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Environmental Racism

Slavery ended in 1865. Black men could technically vote in 1870. Jim Crow laws ended
and the civil rights movement slowed down around 1965. And systematic injustice? The United
States has yet to fix the damage done hundreds of years ago and until this debt is repaid, African
Americans and many other people of color continue to be oppressed and disrespected by the

United States government.

As the Black Lives Matter movement has grown, new issues of systematic injustice in the
United States have arisen. These ‘new’ issues have come to light because of the great work of the
thousands of people protesting and fighting for their rights. Among those issues, is environmental
racism, a concealed issue that puts people of color, especially African American people, at a higher
risk of being exposed to harmful toxic waste, air pollution, and water pollution. The effects of
environmental racism are detrimental and are more serious than a few pieces of trash on a city
sidewalk; this issue is quite literally killing people of color. It is unfair that the nonwhite people
continue to bear the problems of this country—including the ongoing environmental problems.
Many people have become more aware of the climate crisis and the impending need for
environmental change, but are nonetheless ignorant to its disproportionate affect on African
American and Latino people. The environmental justice movement has gained much momentum in

Baltimore, Maryland because of the clear racial disparities of health and the environment.

Billions of people live in unsafe and unhealthy environments across the world, but the

disproportionate amount of people of color affected by this is highly disturbing. Statistically, more
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people of color are affected by air pollution, lead poisoning, climate change, water contamination
and proximity to landfills, hazardous waste, and industrial facilities. Robert Bullard defines
environmental racism as environmental policy, practice, or directive that differentially affects or
disadvantages (whether intended or unintended) individuals, groups, or communities based on race
or color”. And sadly, the impacts of this racism highly affect the poor and this deadly pattern
“occurs disproportionately among people of color in the U.S. who are concentrated in urban
centers in the Southern United States, coastal regions and areas with substandard air quality”
(Bullard). The government, practically built upon racism, still oppresses people of color today in
many ways including the school-to-prison pipeline and racial stereotyping in the criminal justice
system. But environmental racism attacks the health of people of color with (or the lack thereof)
policies, regulations, and agreements that essentially allow dumping, extreme emittance of air
pollutants, neglected water contamination, and other harmful actions that increase people’s

exposure to chemicals and threaten their lives.

Racism requires a power dynamic between the perpetrators and the victims. The width of
this power gap can change how badly the victim is affected, meaning a larger gap in power
amounts to a potentially more detrimental effect. The power gap between the government and low-
income African American people is vast. Because of America’s democracy, citizens do hold a lot
of power to change laws and politicians, but are not always able to convince government officials
of such change. As seen throughout the Black Lives Matter movement, and any social movement
for that matter, systematic change is difficult to achieve, leaving many people to suffer, even when
extreme efforts are made to create an impact. Robert Bullard explains that environmental racism is
a type of institutionalized discrimination, defining institutionalized racism as “actions or practices

carried out by members of dominant (racial or ethnic) groups that have differential and negative
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impacts on members of subordinate (racial and ethnic) groups”. When the government combines

with rich organizations and public policies, the impact on citizens in undeniably immense.

America’s ugly history of racism is not a secret, but the affects of racism today are often
hidden or misunderstoof. The impact of hundreds of years of discrimination and hatred is still
prominent today and the institutional and de facto racism is more than surface-level hatred and
discrimination. Redlining is a main culprit for today’s racial injustices. After Jim Crow laws were
dismantled, white people still found legal ways to discriminate against black people. The solution
to upholding their privilege included redlining. In a boom in popularity of homeownership, real
estate and homeowner loan businesses became much more powerful. This tactic involved drawing
red lines on a map and denying loans or insurance to the people within those lines, leaving African
American people stuck their segregated communities which often had lower property values,
insufficient recreational and public facilities, and generally neglected streets. Though redlining was
outlawed in 1968, the damage had already been done, and the trend of African Americans being
stuck in the poverty cycle continues today (Coates). By being trapped in impoverished
communities, people suffer from tremendous inequalities that impede their chances of success and
health. In 2017, a study found that only 43% of African American adults owned homes in
comparison to 73% of white adults (Joint Centre for Housing Studies of Harvard University). This
fact along with dozens of other alarming statistics show that the fight against racism still has not
been won. Too many black people have not been able to accumulate wealth to leave their
segregated communities, therefore showing that African American people more often live in low-

income neighborhoods.

Baltimore has been nicknamed the murder capital of the world with one of the highest

homicide rates in the country. But cancer (all kinds), heart disease, lung cancer, and chronic lower
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respiratory disease all rank higher in the number of deaths thorough Baltimore (Baltimore City
Health Department). By looking at four maps of Baltimore with statistics for the Black/African
American population, income per capita, unemployment, and respiratory-related hospitalization
rates, the correlation between racial, socioeconomic, and environment and health becomes clear.
According to the U.S. Census Bureau and Environmental Integrity, places like West Baltimore and
Cherry Port have a high African American population, lower income, higher unemployment and
higher respiratory-related hospitalization and in places like Roland Park and Wyndhurst this is just
the opposite. The dynamic of Baltimore is not secret: old money and gentrified parts of Baltimore
receive better treatment, justice, and respect than black and other people of color who are stuck in

the cycle of poverty.

