 4) the loca
tion of abandoned toxic waste dumps
(United Church of Christ Commission for
Racial Justice 1987); and 5) lead poisoning
in children (Agency for Toxic Substances
and Disease Registry 1988).

Lead poisoning is a classic case in which
race, not just class, determines exposure. It
affects between three and four million chil
dren in the United States-most of whom
are African Americans and Latinos living in
urban areas. Among children five years old
and younger, the percentage of African
Americans who have excessive levels of
lead in their blood far exceeds the percent
age of whites at all income levels (Agency
for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry
1988:1-12).

The federal Agency for Toxic Substances
and Disease Registry found that for families
earning less than $6,000 annually an esti
mated 68 percent of African-American chil
dren had lead poisoning, compared with 36
percent of white children. For families with
incomes exceeding $15,000, more than 38
percent of African-American children have
been poisoned, compared with 12 percent
of white children. African-American chil
dren are two to three times more likely
than their white counterparts to suffer
from lead poisoning independent of class
factors.

One reason for this is that African
Americans and whites do not have the same
opportunities to "vote with their feet" by
leaving unhealthy physical environments.
The ability of an individual to escape a
health-threatening environment is usually
correlated with income. However, racial
barriers make it even harder for millions of
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l
African Americans, Latinos, Asians, Pacific
Islanders, and Native Americans to relo
cate. Housing discrimination, redlining,
and other market forces make it difficult for
millions of households to buy their way out
of polluted environments. For example, an
affluent African-American family (with an
income of $50,000 or more) is as segre
gated as an African-American family with
an income of $5,000 (Denton and Massey
1988; Jaynes and Williams 1989). Thus,
lead poisoning of African-American chil
dren is not just a "poverty thing."

White racism helped create our current
separate and unequal communities. It de
fines the boundaries of the urban ghetto,
barrio, and reservation, and influences the
provision of environmental protection and
other public services. Apartheid-type hous
ing and development policies reduce neigh
borhood options, limit mobility, diminish
job opportunities, and decrease environ
mental choices for millions of Americans. It
is unlikely that this nation will ever achieve
lasting solutions to its environmental prob
lems unless it also addresses the system of
racial injustice that helps sustain the exist
ence of powerless communities forced to
bear disproportionate environmental costs.

THE LIMITS OF MAINSTREAM

ENVI RONMENT ALiSM

Historically, the mainstream environmental
movement in the United States has devel
oped agendas that focus on such goals as
wilderness and wildlife preservation, wise
resource management, pollution abate
ment, and population control. It has been
primarily supported by middle- and upper
middle-class whites. Although concern for
the environment cuts across class and racial
lines, ecology activists have traditionally
been individuals with above-average edu-

cation, greater access to economic re
sources, and a greater sense of personal
power (Bachrach and Zautra 1985; Bullard
1990; Bullard and Wright 1987; Buttel and
Flinn 1978; Dunlap 1987; Mohai 1985,
1990; Morrison 1980,1986).

Not surprisingly, mainstream groups
were slow in broadening their base to in
clude poor and working-class whites, let
alone African Americans and other people
of color. Moreover, they were ill-equipped
to deal with the environmental, economic,
and social concerns of these communities.
During the 1960s and 1970s, while the "Big
Ten" environmental groups focused on wil
derness preservation and conservation
through litigation, political lobbying, and
technical evaluation, activists of color were
engaged in mass direct action mobilizations
for basic civil rights in the areas of employ
ment, housing, education, and health care.
Thus, two parallel and sometimes conflict
ing movements emerged, and it has taken
nearly two decades for any significant con
vergence to occur between these two ef
forts. In fact, conflicts still remain over how
the two groups should balance economic
development, social justice, and environ
mental protection.

In their desperate attempt to improve
the economic conditions of their constitu

ents, many African-American civil rights
and political leaders have directed their en
ergies toward bringing jobs to their commu
nities. In many instances, this has been
achieved at great risk to the health of work
ers and the surrounding communities. The
promise of jobs (even low-paying and haz
ardous ones) and of a broadened tax base
has enticed several economically impover
ished, politically powerless communities of
color both in the United States and around
the world (Bryant and Mohai 1992; Bullard
1990; Center for Investigative Reporting
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1990). Environmental job blackmail is a fact
of life. You can get a job, but only if you are
willing to do work that will harm you, your
family, and your neighbors.

Workers of color are especially vulner
able to job blackmail because of the greater
threat of unemployment they face com
pared to whites and because of their
concentration in low-paying, unskilled,
nonunionized occupations. For example,
they make up a large share of the nonunion
contract workers in the oil, chemical, and
nuclear industries. Similarly, over 95 per
cent of migrant farmworkers in the United
States are Latino, African-American, Afro
Caribbean, or Asian, and African Americans
are overrepresented in high-risk, blue
collar, and service occupations for which a
large pool of replacement labor exists. Thus,
they are twice as likely to be unemployed as
their white counterparts. Fear of unem
ployment acts as a potent incentive for
many African-American workers to accept
and keep jobs they know are health threat
ening. Workers will tell you that "unem
ployment and poverty are also hazardous to
one's health." An inherent conflict exists
between the interests of capital and that of
labor. Employers have the power to move
jobs (and industrial hazards) from the
Northeast and Midwest to the South and
Sunbelt, or they move the jobs offshore to
Third World countries where labor is even
cheaper and where there even are fewer
health and safety regulations. Yet, unless an
environmental movement emerges that is
capable of addressing these economic con
cerns, people of color and poor white work
ers are likely to end up siding with
corporate managers in key conflicts con
cerning the environment.

Indeed, many labor unions already
moderate their demands for improved
work-safety and pollution control when-

ever the economy is depressed. They are
afraid of layoffs, plant closings, and the re
location of industries. These fears and anxi
eties of labor are usually built on the false
but understandable assumption that envi
ronmental regulations inevitably lead to job
loss (Brown 1980, 1987).

The crux of the problem is that the
mainstream environmental movement has
not sufficiently addressed the fact that social
inequality and imbalances of social power
are at the heart of environmental degrada
tion, resource depletion, pollution, and
overpopulation. The environmental crisis
can simply not be solved effectively without
social justice. As one academic human ecol
ogist notes, "Whenever [an] in-group di
rectly and exclusively benefits from its own
overuse of a shared resource but the costs of
that overuse are 'shared' by out-groups,
then in-group motivation toward a policy of
resource conservation (or sustained yields
of harvesting) is undermined" (Catton
1982) ....
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