Toxic gases and particulate matter not only increase climate change and harm the
environment, they also greatly affect human health. Inhaling certain gases and microscopic solids
and liquids can cause detrimental health problems like heart attacks, respiratory diseases, and
premature death (EPA). Baltimore’s high asthma rates have been connected to many different
facilities. In zip codes 21225 and 21226, just north of the Brandon Shores Coal Plant, there was a
very high asthma hospitalization rate, which soon decreased after the coal plant was forced to
reduce their emission and start desulfurization of chemicals by the Maryland Healthy Air Act
(Burkhart and Kelly). But throughout Baltimore this issue is still rampant. The average asthma
hospitalization rate throughout the United States is 14.1 per 10,000 and 18.14 in Maryland, but in
Baltimore, hospitalization averages at 40.22 per 10,000 people—astonishingly higher than many
other states and cities (Burkhart and Kelly). Then, when comparing hospitalization rates by zip
code and median household income by zip code, the data clearly shows that places with a lower

income have higher asthma hospitalization rates. These lower income areas are disproportionately
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affected by air pollutants and it seems that every town must have an entire movement to convince

the government or an air-polluting facility to stop or reduce their emissions.

The case of extreme air pollution in Baltimore did not stop after the Brandon Shores Coal
Plant reduced its emissions. Curtis Bay, an area at the southern tip of Baltimore City, is one of the
most polluted areas in Baltimore. Decades ago, it was essentially selected as the dumping grounds
for all types of air pollution, coal heaps, heavy-load trucks, and hazardous waste incinerators, even
though it still had a fairly high population. Many people of this town were unaware of the effects
of these pollutants until the environmental justice movement gained momentum. Citizens are
demanding that a nearby medical incinerator, the Wheelabrator, reduce its emissions or be
completely destroyed. This incinerator receives medical waste from 19 states, D.C., and Canada
and burns trash. The main reason that the incinerator continues to stay is because of the money it
brings to the government. This incinerator emits sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxide, mercury and more
harmful pollutants into the atmosphere (Burkhart Kelly). This surplus of waste and chemicals
effects the respiratory and heart health of the citizens of Curtis Bay, but they are left neglected and

oftentimes stuck in this polluted area.

Lead poisoning deaths have decreased in the United States due to developments in science
and governmental regulations, but Baltimore city still has too many victims of this poison. Lead
can be absorbed through small particles in the air though inhalation and through the skin. Although
extreme exposure to this chemical has decreased, trace amounts of lead still pose harmful threats to
humans who live anywhere near this chemical. Baltimore has three times the national lead
poisoning rate among children. This fact can be traced to the lack of city regulations for housing.
Many of the houses, apartments, row houses, etc. were built and painted in the 1900s when not

much research was done on the effects of lead, so many paints and building structures contained
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lead. Now as more research has surfaced, lead is no longer used in paints, pencils, and other
infrastructures. Most cities and states have laws or policies against the usage of lead and have
required property owners to refurbish or seal houses with lead paint. The lack of these policies in
areas like Sandtown in Baltimore, Maryland has caused them to have the one of highest percent of
elevated lead levels in Baltimore (Baltimore Neighborhood Indicators Alliance). This research
about Sandtown increased after the death of Freddie Gray was connected to his potential lung
health problems. The results of this lead testing also showed to have correlated to vacant property
and children in poverty. Areas with higher lead poisoning also had more vacant/abandoned
property and a higher percent of children in poverty (Baltimore Neighborhood Indicators Alliance).
Lead poisoning is clearly unhealthy, but the true effects of this are seen in children with weakening
physical affects along with neurological disabilities, high blood pressure, heart disease, and
infertility (“Leading Causes of Death”). Many of these symptoms, especially neurological
disorders, can prevent people from leaving the cycle of poverty by decreasing their ability to

complete school and higher education, or be able to achieve a high-paying job.

Once the data of environmental racism is revealed, the problem is evident: the governments
of lower-income and African American neighborhoods simply do not care about the health of their
people, only hoping to capitalize off of the helplessness of these communities, otherwise they
would create policies and regulations to protect people of color from the harmful environmental
effects of air pollution. Institutionalized environmental racism is simply another way to oppress
certain individuals and keep others in power. As a country grounded in racism, the United States
has much work to do regarding issues of injustice, but by creating healthy environments for all

people is one step in ensuring equal liberty and justice. These instances of racial inequality occur
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around the country and the globe and the only way to stop it is to pressure governments into giving

their people and the environment protection from the hands of capitalism.
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